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Abstract

This thesis is a philosophical perspective on contemporary Philosophical Counselling (PC),
especially with respect to recovery from traumatic stress. It is argued that “reasonable hope™ is
an outcome of this kind of therapeutic process. In other words, “reasonable hope” characterizes

philosophy’s tangible contributions to well-being and freedom for those who wish to pursue it.

Contemporary PC affirms, and in some instances advocates for, the value of reasoning
and the existence of criteria for valid claims of “psychological truth”. Psychological truths are
achieved through processes of philosophical distinction making as well as validity and coherence
evaluations. In these epistemological contexts (i.e., those that pursue psychological truths with
individual therapeutic subjects) the necessity for empathy becomes apparent.
Phenomenologically speaking, empathy is revealed as a tool, and cultivated skill, of therapeutic
listening. Thus this brand of reasonable hope argues that contemporary PC affirms the possibility
of enhanced personal agency by supporting subjects’ understandings of the social forces that
shape them, as well as their experiences, emotions, motivations - and, importantly, their chosen

values.

The distinct philosophical investigations of the first four chapters are brought together in
the conclusion to inform this specific account of “reasonable hope”. It is reasonable, therefore,
to hope to be freed (or at least significantly more freed) from limited meanings often associated
with the instantiating forces of psychic and emotional injuries. It is reasonable to hope to

understand some aspects of one’s self. It is reasonable to hope to be understood by others. And it

il



is reasonable to hope that discursive investigations in empathetic contexts can render less
powerful the effects of psychic pains, worries, burdens, realities and traumas. Finally, it is
reasonable to hope that reflexive turns extend, and enable, agency in subjects (i.e., individuals
and, sometimes, groups or communities). Reason and evidence affirm that we can influence our
own happiness by identifying and working with our emotions, motivations and values. In this
way reason reveals both strong and weak reasonable hope. We learn too, that some hope lies at
the limits of reason. Nonetheless, by reasoning we learn, and enact, not empty hopefulness but

hopefulness grounded in sound investigations.
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Chapter One:
Philosophical Counselling’s Retrieval of Ancient

Therapeutic Practice

Examining both myself and others is really the very
best thing that a man can do...life without this sort

of examination is not worth living.

Socrates in Plato’s Apology (Plato 1993)

Empty is that philosopher’s arguments by which no
human suffering is therapeutically treated. For just
as there is no use in a medical art that does not cast
out sicknesses of bodies, so too there is no use in
philosophy, if it does not throw out suffering from

the soul.

Epicurus (H. Usener Leipzig 1887)



1.0 Introduction: Philosophical Counsellors as Doctors of Soulful

Self-Becoming

This chapter discusses how contemporary Philosophical Counselling (PC) retrieves ancient
philosophical practices. In discussing what specifically is retrieved it will become evident that
Ancient Philosophical methodologies pertaining to self-reflection and oriented towards personal
agency do historically precede and are foundational to, contemporary psychological and

psychotherapeutic healing modalities.

At the heart of this retrieval are Hellenistic philosophers’ outlines of the relationships between
self-reflection - specifically as it applies to the identification of external forces and internal
motivations - and personal agency. After all, the strength of the Ancient insights were such that
“[t]he Hellenistic philosophical schools in Greece and Rome — Epicureans, Skeptics, and Stoics
— all conceived of philosophy as a way of addressing the most painful problems of human life”
(Nussbaum 3). Grounded in this historical perspective — capturing a period of Greek and Roman
history that extended from “late in the fourth century B.C.E. at Athens, [with] a continuous
history of dissemination and elaboration until (at least) the early centuries C.E. at Rome” - we
can more readily and specifically comprehend Philosophical thinking to be of significant
relevance for contemporary psychotherapeutic practices and pursuits of human flourishing

(Nussbaum 6).

This chapter’s discussion is intended to situate - historically and practically - the therapeutic
relevance of the practise of Philosophical Counselling. Throughout this thesis case studies will
be referenced to support the claim that philosophical approaches are relevant to psychotherapy in
general, and trauma therapy in particular. The philosophical approaches shaped here are
insightful into particular features of subjective experiences and are, importantly,
characteristically a non-normative investigation and learning about human emotions and
experiences. In addition to advocating non-normative listening and subjective agency, five
unique features of ancient retrieval are listed on page six (p. 6) of this chapter and these features

are developed in the remainder of this chapter.



We will see that Philosophy provides essential theoretical support and expansive means for
understanding and engaging the self-reflecting client. It does so in ways that support mutual (i.e.,
the client’s and therapist’s) understanding of the client’s ideas and experiences of well-being. As
points of practical emphasis and as a connector to contemporary psychotherapy, in this project I
organize the primary therapeutic points around ideas that substantiate the claim that
contemporary PC grounded in Ancient practices specifically supports robust approaches to

therapeutic listening and empathy.'

Listening is an often under-valued feature of the practise of self-reflective therapy. I bring
attention to the theoretical aspects of therapeutic listening here, so as to better support
practitioners in their practices. It is also the case that in Chapters Two and Three of this thesis |
explain how listening and empathy are epistemological tools. In other words, they can offer
useful means for the philosopher and the patient, and potentially mental health fields, to gain

new knowledge and insights.

' The many reasons why I choose to describe these approaches as “robust” relate to the
etymology of the word, as well as explanations and re-framings of Philosophy’s relevance in
everyday life; i.e., being “robust” is relevant to the theme of our retrieval of ancient philosophy’s
therapeutic practice. The contemporary word, “robust,” is derived from the Latin robustus.” Both
robus (noun) and robur (verb) pertain to oak trees and strength. (Those recalling Aristotle’s
acorn will appreciate the continuity of the oak theme.) Four of the five derived contemporary
definitions remain entirely relevant to this research project. According to the International
Thomson Publishing Canadian Dictionary, to feel robust is 1) to feel “full of health and strength,
vigorous.” (We will see that Philosophical practice, in its purity, is aiming for quality, reasoned
investigative thinking that is sustainable and evolving with respect to one’s own experience of
the good life.); 2) to be “powerfully built, sturdy,” synonymous with health (On this point I
would note that philosophical argumentation aims to be sturdy. Philosophical ideals aim for
sturdy healing arguments in terms that reflect ideal standards that are “irrefutable” and
“indubitable.”); 3) as “requiring or suited to strength or endurance” (In this project I frame
Philosophical practice as a practice that aims to understand what we can know about human
experience. Arguably, Philosophical practice has endured because its principal features are
sound; i.e., the importance and art of investigative questioning, listening, useful and reasonable
distinction-making are important so that non-normative standards for evaluating knowledge
claims can provide access to broader, and perhaps “better,” domains of knowledge to explore the
difficult aspects of human living — including traumas and emotions—without bias because these
aspects are, in a way, equal to the good things and ideals of life as parts of life.); 4) “marked by
richness, fullness, and being full-bodied (There is much room for investigation and development
when we look at the roots of philosophical practice through the gaze of the Hellenistic soul
doctors” but not as 5) “crude or boisterous.”



Another way to explain this research approach is to indicate that I have chosen to instigate future
debates with other philosophical counsellors about what constitutes phronimos® in philosophical
practice. As an introduction to what PC does, I have chosen to focus on the history and

importance of therapeutic listening, empathy, and supporting the agencies® of the client as being

essential features of philosophy’s ancient therapeutic practice.”

Prior to looking at some summations of the ancient approach, I need to make a few additional

points about language choices. In the philosophical counselling process, the individual who co-
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engages with the philosopher is variously referred to as a “client,” “patient,” “analysand,” or
“student.” Some aspects of these terms can be problematic; however, each term is useful and
there are reasons why the terms remain relevant to this discussion. Let us very briefly look at the

relevant issues pertaining to these terms.

Referring to the co-creator of a philosophical session as a “client” acknowledges that the co-
creator’s relationship with the philosopher is one mediated by an (often financial) exchange for
services. The philosopher offers and supports philosophical thinking and applies this to a
particular individual and circumstances. The client is then encouraged to determine whether
these philosophical contributions are useful and, as per an agreement, there is compensation for
the philosopher’s contributions. In this way, “client” is simply an accurate characterization of an

aspect of the practical relationship. Certainly there are instances in which this characterization is

? In Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle argues that the person of practical wisdom — the phronimos
— has become an expert at sound ethical deliberation and action. The phronimos is particularly
skilled at addressing the particulars of a case, and their cognitive assessing capacities are not
distorted by untrained emotion or biases. “The development of such practical intelligence
(phronesis) and moral virtue (aréte ethiké) comes about through a continuing interaction with
actual life situations and the shape of our emotion and intellectual responses to them”(Fitterer 4).
3 Individual humans are agents of their action in the world. And, we are more agents the more we
choose our behaviour. Here I refer to human agencies in the sense that there are many
opportunities to be agents. I am referring to the various circumstances in which an agent might
extend their agencies.

* I need to make a small technical point that I feel can be made, given that I openly advocate
investigating, striving to understand, and applying skills that are inherent in the academic
discipline of Philosophy, and given that I advocate for an expanded application of its practices
and ideas as relevant to contemporary concerns. The small technical point is that throughout this
writing [ will henceforth refer to the philosophical discipline with a lower case “p” (except at the
beginning of a chapter) not to diminish its status as an academic discipline, but rather, to
acknowledge that, as such, it is pervasive throughout this thesis.



laden with, or open to, various perspectives on capitalism, as well as monetary and market
theories. The philosophers can entertain those perspectives as useful discussion points and can
accommodate the recognition that the term “client” can be limiting, not always preferred or not

entirely relevant; therefore, it is only sometimes, and in a limited way, a useful term.

The term “patient,” on the other hand, situates the co-creator of self-knowledge in relation to the
philosopher as a kind of ill, not optimally healthy, or health-seeking individual who desires to
create a health-supporting and/or health-enhancing relationship with a physician. For our
purposes, “patient” reflects the fact that ancient philosophers were considered to be doctors of
the soul (Nussbaum 1994). There is ample evidence of doctor-patient relationships in Hellenistic
philosophical practice. In this context it is a term that characterizes mutual respect and a
particularly effective learning relationship. However, contemporary issues allow us to engage the
terms “physician,” “doctor,” and “patient” with greater explicit awareness of hierarchical power
structures. Nowadays, given the influences of feminist and social theory, practitioners are
increasingly sensitive to social power imbalances and acknowledge that the physician-patient
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relationship can be construed as problematically imbued. Similar to the term “client,” “patient” is
a reference that is best used with awarenesses about the theoretical assumptions that stand behind

the uses of the terms.

“Analysand” is a psychoanalytic term that, like the term “patient,” can also imply an overly
diagnostic or prescriptive approach, reflecting a relationship laden with power imbalances and
culturally normative impositions of health. An “analysand” is one who undergoes specific
psychological treatment under the auspices or influence of a practitioner trained in
psychoanalysis. However, here it is not used diagnostically, or in this restricted sense, so much
as it is utilized to characterize intense, rigorous, mutual engagement in discussing a patient’s

psychotherapeutic issues and concerns.

Ancient philosophers, cognizant of their role as teacher, also referred to those who benefited
from their efforts as their “students.” In this sense, the ancient philosophers function as coaches
and teachers of the psyche who guide their students in self-reflection. Without sufficient
acknowledgement of the role of the student and the specific necessity of the student’s
engagement in learning exchanges, the “teacher” term can also, at first glance, be limited by

hierarchical thinking. Consequently, in this discussion of the philosopher’s relationship with the



people to whom they offer services, the terms identified here will be used in ways that are

context appropriate and power sensitive.

In keeping with some of the ancient practices and contemporary themes, I wish to bring attention
to the idea that these subject-designating terms are intended to be indicative of co-creative
dynamics. This approach stands in contrast to therapeutic relationships that are from the outset
limited by power imbalances. Traditionally and ideally, the philosopher brings those skills the
client is able to find relevant to discussions about their experiences, thus supporting the clients

engagement in understanding, and perhaps, finding meaning in their experiences.

Having acknowledged that none of the terms is unproblematic, it is not useful to defend the
terms. Rather, I wish to promote a shift in focus, a kind of reframing; the following pages
emphasize the characteristics of philosophical and therapeutic relationships such that principles
of therapeutic efficacy are emphasized. I will use the terms in ways that reflect the specific and
multi-dimensional nature of the philosopher’s relationship with their intended benefactors;

clients, patients, analysands and students. Let us return now to the central points of this chapter.

Contemporary PC, even though it is nothing new, requires some introduction. Thus far we know
that it is intended to be therapeutically oriented investigations of subjective experiences. Perhaps
our best entrée to the practicalities of the practice is to look at how contemporary manifestations
of philosophical counselling retrieve ancient philosophical practices. This retrieval is here
characterized by the following five points: 1) an understanding-oriented listener, i.e., an
empathetic listener, 2) the use of self-reflection to evaluate values and desires in relation to a
personal account of happiness, 3) the use of discussion as particularly suited to psyche
investigative processes, 4) valuing emotions as a means to understanding human experiences and
5) the relationship between self-reflection and personal agency. I will elaborate each of these
points in this chapter. However, I will not be dealing with each point in sequential detail in the
remainder of this chapter. Rather, the evidence for these points is, I think, best presented amidst

other key points of philo-therapeutic practise that are non-normatively agency enhancing.

Nonetheless, it remains useful to being our discussion noting that the first point of retrieval
pertains to an understanding-oriented listener. In the second and third chapters of this thesis
we provide the opportunity to appreciate how the understanding-oriented listener is, in fact, an

empathetic listener. This entails that the philosopher cultivates and creates with the client a safe



enough environment in which there is a genuine valuing of self-reflection and the exploration of
emotions. Since the exploration of emotions is often a point of human vulnerability, the
emotional safety of the client is relevant — and, arguably, crucial in an active listening context.
One reason for providing a safe place in which the student can share their reflections on their
motivations, desires and cognitive habits, is that safe places facilitate self-reflective insight and
critical yet kind evaluations. The student is therefore less likely to miss insights and truths that
would not be available in another context. Counselling is a particular approach to aiming to see
one’s self with clarity and truth because to reflect on one’s self with another is to be open to
having one’s habits of self-deception exposed for consideration. Insightful and effective self-

reflection, as we will see is, in practice, an art and a science.

Even though self-reflection is a fairly accessible concept, what is entailed and revealed in this
knowledge acquisition process is not simplistic, nor is it knowledge that is simply acquired.
Rather, because self-reflection cultivates knowledge about one’s self, the student has to engage
honestly, with at least some relative vulnerability and humility, and with an orientation — shared
by both participants - towards discerning the best possible truths of the matter at hand. Certainly,
discerning the best possible truths about one’s self can be an unsettling and potentially rewarding
process. An effective empathetic listener is sensitive and aware of the relevance of these factors
in the self-exploration processes. This point is amply evident in the Hellenistic passages we will

discuss here.

The second point of retrieval is a reasonable counter-balance to the first point on many levels. It
pertains to the valuing of subject specific desires and values, which taken together orient the
student towards their ideals of happiness and the good life. In other words, a good portion of
PC practise is self-reflection that is oriented towards the discernment and identification of the

values and desires that relate to a particular subject’s version of better living.

The third point pertains to the use of language and discussion as tools suited to psyche
investigative processes. We will see significant evidence of this in Hellenistic philosophy.
Moreover, the use of precise and context-relevant language (as well as other subject-relevant
modes of creating self-expression, meaning or understanding) importantly reflects the patient’s
understanding of their “illnesses” and possible remedies. The ancients also recognized that

effective communication influences the tonic’s effectiveness. Consequently, it can be indicated



that the insightful use of communication skills is crucial to philosophical practice. As such, these
communication skills aim to be accurate, investigative, as well as epistemologically and
psychologically challenging and supportive. It is also worth noting that philosophy’s cures are
affected by how well the practitioner communicates (philosophically and psychologically), as

well as what they choose to communicate about or focus on, with the patient.

The fourth point pertains to Martha Nussbaum’s argument reminding contemporary philosophers
of their debt to the Ancients: in effective communication processes there evolves a need and a
requirement to value the investigation of human emotions as a means to understanding
human experience. A good use of philosophy’s tools in the psychotherapeutic context supports
various understandings of emotions. As will be seen with specificity in the third chapter of this
thesis, this is not a point unrelated to discerning values, motivations, and desires. The ancient
perspective affirms a relationship between deep, evolving communications about one’s
experiences and feelings, and the discernments and valuing of emotions as (kinds of)
knowledge’. The more there is a valuing of emotions — an aim to be investigative and not judge
or regulate emotions — the more can be learned. In Chapter Three it will become more evident
how empathetic listening, which involves the aiming to understand the motivations of values and

desires, creates unique and valuable knowledge claims about human experiences.

The fifth point, also significant in terms of my larger project, pertains to endorsing, asserting,
and increasing one’s experience of personal agency as a valued result of the self-reflective
process. Pragmatically speaking, this point is worth attending to as a focal point of practice
because the clinical evidence appears to support the idea that there is a relationship between
personal agency and eudaimonia. For me the philosophical discoveries of the relationships
between agency and self-reflection are truly provocative. Chapters Four and Five specifically

look at this relationship in contemporary philosophical contexts.

Our working definition of the term eudaimonia refers to the personal happiness that evolves out

of self-reflection. In this context eudaimonia is evident when there is coherence between

> To reference kinds of knowledge is a more contemporary evolution in philosophy.
Wittengenstein, Foucault and Ian Hacking are examples of theorists who distinguish between
kinds of knowledge. Discussing kinds of knowledge makes up much of our theoretical
foundations in Chapter Two.



knowing one’s values, and living those values. (On a clinical note, I have observed that when the
psychological maturity of this kind of self-evaluation is achieved, it can be sustained by the
individual often independent of whether material circumstances are supportive or not.) We
cannot evaluate the relationship between personal agency and eudaimonia without a good

foundational understanding of some key components of Hellenist philosophy.

Eudaimonia is a central theme of Hellenist and Aristotelian philosophy. It is also a philosophical
theme that remains of utmost relevance to us today (Kingwell, 1998). Eudaimonia roughly
translates as human happiness. There are, however, many facets to its definition and meaning,
even for Aristotle scholars. Martha Nussbaum (1986) translates it in a precise way that is in
keeping with its Greek use, namely as “the art of human flourishing” (15). Michele Foucault
references eudaimonia in much the same way, as well as the historical term, techné biou, which
refers to the art of the good life (Foucault 1978; Baynes.1989). Certainly the claim that humans
aim to live good lives is given due consideration here and various perspectives of the claim are
incorporated into this approach to PC; however, there is neither the time nor space to develop the
particulars of relevant debates. Yet, we can proceed with the summation that inherent to self
investigative processes described here is that philosophers encourage their patients to consider
for themselves whether the good life is also to be a virtuous one.® Grounded in, and responsive to
Aristotle, the Hellenists would consider the good life to also be one of balance and wisdom
(Cooper 2009). There are numerous perspectives one could take on these points. Regardless,
whether aiming to live better lives - this includes more contented, even happy lives - or aiming to
find resolution to heartache and suffering through (greater) understanding, these were typically
the concerns and realities that engaged the ancient philosophers, and they remain the concerns
that fill the waiting rooms of contemporary philosophical practitioners and psychotherapists

today.

Prior to discussing the specifics of the retrieval and to better contextualize our discussion, let us
take a moment to characterize, in a different but again preliminary way, how we might think
about contemporary PC: it is, in short, the discipline of philosophy applied to the contents of a

psychotherapy session. In this context, psychotherapy is defined as the practice of therapeutic

% This is especially true of virtue ethicists and Aristotelians.
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listening.” We can reference Edith Stein to support a definition of therapeutic listening such that
in instances of therapeutic listening philosophers and psychotherapists are listening both for the
causal explanations of the individual’s identities, as well as the individual’s motivations and
values. Most psychotherapists know to listen for emotions as keys to personal motivations. In
addition to this, in a PC session, subsequent to the emotion-based psychotherapeutic work being
shared and investigated, the practitioner and client can then appropriately apply philosophical
thinking to the contents to what is unearthed in the psychotherapeutic process. The client and the
practitioner can evaluate the client’s beliefs about themselves and their worlds, and can discuss
how to variously influence the patient’s behaviour by challenging their beliefs and thinking
processes. In these ways a therapy session is enhanced, supported, and indeed, edified® by

philosophy.

In Thomas Szasz’s 1998 well-known article “The Healing Word: Its Past, Present and Future”
we find additional support for this chapter’s argument that contemporary P.C. retrieves Ancient
philosophical practice. Szasz traces the history of non-coercive talk therapy from Socrates to
contemporary psychoanalysis as being soul curative. His aim is to make distinctions between,
and dispel confusion about psychiatric and contemporary medical treatments versus talk therapy.
In short, the kind of talk therapy and soul cures that Szasz, as well as other historical practical
philosophers, have been interested in are non-coercive and client empowering kinds. This is
because practitioners of talk therapy aim to empower the patient and provide tools for ongoing

self-curing and introspection. In this paradigm the individual and their self-expression is what is

’ To adequately define psychotherapy would be significantly beyond the scope of this discussion.
However, a functional working definition of psychotherapy is: a practice of attentively and
empathetically relating to a client’s emotions and perspectives and investigating with the client
how they want to change or influence their emotions and/or behaviours.

® This is a carefully chosen descriptive term because “edifices” are both foundational and
supportive. In the domain of building, an edifice provides a frame or a construct that will be the
structural shell for the building yet to come. In the 16™ century, the term edification came to
mean achieving success. The term came to have particular religious connotations in that those
who were edified were considered to be spiritually supported, but contemporary applications
extend beyond religion. Nowadays, “to edify” is to inspire enlightenment through information
and instruction. (http://etext.virginia.edu June 2, 2009.) I will show how ancient philosophical
practices of soul doctoring can be seen to edify those who practice contemporary PC and, more
generally, those who engage psychotherapeutic practices.
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valued. The point of contrast to contemporary medication therapy is that in medicine based
therapy the cures are often seen to lie with the doctor and/or the prescriptive aspect of
medications and treatments, and not necessarily with the patient. Whereas in the philosophical
paradigm the curative power is taught and guided by the practitioner, but the healing lies

significantly with the client’s various engagements with his or her own life and living.

Szasz legitimizes the historical connection and continuity between philosophy and
psychoanalysis. The tool that provides continuity to that connection is the emphasis placed on

language. Szasz cites Steiner on this point:

Psychoanalysis is, in foto, a language art, a language praxis. There
can be neither mute patients nor deaf analysts. Psychoanalysis is as
immediate to word and syntax as mining is to the earth (Steiner in

Szasz, 107).

This citation adds credence to point three of our above claims about retrieval. Of equal
importance in the Szasz article is the emphasis placed on the non-coercive, agency-oriented
aspects of the tradition of talk therapy that originates in philosophical practice, all of which
pertains to points 2—5 noted above (p. 6).

An additional point, to further elucidate what happens in a PC session, is one that notes that on
occasion philosophical thinking is applied to a focal idea in a therapeutic session. For example,
when a situation gives rise to the need to analyze particular emotional experiences (e.g., jealousy
or love), the work of Seneca, Lucretius, Plato, or Aristotle might be cited to provide conversation
points for the client as well as additional schemas and vocabulary for thinking about their
feelings.’” It is my hope that at this point in the discussion the reader is garnering a general sense

of what a PC session might be like.

? At other times the practitioner’s thinking and listening might be informed by philosophical
thinking but those considerations may not be relevant to, or needed by, the client in that session,
so accordingly not shared with the client. Explanations of specific philosophical engagements
that inform listening and mutual understanding are typically available to the client and are
always patient-specific. However, it is not necessary to spend time in a session on such
discussions.
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While it is true that much of this larger project looks at facets of the relationship between
philosophy and psychotherapy (indeed claims about this relationship can be inferred here,
including the claim that philosophy is a historical and intellectual precursor to psychotherapy and
psychoanalysis), I do not debate the features of this relationship. Debates on the similarities,
specializations, and theoretical differences between these disciplines will have to be put aside for
now. However, those in the therapeutic fields will note that I am offering consistent and strong
arguments for much of philosophy’s therapeutic distinction lying in its inherently non-normative,
emotionally investigative, reasoned and agency enhancing approach to understanding human

experiences.

As Szasz notes, philosophical practice is much more foundational to psychotherapeutic process
than is generally and historically acknowledged. It wasn’t until the late 1880s that a definite split
developed between the fields of psychology and philosophy; Breuer, Freud, and James were
among the definitive historical and ideological markers of this split. They began applying
philosophical theory to in the field investigative work on the human psyche. As can be seen in
the research of each of these practitioners, the “split” between the disciplines was not fixed. That
a split in the disciplines developed is an evolution and a healthy and right functioning of
specialization, and an appropriate development in field-specific knowledge.'® Nonetheless, the
point is that philosophy and human psychology have never been too far apart. It is interesting
that nowadays when convergences in the disciplines occur it is considered a multidisciplinary
approach. Appropriately, in a contemporary context, it can be said that this investigation is also a
kind of multidisciplinary approach. In this historical trajectory we can say that specializations in
fields of knowledge (philosophy, psychoanalysis, psychology and psychotherapy) converge to
generate additional insights, debates, and potential results in the shared field of human happiness

and development rooted in ancient philosophy.

Discussion about knowledge generation is another way in which contemporary PC honours,

resuscitates and retrieves ancient philosophical practices and theories. Accordingly, a

10 Field-specific knowledge is defined and discussed in Chapter Two. Field-specific knowledge
pertains to distinct domains of knowledge; for example, psychology and psychoanalysis are
distinct domains with each characterized by its own investigation of and approach to knowledge
acquisition.
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contemporary investigative pursuit inspired by love of wisdom and a desire to understand the
human condition is not a stale process of regurgitation. Rather, in keeping with its roots, PC is a
practical, thoughtful, living engagement with living."" Philosophy’s tools, while in some ways
fixed, also evolve and develop as knowledge evolves and develops. Recognizing this particular
point also goes a long way to further substantiate contemporary PC as a retrieval of ancient

practices.

Thus, this /iving nature of philosophical practice is why discussing its methods and practices are
opportunities for refinement.'? Clinical engagements provide the opportunity to affirm that
philosophy itself has particular relevance to living, and is not only an abstract endeavour. The
philosophical practices studied here happen in life and are responsive to life. That philosophical
counsellors often find themselves facing and striving to understand the traumas and tragedies
that are inherent to living is simply and factually a result of philosophy’s engagement with
living. It is not because philosophical counsellors are particularly dark, nihilistic or colicky in
disposition that particular challenging issues emerge in philosophical investigations. Rather, it is
the aim to understand what can be considered inherent to human living that informs why this
philosophical practice is able to address life’s traumas in relatively non-normative, investigative,

and empathetic ways.

Traumas and tragedies are not things that philosophical investigators give more or less attention
to, nor do we give them only positive or curative attention. However, these challenges are part of
life and deserve equal and relatively unbiased'’ investigation. It is in pursuing eudaimonia that
we have to confront the effects of traumas, tragedies and injustices that can enhance, as well as

block such pursuits.

These orienting statements do not in any way mitigate the importance of a practitioner’s
commitment to minimizing human pain and suffering wherever possible, and to do no harm. The

traditional philosophical doctor’s alignment with Hippocratic claims affirms the practices’

' A living engagement with living indicates that interpretations of living are not stale or
stagnant, but vital and dynamic engagements.

12 Surely, it is a normative and/or ethical position to indicate that what lives well refines itself as
it ages. It is, nonetheless, a pragmatic truism.

13 “Relative un-bias,” a theme here in Chapter One, is a technical concept discussed throughout
this thesis as “non-normative understanding.”
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engagement with human life. Desires, pleasantries, and tragedies all mandate philosophical
consideration because they are all part of human living. Thus, it can be said that one way in
which philosophical practice is non-normative is that it does not start off by judging some parts
of life more worthy of attention or investigation than others; murderous desires, traumas,
agonies, sex, disappointment, hatred, and recoveries are as important to these kinds of
philosophical inquiries as are love, spiritual experiences, desires, and ideas of greater goods. The
distinct and contrasting facets of living all equally merit philosophical investigation. In other
words, to identify and assess what we can know about the human condition and human
experiences — and to do so philosophically — requires that we name, discuss, and investigate all
aspects of life, and from the outset we need to acknowledge and aim to minimize knowledge-

mitigating biases.

“Relative un-bias,” a theme in this chapter, is also a theme of the larger work. To this end, the
philosophically informed bias throughout this project aims for non-normative understanding, or
at least not overly normative, understanding. Suffice it to say for now, the terms “relative un-
bias” and aiming for “non-normative understandings” are technical concepts that will be
developed throughout this chapter, as well as throughout the thesis project. Granted too, the aim

of non-bias is a kind of bias but not the kind that will stifle knowledge quests.

I think philosophy’s potential to be relevant and attentive to the human condition can be seen in
its support of the healthy integration of human realities and horrors that, not having been
adequately integrated, manifest as PTS symptoms.'* In the final chapter I discuss PTS symptoms
and philosophy’s usefulness in more detail. The phrase “not yet adequately integrated,”

references both the activities of individual and society at large. In facilitating conversations

' Certainly this phrasing is not intended to indicate that trauma survivors are responsible for
their PTS symptoms due to a lack of integration. Rather, the trauma survivor is typically dealing
with something excessively horrific and beyond the norm for them. Recovery supports the
healthier integration of past horrific experiences. But more to the point, this phrase indicates that
it is difficult to integrate horrors especially when one’s social group or even individual friends
and family members are not willing to talk, or do not know how to talk, about such experiences.
In our society because of social bias, emotions and trauma experiences are not discussed in
proportion to the reality of their occurrence. In some ways the perpetuating of this silencing
causes traumas to be exacerbated. Superficial engagements with traumas, including therapeutic
ones, can make recovery challenging or impossible.
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pertaining to human tragedies and traumas, philosophy helps human consciousness integrate its
own realities. This affirms the importance of philosophically relevant existential claims.'® It also
affirms a foundational feature of contemporary psychotherapeutic practice known as “narrative
therapy,” where the client tells their story to make sense of their world. In these ways, for
example, contemporary philosophical practice has the potential to help humans cope with life

challenges and troubling realities, and to thrive.
1.1 The Non-Normative Approach

It is no small point to claim that, as philosophers and inquirers, we aim to understand the human
condition with as little insight-limiting bias as possible. This is because in the philosophical
quest for understanding - practically understood as striving for “best” understanding -
philosophers use logic, reason, and experiences to orient themselves to useful insights. As I will
elaborate, attentiveness to philosophy’s aim to mitigate the knowledge-limiting effects of bias is
an important tool for the acquisition of knowledge and understanding. Prior to the postmodern
era this was known as aiming to be “objective.” Objectivity and subjectivity, as we will see
throughout this thesis, are no longer straightforward and uncomplicated concepts. We have to
account for the dialectics of these concepts with respect to contemporary knowledge claims.
Nonetheless, for now we can note that more and less biased positions are respectively and
technically called either “normative” or “non-normative” distinctions. Thus, positions that are
culturally biased are called “normative.” These are contrasted with “non-normative” claims that
are less oriented towards conditioning individuals to be a part of social regulations, standards and
biases. With respect to the individual, a non-normative approach tends to be less normalizing, or

less oriented towards supporting and endorsing community conformity.

While it is true that societal norms can reflect what is good, this is not always the case. By
definition, societal norms reflect what is average, or the mean, of what a society determines

ought to be common and/or standard for evaluation. Much of philosophy’s intellectual history is

!> With due respect to the fields of existential philosophy and psychology, for now I mean to
refer to claims about existence and those claims that pertain to coming to terms with what are the
essential features of living.
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reflected in these statements.'® Also already evident are some of the dualisms (dialectical
tensions) and/or paradoxes that philosophers love swimming in — namely, the aim to minimize

the negative effects of some norms and biases, and to advocate for other biases.

One can obviously argue for good biases. If one wants empirical truth, for example, it is useful to
be biased in favour of objectivity. If one wants a virtuous society, it is useful to bias one’s self
towards, or to be motivated by, a social virtue like compassion. Nussbaum (1994) points out,
when making a separate but related argument about a Platonic versus a Hellenistic perspective on
health, that we come to know in the Hellenistic paradigm what’s good for us by investigating life.
An ideal of health is not applied to life without considerations about life experiences because our
understandings about health come from living. “Good isn’t a Platonic ideal that exists
independent of us. Goodness and progress and development are human experiences and
concepts” (Nussbaum xvi). Ifideals pertaining to goodness are not inherent in us but evolve out
of our experiences of life, then we have to admit that it is likely that ethical theories also reflect
human wishes and desires. As such, they are not mind-independently real; rather, ideas of
goodness and ethics reflect inherent human biases. Consequently, we have to ask how we can
mitigate and determine the effects of negative biases and promote the effects of good biases

while aiming for best insights.

The Hellenist philosophers, as well as the other philosophers we discuss — Isaiah Berlin, Judith
Butler, Edith Stein, Donna Orange, and Edwin Hersch — all acknowledge the biases in their
work and perspectives; all identify the context-dependent and subjectively-useful biases with
which they work. This is similar to the therapeutic PC context in which the philosophical
practitioner and student work together to mitigate oppressive and perspective-limiting effects of
standardizing biases. It will also be demonstrated that empathetic listening can mitigate the
negative epistemological effects of biases. As we will see particularly in the third chapter, this
means that there has to be a willingness to identify and understand the desires and motivations
behind emotions. It will be evident how aiming to understand emotions and desires supports the

participants to be aware of identifying their own, as well as others’, biases. The ideal of

' For now I will limit the discussion by noting that we will discuss in more detail how societies,
cultures, and institutions normalize when discussing Berlin, Butler, and feminist epistemological
approaches in Chapter Four.
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identifying and naming biases — especially ethical biases — can enable us to more honestly
(i.e., consciously, from a place of self-reflection) name their influence in our work, perceptions,

experiences and day-to-day living.

This approach stands in opposition to individuals calling particular values “their own,”
regardless of whether such beliefs are grounded in a lack of self- reflection. Without self
reflection many everyday behaviours can be shown to mimic habit or convention, which is
contrary to philosophy’s history of fighting against various consciousness-reducing, mind—

numbing, and dissociative living conventions.

It is worth noting that disassociation, which can be defined as an individual not being present to
their own experiences, and/or what motivates their own perceptions and experiences, is a
diagnostic concern for psychotherapists. This is in part because dissociative living (i.e., non-
reflective living) runs counter to authentic engagements and relationships. Philosophical history
demonstrates its own convention of bringing individuals into awarenesses of what they are
thinking, as well as potential awareness of why an individual subject is thinking a particular

thought or is endorsing particular values.

The importance of this non-normative approach lies not in a simple rebuking of convention. Its
importance, rather, lies in enabling the analysand to evaluate their core beliefs and motivations.
The importance of this approach is that it supports the analysand in their determination of which
beliefs are habits of convention (and, therefore, at least some of the times normalizing), and
which beliefs are chosen because they reflect the analysand’s self-selected core values. Here it is
worth introducing a clinical reference as an example of a philosophical counsellor’s approach to

post traumatic stress (PTS).

Evaluating one’s beliefs can be particularly important for individuals who have suffered and
survived childhood abuse (including sexual abuse or age-inappropriate sexual exposure) because
the characteristic beliefs they may have about themselves, others, and the world are often not
healthy — by virtually any definition of health. How these survivors see themselves, for
example, often reflects the real ways in which their experiences have set them apart. Their
emotional engagements with the world may be grounded in shame, a sense of being bad, and
feeling unworthy of happiness or a good life. Their beliefs about themselves are all too often

grounded in beliefs that are harmful, self-sabotaging, and sometimes self-injurious. A generally
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investigative, non-normative, philosophical approach can assist these clients to look
empathetically at their beliefs, emotions, and behaviour. Noting that a non-normative approach
would be not so much for purposes of regulating complicity with a particular definition of
goodness or health, but rather, to assist patients in having enough personal data that they can
discern the origins of their self-limiting beliefs. In these self-reflective processes they could also
determine which values and beliefs they wish to retain and which they wish to work towards
eliminating as kinds of primary point of reference.'” During philosophical discussions patients
are provided the opportunity to assess which of their beliefs are configured in ways that reflect
their self-endorsed unique personalities and experiences. This way of thinking comes to reveal to
the patient that at some point it matters which beliefs they wish to support and maintain, and
which beliefs they want to eliminate from their points of (sometimes primary) interpretive

reference.'®

At this point let us acknowledge the tool of distinction making is a means to engage
philosophical thinking and analysis. To this point we have differentiated between biased and
non-biased knowledge, normative and non-normative claims, as well as beliefs based on self-
reflection and those not based on self-reflection. Such distinctions allow us to make subjective
and reasonable refinements that modify yet support what is key in a particular interpretive
position. Thus influencing how a subject sees their world. This crucial point for understanding
philosophical practice — i.e., the philosophical distinctions that are psychotherapeutically
relevant — will be elaborated upon in half of Chapter Two where I discuss and evaluate Edwin

Hersch’s (2003) idea of levels of theoretical distinction making.

Those who practice philosophy are likely to concur that distinction making and refinements in
thinking are the bases of philosophical discussions. Throughout this thesis the kinds of
philosophical discussions that I pursue are epistemological and therefore pertain to matters

relating to knowledge generation and knowledge acquisition.

' There is a difference between wishing to have certain beliefs and choosing certain beliefs.
Generally choosing indicates a more thoughtful process, whereas wishing is a less complex act.
Wishing is a good enough verb in this context, in the absence of psychological theory.

'8 This point has been with thanks from remarks generated in conversation with L. Lange
(06/28/2010).
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It could be argued that a feature of philosophy is that with the arguments and refinements that
come from distinction making, it allows itself to grow and expand, so its knowledge claims are
inherently not dogmatic. Rather, as previously indicated, philosophy is dynamic and living. As
such, philosophy aims to make theories based on the particulars of human experiences. To
authentically revive and retrieve these ancient philosophical practices of thoughtful engagement
with living is both to practice its techniques and arguments, and also to be willing to add our own
data and insights. For contemporary philosophical practitioners, enacting ancient methodologies
and adding new perspectives or data are acts consistent with the tradition. Consider, in reflecting
on Aristotle’s words below, that this is how philosophy saw its relevance into the future. This is
some of what inspires me to affirm a foundation for the application of philosophy, in a clinical

way, to the persistent tragedies of life.

In Nicomachean Ethics (EN), Aristotle writes that philosophy is a science and, as such, it is open

to anyone to supply what is lacking.

- So much of our outline sketch for the good life. It would seem to
be open to anyone to take things further and to articulate the good
parts of the sketch; and time is a good discoverer and ally in these
things. That is how progress takes place in the sciences [téchnai]
too: it is open to anyone to supply what is lacking. (EN 1098a22-
26)

Philosophers, as seekers of wisdom, are historically and foundationally inspired to allow that
colleagues, associates, students, and clients will assist the practice of philosophy to grow and
develop further in its relevance to the good life. Indeed, working with trauma survivors has
inspired me to give voice again — while endorsing refrains from the Hellenists — philosophy is
undoubtedly relevant to living. Often its thinking tools and techniques can be edifying in terms
of supporting individuals through trauma recovery and in terms of laying foundations for future
personal growth. Thus, philosophy continues to contribute to what is lacking. What is lacking, in
my clinical opinion, is the social legitimacy given to the insights and testimonies of trauma

SUrvivors.

Ancient philosophers intended for philosophical practice to be, and to be seen as, a healing

medical practice that met the criteria of science and reason because its pragmatic benefits were



20

verifiable. Their vision of philosophy was more a holistic and personal sense of philosophy’s
potential for social contributions than an abstract and austere practice limited only to a class of
relative elites.'”” While it is true that those who practice philosophy in the academy progress and
refine “science” and the disciplines with their teachings, lectures, writing and research, I join the
refrain of Martha Nussbaum (1994) who offers that when we conceive of philosophy as a
medicine, its practical empathic relevance and engagement with the human condition and the

vicissitudes of daily living are undeniable.

As a practitioner, | fantasize that everyone who practices and loves philosophy knows of its
relevance to everyday life. However, it could easily be argued that its accessibility and personal
relevance to every person has been significantly missing and lacking for centuries — until
recently. Until the accepted, re-emergent, and formalized (or institutionalized), dawn of
philosophical counselling in 1982,%° contemporary philosophy was deficient as a living practice,
and not accessible to every person. It was lacking, and perhaps even failed to demonstrate its

ongoing relevance to everyday living.

Certainly it is worth debating philosophy’s history of relevance to everyday life and the various
ways it can effectively influence contemporary living. However, these points will now have to be
turned aside so as to substantiate my claims about ancient philosophy’s vision of its own

practice.

' A significant reason why Nussbaum feels compelled to bring her reader back to the Hellenists
is because theirs was a philosophy concerned with everyday life that aimed to be accessible to
everyone. While obviously influenced and grounded in Plato and Aristotle, the Hellenists
exceeded their predecessors in inclusive ways. The Hellenists wanted philosophy to be relevant
to how their students improved their own quality of life. Aristotle in particular, however, limited
the accessibility of philosophy to the educated elite.

2% The contemporary and international PC movement is often traced back to Gerd Achenbach
who founded the German Society for Philosophical Practice and Counselling in 1982, and
published his first books on the subject in 1984 and 1985. PC soon spread over the European
continent, establishing deep roots in the Netherlands.

In Israel, PC began in 1989 with the establishment of Center Sophon, directed by Shlomit
Schuster. The activities of this include a non-profit first-aid philosophy telephone line for
existential problems and ethical dilemmas. In the United States, Lou Marinoff established an
international certifying organization, the American Philosopher Practitioners Association
(APPA) in 1999.
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1.2 Ancient Practices

Nussbaum (1994) says that in the ancient Hellenistic philosophical schools “from Homer on we
encounter, frequently and prominently, the idea that /ogos is to illnesses of the soul as medical
treatment is to illness of the body” (49). Throughout the late fifth and early fourth centuries BCE,
Greek thinkers and writers found themselves thinking more frequently and with greater ease
about the idea that ethical and political arguments were similar to medicine. They looked to these
arguments for “healing when confronted with seemingly intractable psychological afflictions”

(52).

These ancients saw philosophy as engaging socially relevant healing and edifying psychosocial
practices that achieved results by a method that was, at least in part, grounded in people talking
things out. When patients talked things out they were assisted in discerning and evaluating their
own core beliefs, their actions in the world, and their values; students, by talking things out,
would come to eventually experience and characterize themselves as becoming psychologically
better; i.e. experiencing (some, or more) eudaimonia. Along with the ideal and idea of authentic
human happiness, there also exists the idea of practical happiness coming from a personal

process of self-investigation.

Like the other Hellenists, the Stoics saw philosophy as akin to doctoring. Cicero, for example, in

his Tusculan Disputations, writes:

There is I assure you, a medical art for the soul. It is philosophy,
whose aid need not be sought, as in bodily diseases, from outside
our selves. We must endeavour with all our resources and all our
strength to become capable of doctoring ourselves (Cicero in

Nussbaum 316).

In this passage Cicero affirms philosophy’s unique capacity as a medical-like aid for the soul, or
psyche. Notably, we see that philosophy’s medicine can be a cure that is cultivated “in” the
patient. This lays the basis for the aim of philosophy’s cure to be, ideally, not one of dependence
on the practitioner, but instead to be dependent on the eventual autonomy and self-doctoring of

the patient.
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Another Stoic philosopher, Chrysippus, notes that the study of philosophy as medicine affirms
the practical and daily life relevance of philosophy:

It is not true that there exists an art [techné] that we call medicine,
concerned with diseased body, but no corresponding art concerned
with the diseased soul. Nor is it true that the latter is inferior to the
former, in its theoretical grasp and therapeutic treatment of

individual cases (316).

In summarizing the ninth chapter of her book, Nussbaum writes that it is clear that the Stoics,
like the other two Hellenistic schools (the Epicureans and the Skeptics) wish to claim “that a
philosophical art of soul-healing, correctly developed and duly applied, is both necessary and
sufficient for attaining the highest ends of human life” (327). Here too we obtain affirmation that

attending to both human suffering and flourishing are the focuses of philosophical medicine.

Philosophy, clearly rooted in healing and medical paradigms, significantly affects how we think
about philosophical practice. Acknowledging this medical component again affirms its value to
life and its living engagement with living. In this tradition, philosophy is not meant to be without
vital relevance to achieving eudaimonia. Having already noted Chrysippus’ strong convictions
about philosophy’s role in soul doctoring, this particular passage establishes the ancient

conventional merits of philosophy’s engagements:

Be convinced at least of this, unless the soul is cured, which cannot
be done without philosophy, there will be no end to our afflictions

(Chrysippus in Nussbaum 317).

Here we can see that the tonic of philosophical practice is so valued by this Stoic that he goes so
far as to say that it is necessary for soul/psyche curing. Knowing the full logical implications of
his aims, he puts forth the above proposition as uncontestable. In other words, philosophical
practice is necessary for the healing of psychological afflictions, and to make such a bold
statement philosophy is likely widely acknowledged as a healing practice. The context of
Chrysippus’ proposition is akin to a possible modern day newspaper headline, or a “tweet”:
‘Philosophy heals soul afflictions. It is so good, that it is the only true cure for psychic discontent

and unhappiness in life.” Perhaps this was a reasonable historical claim, but can this proposition
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also be true in contemporary times? Can philosophy really remain in the realm of being

necessary for soul curing? Is psyche curing what is needed? And can philosophy help?

Obviously I think a contemporary argument ought to be made in favour of the claim that
philosophy remains essential for supporting individuals in their engagements with their lives, and
enables them to find eudaimonia. This I why I argue this kind of soul doctoring has
contemporary relevance. And this is why it is so important to explain in the chapters following

how philosophical thinking can be applied to understanding human lives.

To return then, to the history of philosophy’s medical-like practice, such a science could not
proceed with only scant engagements in the vicissitudes of human living. To summarize the
influence of these philosophical doctors, we can say that there is evidence in favour of the idea
that to be effective and withstand the test of time, philosophical practice has to be entirely
attentive to and engaged with everyday living. Aiming to inspire and advocate for the highest
ends of human life, and addressing human suffering are not only consistent themes for
Nussbaum in affirming philosophy’s relevance to and potential edification of human life, but
they are also values that are best understood in the context of authentic, focused, investigative,
and respectful engagements with living. Here is where she finds explicit kinship with the
ancients. Like them, Nussbaum encourages an approach to philosophy that supports thoughtful
reflection on one’s actions, and the values that motivate actions. Notably, motivation is often
discerned by investigating the emotions that are behind the values expressed. Investigating the
relationships between emotion, motivation, and activity is a key contributions of philosophy’s

therapeutic practice. This will be discussed in more detail in Chapter Three.

Nussbaum, like philosophical counsellors, encourages reflection on the biases and emotions that
affect one’s attitude and approach to life experiences. Choosing to modify one’s approach to life
affects how one experiences happiness, contentment, and self-fulfillment. The following
description is an Aristotelian and Nussbaum-like approach based on the kind of self-reflection

that philosophy encourages:

There is, then, a kind of sober self-appropriation wherein the
subject, aware of the fact that she is in a deliberative process, takes
hold to some degree of the states of that process precisely to

promote a sound and responsible outcome. This is the subject
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operating well as a self-conscious subject [as a self-reflective
individual] to overcome limitations and head towards objectivity
and moral truth. At least one of the most vital stages of such a self-
appropriation is awareness of and compensation for personal bias,
the prejudices that would deceive the very discernment she is trying

to bring to excellent development.” (Fitterer 6)

This passage demonstrates how one’s core beliefs, (in this case also philosophical beliefs about
human goodness) can bias a therapeutic outcome in a particular direction. I choose the above
passage to demonstrate the Aristotelian context of eudaimonia and good living that inspired the
Hellenistic philosophers to respond — i.e., the Hellenists really were developing Aristotle’s idea
of doctoring of the soul as being one of philosophy’s contributions to humankind. What we learn
from Nussbaum’s in-depth investigations is that they were also particularly willing to endorse

and explore the correlation between self-reflection and living a good life.

Consistent with the claims of these ancient philosophical schools is one of the claims of
contemporary philosophical counselling that, as a service or a contribution, it offers a breadth of
specific practices and engagements (the particulars of which I sketch throughout this thesis) that
appeal to reason. Thus, philosophers are often known to use argumentation as a means of
edifying human experiences and addressing human suffering (Achenback, 1999; Marinoff,
2002). Philosophers also know — especially those versed in the field of feminist and post-
colonial epistemology — that reason is not an unproblematic concept. Political philosophers in
particular note the social forces at play in various applications and definitions of reason. The
practice used to think of reason as being grounded essentially in a priori truths and the notion of
absolute truth as being, ideally, only ultimately about one kind of thing. The idea and concern
was that reason was such a perfect concept that it was, in ways, monolithic. Following
deconstructive trends of the 1980s (significantly influenced by Michele Foucault), assumptions
about reason and absolute ideals were rigorously critiqued. During this time, theories of
relativism gained substantial support and some of these theories were shown to be consistent
with versions of objectivity and reason. From Chapter Two and onwards I will be acknowledging
the theoretical changes in reasoning and absolute truth as influenced by social philosophy and

feminist thought.
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Discussions about absolute truth, relative truth, and reason are useful — as has been particularly
evident in feminist philosophy — to identify biases in knowledge acquisition. These, along with
other contemporary epistemological critiques of philosophical tradition, move us into deeper
understandings of the biases that shape human knowledge. Important distinctions are discussed
in Chapter Two, so as to familiarize us with the philosophical practice of orienting our analysis
in terms of the reasoning and truth biases. This provides the opportunity to identify those biases
that we are attempting to move away from, as well as those we choose to move towards. For our
purposes, such discussion supports the eventual claim that more committed engagements with

non-normative listening supports a good ethics of care.

In the next sections of this discussion it will be evident that the Hellenists advocated that what
counts as knowledge ought to be minimally biased, and that the philosopher ought to aim to
understand the human condition with a spirit of open investigation minimally affected by (or at
least acknowledging the potential effects of) the social conventions on our discernments about
truth, goodness, and health. This opens us to useful discussions about objectivity, reason, and
truth, with distinctions about types of experiences and thinking patterns. In this way the
philosophical approach to understanding the human condition has always included the
investigation of human thinking and thinking about thinking, both in practice and theoretically.
The study of human thinking and experiences - and in this way to investigate the psyche, which
can also be considered a method of investigating the psyche by way of the psyche?'- are key
elements of philosophy’s historical engagements. These practices are exposed and elaborated
upon henceforth because such approaches support this arguably unique and useful approach to

human suffering.

Given that discussions about what counts as reason and bias are ongoing throughout this project,
for now I only wish to explain how philosophers acquire the fodder for self-reflection:
Discussing human experience is necessary for investigating and addressing human suffering.

Additionally, to be effective one has to talk about suffering not in a detached way, but in soulful

I The etymology of “psyche” is the Greek term psukhé, which means mind, souls, spirit, or
breath. Aristotle took breath to refer to life force. (Reference Aristotle’s On Sophistical
Refutations on Coming-to-Be and Passing Away ed. E.S. Foster Cambridge U P 1955) In this
usage [ mean to refer to the mind and spirit part of the individual; i.e., the conscious thinking part
of the self, the unconscious self, as well as the best ideals and values of the individual.
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and engaged ways. In Chapter Three these kinds of soulful engagements are discussed as
empathetic. Interestingly, soulful engagement does not come easily. I propose that specialists of
the human condition are so because they have a natural or cultivated tolerance, a focus, and
intellectual and emotional capacities that enable engagement with human experiences that is
without bias against life’s most challenging aspects. There exists the recognition that living
typically materialistic and utilitarian engagements can obscure self-reflection; some, like the
Epicureans, would say this makes getting in touch with personal values more difficult. There is
tangible value in aiming to deeply understand. Thus, practising philosophers have always
cultivated a capacity for these investigative talents. This is why Nussbaum argues in favour of a
set of beliefs inspired by ancient ethics; notably and particularly, that psychological interactions
are necessary for personal and social change. The Hellenistic practitioners believed philosophical
skills could be learned and cultivated, specifically the skills of acquiring self-knowledge and
cultivating general understanding oriented towards self and social improvement. Consequently,
they created domains with language and the practice of listening to honour each other’s thinking.

This tradition creates spaces — literal or linguistic — for thinking about living.

On this account, Nussbaum writes, “the Hellenistic schools move well beyond Aristotle, and
even beyond Socrates and Plato, in their fine-tuned attention to the interlocutor’s concrete needs
and motives for philosophizing” (486). In other words, these philosophers aimed to be
particularly attentive to the needs of their students so as to garner useful results for the students’
seeking happiness. A pedagogical affirmation is that in order to philosophize — to think about
their thinking, perceiving, and experiencing — the student needs to feel free to do so.
Characteristically, these philosophers recognized that students require various and specialized
kinds of empathetic and analytic support that enables them to pay attention to their life
experiences. This was achieved by affirming that life experiences are worth investigating

because these investigations result in real and useful knowledge.

In psychotherapeutic contexts we learn that honest self-reflection (i.e., including potential
motivations and darker, or shadow character traits) can only happen in supportive, non-
judgmental environments. Conversation can affirm and extend domains on thinking and
convention. Conversations can also challenge limitations in thinking and perception. Recall, for
example, Freud’s historical breaking of sexual taboos by allowing his patients to talk about their

sexual feelings and experiences; the effect of his reported findings moved European and North
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American consciousness out of the Victorian era. This demonstrated that social conventions can
limit self-exploration and knowledge. By contrast, healthy philo-therapeutic contexts encourage
evaluation of social and personal norms and biases, (and particularly emotions and desires) for
the sake of aiming for better, more truthful understandings about our selves. To understand one’s
self at a depth wherein one looks at motivation and emotions, one has to feel that they can
explore emotions, in the first place, without judgment or retribution. This is, of course, some of
what a contemporary psychotherapist intends in creating safe places for their client’s self-
exploration.*” Safe places are created at least in part by investigative attitudes rather than
conventional, judging (i.e., normative) engagements. This points to one practical manifestation
of the theme of non-normativity: these kinds of investigative and safe places provide the
opportunities to put more experiential fodder on the table for exploration. The shared, cultivated
understanding is that the speaker knows that the listener is trying to engage understanding as best
they can, without judgment, which allows for a blossoming of exploration for the purposes of

enhanced self-understanding.

Teachers in the Hellenistic schools aimed to support the student’s self-investigations by distinct
means. The Epicureans, for example, provided support for self-investigation, at least in part
through their rigorous dogmas. Their rigors pertained to daily habits and rituals that could be
used as foils, points of challenging resistance that could be utilized to provoke deeper self-
understanding. Daily structure was also thought to provide practical buffers from more typical

day-to-day concerns that might interfere with self-reflection.

By comparison, a student of Seneca’s might experience less lifestyle rigour and more freedom in
creative forms of self-expression. Seneca also used more generally curative methods (i.e., less
patient-specific methods) such as literature and storytelling to provoke considerations of

patient’s feelings, values, and motivations. Even though these creative means are particularly

*? In a contemporary context, legislated ethical guidelines exist whereby psychotherapists have to
seek intervention or a restriction of the client’s freedoms only if the client gives the practitioner
reason to believe that the client, or someone else, is likely to harm him/herself or others.
However, in clinical practice when exploring aggressive, hateful, vengeful, or self-destructive
feelings the client, of course, should not be left in an emotionally unresolved state and so
potentially vulnerable to the point of harm.
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useful for teaching groups of students, they were also intended to be personal enough that most
could relate to a fictional character’s challenges. On this point, Fitterer, Campbell & Brown
(2008) agree with Nussbaum that ancient philosophical tonics had to provoke self-reflection in
order to assist patients to access what is deeply personal to them. While there are differences in
these ancient schools with respect to their methodologies, what they share is the objective to

support their student’s self-exploration.

As noted, it can be helpful if a practitioner tells a story the student can relate to. Doing so
supports the student in their reflection of particular, and sometimes universal, emotions and
motivations. Lucretius and Seneca, in particular, can be looked to for examples of this

methodology.

[Their] complex dialogical structures engage the interlocutor’s (and
the reader’s) entire soul in a way that an abstract and impersonal
prose treatise probably could not. In attending closely to the pupil’s
needs, these writers are the heirs of Socrates’ oral practice. (The

Skeptics can be debatably put into the category.) (Nussbaum 486)

The Hellenistic schools can be differentiated by their distinct means yet are a unified group not
just because of historical designation but because, as we have seen, they shared the objective of
bringing the patient into deeper self-understanding. In his third century treatise noted above,
Chrysippus writes that the doctor must be “inside” the pupil’s passions and beliefs “in the best
possible way”’(Chrysippus in Nussbaum 34). Let us investigate what this concept of getting
“inside” the pupil’s passions and beliefs in the “the best possible way” might mean by combining
a contemporary therapeutic perspective with the points we have from the Hellenists. Let us start,

then, with some general points about what getting “inside” is not.

Getting inside, in and of itself, is not necessarily a “technique.” It is more an attitude. Granted,
psychoanalysis instantiated a tradition where “getting inside” could be considered a “technique.”
And in Chapter Three of this thesis I argue that E. Stein’s phenomenological approach (1913)
offers specific, emphatic “techniques” that could be of use for the practitioner to walk with the
student as if in the student’s shoes. Nonetheless, in discussing what getting “inside” is not, we

see it not so much a technique but more an approach to investigations.
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It is generally thought that due to the colloquial use of the word “stoic” the Hellenistic school of
Stoicism encouraged outright repression and/or minimizing of passions like anger and jealousy.
If true, this ancient practice would be primarily prescriptive.> Yet this is not the case because
regulation and coercion are forces the philosophers encouraged their students not to succumb to.
Consequently, a prescriptive approach would be logically inconsistent. Being trained not to
unwittingly succumb to external forces, the student develops attentiveness to forces exerted by

social conventions.

Consequently we can note that the Stoic schools advocated for the achievement of inner
tranquility by way of engagement with individual psyches. For instance, this idea of “getting
inside” was of great significance for the Stoic Chrysippus. In his work, it is evident that an
accurate understanding of Stoicism is such that it does not impose regulations with respect to the
exploration of feelings; rather, it encourages such reflective pursuits. In instances in which a
Stoic student does appear to regulate their expressions of their lived external emotions, such
behaviour would be the outcome of self-reflective practices, not the result of methodological

regulation.

Evidence indicates that there were lifestyle regulations in ancient Stoic practice, but those
consciously selected regulations existed to provide structure for introspections, as per an
aesthetic and introspective lifestyle. In this way, Stoic students naturally evolve in their
emotional self-regulation. This outcome is consistent with a contemporary measure of
psychological health. Namely, an individual is considered more emotionally mature when less
reactive, more intentional and more self-aware than individuals who by comparison are reactive,
less focused and less aware of their own motivations and how their behaviours might affect
others. In this context, Stoic attitudes are an achievement, not an imposition. They are the

consequences of practices in self-understanding.

The idea was that self-reflective emotional engagement could mitigate the harmful effects of

both excessive emotion and emotional suppression. On this point, Nussbaum claims that the

23 Nussbaum (1994) particularly accuses the Epicurean schools of being overly prescriptive
(Chapter Ten). However, they share with the Stoics and the Cynics the value of the student’s
reasoning and reflective capacities.
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Hellenists exceed Aristotle and their predecessors in their valuing, and so inquiring into, the

realm and variability of human emotions.

I am reminded of Nussbaum’s discussion of Seneca on anger in the second to last chapter of her
book. Here Seneca is interpreted to be aiming to remind his audience that uncontrolled, perhaps
overly dependent (what we would now call co-dependent) emotional engagement can lead to
excesses resulting in dangerous or harmful eruptions, i.e., emotions going askew. In
contemporary anger management an alternative approach to excessive and erupting emotions
would be to “process” and “check- in” with emotions as the patient experiences the feelings. In
such spaces there would be an allowing of space in which the emotion could be acknowledged as
it presents itself; the emotions could perhaps be better understood, possibly moved through, and
not just suppressed or regulated. The seasoned practitioner knows that in these moments of self-
exploration there might be unpredictable and intense emotional eruptions. In practice, these
eruptions would not be avoided but contained in ways that would prevent participants from being
injured. In attending to emotions in this way, the practitioner develops the skill of being non-
judgmental, so as to not evaluate emotions as good or bad, right or wrong, but rather to
investigate emotions as experiences that are potentially understandable and variously knowable
parts of life. This acknowledging and investigating approach is one way in which a philosophical

engagement with emotions can be non-normative.

At the end of Seneca’s play, Medea ascends into the realm of the gods and Nussbaum suggests
that this action symbolically engages an imagined realm in which humans exist, but without
emotions. Such a realm would be akin to being in the realm of the gods because there, one would
not have the tensions of human engagements (including especially, emotions). Not only would it
be a domain without emotions, it would also be without various human and sometimes
superficial reactions that affect or create additional problems and stresses in our human

engagements; it might be heaven, but it would not be human life as we know it.

Nussbaum’s reading of Seneca’s play supports the non-imposing of emotional regulation and
demonstrates Seneca’s encouragement of emotional reflection. The point of the reflective
exercise is to help the student get in touch with himself or herself, to get inside, as it were, by
noting points of identification with a literary character. Nussbaum indicates that Seneca had

hoped that in reflection on the play, the student would find for themselves additional self-
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penetrating questions, for example: Given that emotions are a part of human life, what kinds of
emotions, (e.g. what kind of love) do I want to experience? To what extent does the patient
believe they have a choice on such matters (i.e., matters of the heart and matters of desire)? How
does the student plan to explore and engage his or her own emotional life? How does the student
plan to investigate and regulate their emotions and emotional experiences? Can we have
honourable love without risking the loss of our self? How can we negotiate and bring ourselves
more into being? It is hoped that these are the kinds of investigative considerations that arise for

the student of Stoicism.

To further elaborate Chrysippus’s position on getting to know the student, Nussbaum says of the
previous passage that “[t]his evidently entails being keenly aware of the pupil’s particular
history, experiences and immediate situation” (Nussbaum, 33). This is similar to the orientation
of a contemporary psychotherapist who healthily empathizes with a client about the
circumstances of their life and living.** Practically speaking, being “inside” the client is not
achieved simply by way of gathering the facts. Rather, gathering the deeper facts (an importantly
the “psychological truths” as the term is defined in Chapter Three) comes in getting through, and
into, and so past, the details of how the client lives, how they experience their living, and how
they are variously aware of history affecting their living. In other words, clinicians want to try
and be able to identify the experiences that affect the client’s attitudes to life, and which are

reflected in their outlook and their responses to the world.

2

For practitioners to “get inside” the patient, the evaluation must happen “where the patient is at
(Nussbaum 26). The process of “getting inside” recognizes that often the student’s beliefs are
closely linked to the beliefs of her or his community, and that it can be difficult to differentiate
personal from communal or familial belief systems. Thus, the ancient schools recognize that

individuals are a conglomeration of personal and unique traits, as well as the social forces and

** Empathy is a particular technical concept. It is the entire focus of the third chapter. Here we
practically, and roughly, mean it as in the phrase to empathize with someone else is to feel as if
you are “walking in their shoes.” This means that the listener recognizes that they are not the
other person; that they are themselves, and the listener can nonetheless aim to relate to the other
as if they were experiencing what the other/speaker is sharing of their experiences. “Healthily”
means with an appropriate sense of relational and ethical boundaries. These ethical boundaries
generally include such basics as not sexually or financially exploiting clients. Obviously there is
room for discussion and debate on the nuances of this point, which will not be pursued here.
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institutions that have shaped them. Nussbaum writes, for example, that the Stoics and Epicureans
believed that “existing desires, intuitions and preferences are socially formed...an analysis of
particular and personal emotion reveals this”(488). Subsequent to introspection practices, the
student can discern which social beliefs and desires they wish to keep as theirs and which they
are able or wanting to let go of. They might also consider which beliefs to add to their approach
to life. To engage these kinds of questions it is crucial that the student can create a personal

inventory of beliefs and analyses.

The working definition of an “authentic” self is the inner self that the patient knows as a result of
self-reflection. The student’s sense of acting in ways consistent with their inner selves often
stands in direct relationship to the student’s experience of eudaimonia. We will see in Chapter
Four that as a result of this kind of personal investigation and analysis, the student is better able
to differentiate the influences of various social forces and identify more personal and authentic
aspects of themselves, and so understand where her identity and agency lie. For the Stoic
practitioner, getting inside the student’s mind not only has the potential effect of increasing the
student’s agency; once there is a differentiation of personal beliefs from those beliefs that are
primarily of social convention, there is also an intrinsic value and benefit of the practice of self-
reflection. In practising self-reflection the Stoics knew that the mind becomes increasingly
awake and alive and “learns to repossess its own experiences from the fog of habit” (486). A
tangible benefit when the authentic self experiences itself “from the fog of habit” is that, like a

fit athlete, the self-reflective mind can appreciate its own excellent health.

Certainly, Hellenistic philosophers of any of the three primary schools would say of themselves
that ideally a philosopher is not easily affected by social convention and habitual beliefs. These
philosophers claim a healthy and critical distance from social convention, unlike those not
trained in a philosophical approach. This is also likely the sense that many contemporary
philosophical counsellors have because non-normative and investigative approaches assists them
in suspending judgment with respect to certain facts of social living. Such an approach is helpful
for “getting inside” the client because, beyond or through the realm of judgment in the realm of
investigation there comes to be a way in which one can observe particular social forces or
conventions influencing the individual. A key idea in the philosophical tradition is that of
mentally situating oneself so that there is a healthy critical distance from social convention,

which makes discerning convention easier.
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Millennia later Marx and Freud noted that the fog of social conventions and personal habits that
reflect existing institutions could be seen as causing many individual to live more unconsciously.
In this context, the sense of not being aware of the desires and beliefs that motivate one’s
actions, and/or being unwittingly influenced by a collective consciousness is what is meant by
unconscious living (Whyte 1979). Nussbaum (1994) claims that the Hellenistic schools are the
first to recognize the unconscious. She argues that these schools worked particularly hard to
bring the unconscious beliefs of their student’s forward; they commonly held that “[t]he soul’s
job is to explore its own depths and it must ultimately do this itself via its own practices of self-
scrutiny” (487). The Stoic schools, in particular, are committed to the pupil’s active exercise of
introspection, argument, and reasoning. Understanding social forces and aiming not to be largely
influenced by the unconscious are consistent with Hellenistic advocacy of the practice of
thinking for oneself as opposed to only reacting to external events and reacting out of
conditioning. Add to this that thinking and argumentation skills had to be strong for the sake of
the credibility of their introspective processes, so as to merit being a means of knowledge
acquisition. One method of knowledge acquisition in these ancient schools is the differentiation
of social forces from authentically personal® motivations. The credibility of these distinctions
was dependent on introspection, but importantly also on sound reasoning and argumentation. The
Hellenistic philosopher teaches and affirms these practices of self scrutiny and introspection but
the guiding principle that comes to set philosophy apart “from popular religion, dream

interpretation and astrology is its commitment to rational argument” (29).

To effectively encourage self-reflection in another individual means that the philosopher has
undergone similar, and perhaps more rigorous, self-reflective processes themselves. This is why
the philosopher is able to proceed effectively in their investigations into the human condition: To
proceed empathetically is to acknowledge the likelihood of shared features of humanity. One
such shared feature is that we are all, to varying extents, shaped by the social forces that

instantiate and inform us, the forces that characterize the time and place of our existence.

2> It can be difficult to differentiate authentic personal motivations from social ones because it
can be a challenge to know ourselves independent of social convention. These concerns are
addressed in Chapter Four where I discuss how both Berlin (1958) and Butler (1997) take
positions on the idea of social forces ontologically instantiating the subject. Thus, while the
distinctions between personal and social conventions can be thought of as commonsensical and
intuitive, the distinctions can also point to domains of ambiguity.
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Similarly, we are all subject to emotions. Here we can see indications that empathetic

knowledge of another is grounded on self-knowledge.

Discussion in the third chapter about E. Stein’s (1913) investigation into empathy demonstrates
that “getting inside,” (i.e., empathizing) is a skill with distinct facets, each of which entails
relating aspects of oneself to another self. Then, given an acknowledgement of shared features,
differences can be appreciated. The skill is a practised one. Empathizing with another is like
walking in their shoes. To do so effectively, the practitioner must know which beliefs,
approaches, and experiences are characteristic of the student. Practically speaking, this means

doing a considerable amount of listening without judgment.

Importantly, this notion of empathy as universal respect for the other as human®® appears to as a
particular Hellenistic historical shift with respect to how philosophers “do” philosophy of the
human condition. Here’s why: First, this shift is evident in the fact of many Hellenists turning
away from Plato’s and Aristotle’s respective elitisms pertaining to which class of citizen had
access to philosophical practice. The second indication of this shift is evident in philosophy’s
living engagement with living; this erupting and evolving use of empathy does not mean that
healing is brought down as an ideal from reason’s heaven, but that it evolves out of thoughtful
engagements with living. The philosopher, therefore, has to be oriented towards having empathy
for both the universal traits of the human as well as particular nuanced differences in humans

living their lives.

Based on the research to date, I am not in a position to argue for whether attention to emotions or
valuing of empathy takes theoretical or practical precedence in the development of philosophy’s
therapeutic practice. However, based on Nussbaum, the practice of empathy came after there was
a valuing of emotions because there are ways in which emotions enable and precede empathy.
The valuing of emotions marks a third important feature of the philosophical shift in Hellenistic
Ethics (Nussbaum 1994; Fitterer 2008). Fitterer, for example, writes that what was so remarkable

about the Hellenists is “that emotions are paid attention to!” (xvii). In particular, unlike Aristotle,

2 What it means to be human is a matter of immense philosophical discussion. Obviously I will
not go into such a discussion here. But we can say that a working definition of being human has
the necessary components of awareness of experiencing one’s life, and with Berlin (1958) I
would indicate that self-reflection extends one’s humanity.
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the Stoics’ theory of emotions gives beliefs a role in emotion (xvii). Thus, there is potential
epistemological benefit in identifying and critiquing “culturally learned emotions.” Moreover,
what is generally learned about culturally learned beliefs is that the reasonableness of the
resulting emotions is only as reliable as the cultural material, i.e., beliefs, from which they are
generated. Consequently, if the cultural reasoning is not sound, then the emotions will not be as
reliable, steadfast, or wholesome. By extension then, a good philosophical critique of cultural
norms can have potential consequences for culturally learned emotions and so eventually the
health of a community. It is interesting that these healthy consequences for the individual, and
potentially their community, come out of an orientation of practice grounded in shared humanity
(i.e., empathy) by way of emotional exploration. In other words, these ancient investigations
into emotions, enhanced by empathetic understandings, directly affected how these soul doctors
envisioned their healing work. The Stoics’ basic teachings about emotions tell us that: (1)
emotions motivate behaviour, (ii) emotions are shared features of our human experience, (iii) we
can influence our own emotions by investigating them and thinking about them, including the
identification of the beliefs, desires and values that influence emotions, and (iv) improved
psychological health — the pursuit of happy and flourishing living — proceeds from investigations

of emotions (and so a student’s desires, values and beliefs.)

Again, in these kinds of self-healing and learning contexts, emotions are worthy of exploration
and do not need, simply, to be regulated. As we noted earlier, Nussbaum (1994) reads Seneca’s
Medea as a call to investigate and understand emotions, as well as a call to recognize that
extremes of emotions are part of the human condition. Aiming to regulate emotions in favour of
balance, for example, makes sense; but if balance is too imposed and not achieved by self-

investigative processes then it will be marred by regulations, so not authentic to the individual.

In a later work, Nussbaum (2001) notes that in her studies of the Hellenistic schools:

[The] Stoics have had the greatest importance for the development
of my views about emotion. I believe that they provide us with the
nucleus of the account we need, if we are to make plausible the

idea that emotions reveal ethical reality. (7)

In other words, investigating emotions tells us about what that individual values as good or bad.

The passage also exposes a point useful for therapeutic consideration that is easily verifiable in
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practice; namely, that exploration of emotions extends and opens up new approaches for the
client epistemologically, psychologically, and morally (and perhaps spiritually, depending on
how one defines “spirit”’). Emotional explorations add dimension(s) to one’s interpretations and
experiences of life. Clinical evidence easily supports Nussbaum’s claim that “emotions have rich
intentionality and cognitive content” (Nussbaum 1994; 481). They are not only reactions. When
investigated, emotions can tell us about the social norms and regulations that precede and are
formed into (or not formed into) a particular emotional expression. Consequently, in therapeutic
processes the patients may find themselves revealing what they really want, as opposed to what

they previously wanted without introspection.

There are other results for patients who investigate their emotions and motivations. When
questioned, reflective individuals can often explain their emotions in a way that gives us insight
into their own reasoning. This, too, is a very key recognition in contemporary psychotherapeutic
work; self-reflective individuals characteristically have insights into their own motivations.
Understanding one’s own motivations can help a patient more clearly evaluate whether they are

truly acting in a manner consistent with their values.

Fitterer (2008) comments that Nussbaum’s work on the Hellenists brings to the surface that
“what is contentious [for this period in philosophy] is that emotions can be and should be
investigated” (Fitterer 33). The fact and manner of such investigations reveal that emotions can
be investigated and determined to be good (or valid) for each investigating individual. Such
investigations revealed, and reveal today, that understanding a patient’s emotions can provide
significant insight into a particular individual’s ideations of eudaimonia, thus revealing and
affirming that the seeking of eudaimonia is known to be, and necessarily has to be, subjective. In
many ways, therefore, a self-reflective quest will likely involve some undoing of the patient’s
social conditioning or a separating out of one’s own values from the values of their society,
community, and family. This is why the Hellenists can be seen to be highly critical of “ many
ordinary beliefs as impediments to human flourishing.” (Nussbaum 52) This approach to coming
to understand a patient by deconstructing her beliefs can facilitate the patient’s understanding of
the particulars of her subjectivity and individual identity which in turn can go a long way to
identifying and cultivating a sense of self, i.e., one’s own identity. When we study Antigone later
via Judith Butler (1997) we will see that this process of differentiating personal from social

values can be at times relatively intuitive, while at other times relatively rational. In Antigone’s
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case we will see that whether it is an intuitive task or not, differentiating and acting on one’s own
values — which when reflected upon can be seen as sometimes distinct from those of one’s
society — can have significant consequences for the subject. Yet regardless of the outcome, a
key point remains; true, authentic self-expression (i.e., self-expression that the self knows to be
of the self and representative of the chosen self) is part of aligning with a flourishing life process

for the ancient philosophers.

An additional point about what these schools (and some of what the contemporary philosophical
practitioners) carry forward from Aristotle in terms of the wise and flourishing life, is the
requirement that morally praiseworthy acts must be done in full awareness of what we do and
why we do it. They must be an act freely chosen and not done from coercion. To think and
deliberate well is something we can choose to do, or desire to do; hence, in ancient soul
doctoring, sound cognitive functioning, insofar as we can self-consciously take hold of it,
becomes an ethically-charged concern. As such, we are morally obliged not only to act well but
also to think well. Nussbaum’s discovery, supported by Fitterer’s interpretation, is that good
thinking recognizes that emotions affect our thinking (Nussbaum 1994; Fitterer 2008). Thus, it
follows that when we investigate ourselves we can choose those emotional orientations that help
us think better, as well as be better. In reading Nussbaum’s study of the Hellenists, one can
discern the affirmation that there is the potential to become wiser by reasonably investigating
emotions. There is no necessary split between reason and emotion for the ancients. Of course,

this is also a good rule of thumb and rich fodder for contemporary therapeutic engagement.

This brings us back to one of the core claims of my larger contemporary project, namely that PC
is therapeutically useful to particularly to individuals with PTS. A quick contemporary clinical
application of this type of thinking is that in a healthy and appropriate context, the practitioner
can ask the sexual abuse survivor why they might feel badly about being variously and healthily
sexual in their adult life. For abuse survivors, this can be a common issue. At this point in
therapy — given their level of engagement and sense of safety at not being judged, but rather at
being encouraged to explore and investigate their emotions to really understand their personal
motivations — the client can give their reasons and then evaluate with the counsellor whether
those reasons for feeling a particular way are sound. In this context, the client can then
appropriately evaluate whether the beliefs that support those negative feelings (about healthy

sexual expression, for example) are still relevant, useful, or correct. Do these beliefs support the
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individual and their wellbeing? How can negative or disesmpowering beliefs be replaced if the
client wants a different attitude to life? We can ask in this context what beliefs need to be
investigated, changed, and evaluated to influence emotional inclinations. Again, these are not
intended to be imposing or prescriptive questions, but rather investigative ones. As such, they
can be used as benchmark questions to assist both parties in determining where the client is in

their recovery process.

This example reminds me of Seneca’s point about a doctor’s empathetic relations with their
patients. Seneca uses the metaphor of the good doctor. “[A] good doctor,” he writes, “will not
send a prescription through the mail ... without personally examining the patient: he must feel
the pulse”(Seneca in Nussbaum 335). In this context, one’s pulse is likened to one’s beliefs. One
way to “feel the pulse” is to make our first aim o listen to and for the details of a life as keenly

and thoughtfully as possible.

Of the Hellenistic philosophers, it is evident that Nussbaum most favourably advocates on behalf
of the Stoic Seneca’s position. Nussbaum writes this because “the education I recommend looks
with mercy at the ambivalent excellence and passion of a human life” (Nussbaum 505). The
ancients did not seek standardized answers, but looked at life as they experienced it. Seneca in
particular believed there to be definite wisdom in emotions. Some of the wisdom was extracted
by paying attention to patients’ needs and motivations — i.e., these are among the ambivalent
excellences and passions of life. When this attentiveness is cultivated we open ourselves to

finding wisdom in emotions.

For example, in his Epistulae Morales, Seneca creates an intimate, personal dialogue between
teacher and pupil that “shows the teacher’s intimate responsiveness to the pupil’s thought and
feelings” (Nussbaum 329). One way in which the Stoics created intimate responsiveness to their
students was to leave nothing to chance with respect to their teaching modalities. Recall, for
example, the recognized importance placed on conversation in relation to formal learning styles,
and the aim that logical syllogisms and arguments should not “prick the ear” of the student if
they are to be effective (19). The Stoics’ teachings were student specific, meeting their pupils
where they were at, so as to keep them engaged in the rewarding but sometimes challenging

practice of self-reflection. It is also evident throughout the dialogue that Seneca’s responses are
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personal and non-authoritarian, thus reflecting his intentions to both respect and understand the

particularities of each student.

In Stoic teaching, the importance of listening to narrative has to do with the fact that “we cannot
really change a particular soul without engaging it in a highly personal vivid and concrete way”
(340). Accordingly, the psyche of an individual is not something that is honoured simply by
manipulating it into a particular form. It is honoured by recognizing that it grows with
appropriate, personal attention and acclimatizing to support as the student discovers, discerns,
and determines what constitutes their personal sense of flourishing, and how to manifest such

flourishing in their life.

This particular psychological truth - affirmed for us by investigating the work of these ancient
thinkers — is that our beliefs about life and our “attitudes to life” affect how we experience life.
We can see this is affirmed in Berlin’s philosophy as discussed in Chapter Four. This is another
example of the notable claim that “emotions matter.” Again, the Hellenistic philosophers attempt
to directly influence the eudamoinia of their fellow citizens in personal and relevant ways. The
idea here, too, is that by presenting arguments that are personal and relatable (like Seneca’s
Medea), the student is meant to reflect on the idea that changing one’s attitudes to life can affect
one’s quality of life. This is another way that the ancients made the connection between agency

and self-reflection.

As we noted briefly in our discussion on the “authentic self” (and as can be seen in feminist
contributions to debates around relational autonomy) it can be difficult and sometimes
impossible to separate out oneself from social values. Obviously, choosing to endorse some
communal or social values does not necessarily negate one’s individual autonomy. This is
largely because time and more reflection can reveal that the distinction between social and
personal values is not an absolute distinction. Nonetheless, making the distinctions which one
can is a means of investing in self-reflection. The degree or amount of self-reflection required to
discern clear distinctions between the inner and outer self will have to be an analytic debate for
another discussion. We can simply note that what can be substantiated by way of the Stoics is

that the historical role of the soul doctor is to support subjective, agency oriented self-reflection.

Prior to elaborating on the relationships between agency and self-reflection, I want to emphasize

again the importance of non-normative listening to emotions in the philosopher’s relating to their
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client. The following example applies to non-normative listening: When the cocaine or sex
addict tells the counsellor about the extent of their addiction and injurious behaviours, the role of
the counsellor is not to react to sensational experiences and stories but to try and understand with
the client why such behaviour has been a part of their life. Psychoanalysts, for example,
acknowledge that personal evolution and healing really starts when the analyst is able to support
the analysand in revealing their secrets not just to the analyst, but also to themselves. Being
patient, attentive, and relevantly inquisitive helps us get to relevant secrets, including both the
“what” and the “why” of thoughts, fantasies, and behaviours that the client feels guilty about and
tries to regulate and keep (variously) hidden from self and others, and the truths about the world
and their experiences that they do not want to admit to themselves. Clinically speaking, many
ego disorders develop when trying to defend or repress painful memories and experiences, and
the meanings attributed to those experiences. Listening, when done well, can help the client
identify those ego defenses, consider how they have been constructed, and then seek to modify
the defenses’ meanings. Oftentimes individuals do not understand their own self-regulating
mechanisms because they are not inclined to investigate how, or why, they are the way they are,
or why they experience the world the way they do. At the level of asking these general kinds of
questions, philosophical practice enables and encourages self-reflection, which has the potential
to increase one’s personal agency by opening oneself up to choices that previously were not

evident.

Typically, those who seek philosophical counselling are fairly motivated to experience a better
life and want to determine what they can take responsibility for in their lives. Philosophical
counselling cannot effectively engage and treat individuals who do not want to be self-reflective.
By extension, an individual who does not want to investigate the limits and extent of their
potential personal responsibility would likely not be in a position to reap the full benefits of
philosophical engagement. Although I would not exclude or discourage someone if they were
weak in this area, | would note their resistances (and perhaps limitations) in their engagements
with concepts related to critical, evaluative self-reflection. As an individual’s capacities for
psychological, emotional, or epistemological growth are cultivated with the support of the
practitioner, it is likely that some of their limitations would not persist and some may diminish

all together.
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Extending one’s domains of self-reflection can, and does, have destabilizing results. It can make
one more sensitive to changes in their environment, more emotional, more needy of (or more
willing to accept) support. Whatever manifests as symptoms of struggle is often a result of the
core beliefs around which an individual has organized their approaches to life. The symptoms
often indicate that particular core beliefs can no longer remain as such. Clinicians often see that
changes in core beliefs can cause changes in character or affect. In some cases the patient comes
to be more present in their life, and they can see themselves undoing defensive, self-protecting
dissociative strategies. For example, a contemporary theorist of the psychoanalytic school, Kohut
(1978), writes about dissociative adaptations as psychological coping. Yet, adaptive strategies
based on understanding the world that spring from hurt or trauma make up so much of ego
character and often have so many adaptive layers that Carl Jung (1933) indicates that the role of
any psychotherapy is to help the analysand get to “secrets” about their core beliefs that they are
trying to hide even from themselves. As clinicians we have to learn to be patient so as to support
the eventual disclosure of a patient’s secrets. Jung’s idea of the secret is based on ego
development in response to superego adaptations and responses — i.e., guilt is a core feature of a
psychological adaptation based on a core belief because core beliefs influence how individuals
experience the world. Even though the patient may think they wish to lead themselves to
enlightenment, there can be various ways in which individuals fall short or deceive themselves
unintentionally. This is often done out of habit and the familiarity of convention, as much as out

of fear of personal change and growth.

Many psychotherapy clients discover that early on in their lives they learned to be vigilant self-
regulators, curtailing emotions and behaviours to gain approval, avoid punishment, or in some
cases to fulfill the role of parent to their parent(s) and/ or to themselves and their siblings. They
aim to contain their shadow or negative responses so as not to be thought of as unreasonable or
out of control. Here we slide into well-known psychological territory, as noted earlier, wherein it
is recognized that social convention can obscure or cause one to regulate or over regulate oneself
expression and authentic feelings. All too often it is discovered in psychotherapy that individuals
are not really their authentic selves due to how they have internalized society’s rules and
conventions; i.e., by authentic I mean that some individuals feel they are not acting in ways that
are congruent with how they wish to act or how they feel they are inclined to be. So the

psychotherapist’s role is to support the client in being self-reflective.
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I want to acknowledge that, on the other hand, there can be some success with a client-patient
engaging in self talk and evaluation,”’ by which I literally mean talking one’s thoughts out loud
to oneself and/or writing them down for the purpose of evaluation. Pragmatically speaking, this
kind of investigation and introspection requires a great deal of focus; this is why, at least in part,
it can be beneficial to have a self-reflection coach (philosophical counsellor) to keep the student
on track. Humans are notoriously creatures of poor focus and easy distraction, especially
nowadays when a generally acknowledged feature of capitalism that the working premise for a
sales pitch or new idea is about 20 seconds, i.e., the length of an average attention span.”®
Furthermore, clinical and general empirical evidence would seem to suggest that insights are
more thoroughly developed, and cultivated understanding of these insights is more thorough
when the client can talk out and have witness(es) for their experiences and perspectives (Felman
1991; Yalom 2000). Witnessing can be a key factor in trauma recovery - one that unfortunately
we will not have enough time to investigate here. For now let us acknowledge that focused
engagement aimed at really understanding oneself and being understood are, sadly, a rarity.
Individuals in day-to-day activities typically are not attentive and mindful with respect to what a
fellow human being really means when they are expressing themselves. Thus, it makes sense to
make a specialized space (at least some of the time) with someone who affirms the values of

introspection and who wants to assist you in avoiding self-deception.

Sharing one’s experiences and hearing others’ meaningful interpretations — things that are taken
to be fundamental features of human relating — are engagements that are often not sufficiently
or practically experienced. For the reasons noted above, such practices are specifically
experienced and cultivated in psychotherapeutic relationships, whereas typical (i.e., non-
reflective) human practices of engagement tend to be instances where individuals fail to be

sufficiently present, attentive, and mindful with respect to what a fellow human being means

*7 Freud is famously known to have engaged in regularly scheduled self-analysis and I know of
some colleagues who have scheduled talking sessions with themselves. It is a very personal
process and requires a great deal of focus and discipline not to get bored, overly obsessed,
disproportionately fixated, or neurotic with one’s self or aspects of one’s self. The self-analysis
technique has only been proven partially successful relative to witnessed talk therapy. Freud, for
example, never overcame his oral fixations and eventually died of cheek and throat cancer.
(Maddox, 2006).

% Current research indicates the length of the average adult attention span to be 20 minutes for a
professional presentation and less than 20 seconds for Internet surfing (BBC, 2009).
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when they are expressing themselves. A good listener is a rarity. We can get caught up in more
superficial things than meaning making and self-reflection. Consequently, Epicurus not only had
his own community, but also had his own school for his students because effective, deep, self-

reflection needs domains for investigation and exploration that support those purposes.

The ancient Hellenists introduced many investigative approaches to viewing emotions without
judgment — i.e., what [ am calling here non-normative. We have noted that emotions do affect
how we approach and understand the world because emotions and the beliefs that relate to them
influence and shape our biases. We have noted that recognizing all kind of emotions®’ can
provide insight into how we live our lives. This is an additional recognition that the facts about
emotions are highly subjective. To balance this, the ancients teach and affirm the ongoing need
for, and valuing of reason. Reason is what legitimizes specifically philosophical investigations.
Accordingly, the philosophical practitioner needs to retain and strive for some standards of
objectivity in their practice. The practitioner’s credibility is strengthened if they can explain their
approach to objectivity and objective criteria. In a contemporary context we can note that
sometimes it is enough (as will be argued in the second chapter) for the relevant objective
standard to be one that is shared between the client and practitioner. We will see that standards

of objectivity in a clinical context can be characterized as instances of perspectival realism.
1.3 Evidence of Ancient Practices in Contemporary Therapy

Philosophical counsellors seek meaning with a client by investigating a client’s own sense of
meaning. In this way, we aim to create a domain that recognizes the client’s emotions as
meaningful (i.e., worthy of acknowledgment) and those emotions can be listened to or
investigated for insight into how a particular individual interprets the world (Yalom, 1999). In
such instances the listener seeks subjective coherence. For example, jealousy might not be an
obvious response to finding out about a friend’s impending marriage, but if the client

investigates their feelings, then they might come to discover why they are jealous. So while

2% «All kinds of emotions” is meant to include even “negative” emotions, which in this context
are emotions that distance us from ourselves; for example, fear, jealousy, competitiveness, and
sometimes anger feel unpleasant to the individual experiencing them.
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happiness and support might be more reasonable or ideal responses, in the relative context of this

individual we can understand how other emotions also make sense.

Note that a particular ethical account of happiness and/or the desire to contribute to another’s
happiness are not in any way imposed by the counsellor. Rather, the client is encouraged to
investigate what forces are acting on them and why. In determining this, the contemporary

philosophical counsellor, like the Stoic philosopher, is “taking the student’s pulse.”

Being aware of social power dynamics and being sensitive to how individuals are shaped by their
life experiences enables investigators who are culturally and socially sensitive to contribute to
the creation of safe contexts for respectful learning and investigation. Feminist philosophers such
as Lorraine Code (1995), for example, who utilize sensitivities and attunements to social forces,
create a kind of extension of ethical and epistemological domains by acknowledging the
relevance of the subject’s context to the kinds of knowledge claims they make.*® A practitioner
influenced by these traditions might say, when it’s relevant to a client’s progress, “Here’s an idea
of virtue, or goodness.... How might that work for you, and why?”. Thus, contemporary power-
sensitive engagements in PC entail that we are not necessarily aiming our clients towards living
a particular kind of good life. Rather, clients are encouraged to consider these historical
approaches in the context of their current life circumstances because historical accounts
evaluated in a subject-specific context can provide either support or a point of departure for the

conscious choosing of their own values.

We have noted that philosophers who acknowledge the ancient traditions recognize the
specialized talent of “getting inside” with a client. Now, however, I am also suggesting that in
order to develop theories of emotion, the shared therapeutic domain needs to be one in which the
vulnerabilities related to emotional sharing are acknowledged. Certainly, this shared domain
requires an environment that is supportive and safe for the analysand. This is notably distinct
from most people’s experience of the everyday world in which social mores are more typically

conveyed, than is the encouragement of exposing self-reflection.

3% Here I am thinking specifically of Code’s (1995) book, Rhetorical Spaces: Essays on
Gendered Locations.
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Knowing that someone else seeks meaning in your words and feelings and is willing to assist or
support you to acknowledge the potential value and meaning of your expressions can have a
profoundly supportive effect. Being able to determine how particular experiences and social
forces shape an individual can affirm the uniqueness and importance of experiences of living.
Not surprising, therefore, is the connection of healing effects with philosophical practices
because philosophers traditionally are seekers of understanding who seek to understand what is
meaningful in human experiences. Such an approach validates individual experiences. As we
have suggested, seeking meaning has its own edifying effects because individuals can come to

see how their experiences have influenced their identity.

Also relevant to note is that the telling of one’s story enables the reciprocal relationship of
witnessing (Felman, 1991). Witnessing and mirroring are particular foundations of philosophical
and psychotherapeutic practice that I will explain. “Witnessing” means hearing and relating to
the humanity of another person’s story. “Mirroring” refers to reflecting the contents of the
speaker-student’s story and reasoning back to them for the purpose of encouraging additional
self-reflection. Witnessing and mirroring are important features of a therapeutic process insofar
as they are used as tools that support the student-seeker in obtaining more objective
understandings of one’s self. We will see that the Hellenistic philosophers agree with the
contemporary psychotherapeutic convention of being present to how a clients feels and thinks
when telling parts of their story in order to glean general and specific insights into emotions.
Talking, too, can affirm the benefit of simply acknowledging certain emotions. Letting someone
into a story means that, to some extent, the story becomes more coherent to the speaker (White,
1990; Parry, 1994). Moreover, the patient experiences herself in existence, and so affirms her

own ways of being in speaking her story (Code, 1995; Nussbaum, 2001).

For trauma survivors, these basic points of being heard, encouraged, and validated in the telling
of their own story are significant for recovery processes, and have the potential to increase
personal agency. These are points to which we will return in Chapters Four and Five. For now let
us note that working with emotions and the individual’s sense of the facts of a story as “things”
allows these component features to be evaluated with someone. This very act makes features of
the self more objective and therefore more easily taken, analyzed and evaluated by the patient.
Similarly, by putting their perspectives “out there” (i.e., outside of themselves), experiences can

be more readily available for interpretive influence by the client; and hence the client comes to
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see the power of evaluating their own experiences. These points are fundamental features of

therapeutic process.

Later I will demonstrate in greater detail how these features of therapeutic listening assist the
self-reflective process. For now the aim is to present this information as a means of noting what
is distinct about philosophical practice, as well as making explicit the obvious alliance between
traditional philosophical practice and contemporary psychotherapeutic practice.”’ As we know,
philosophy and psychology did not become distinct academic disciplines or scientific practices
until just before the time of Freud (Whyte 1979). My contention that philosophy can contribute
to the extension, development, and application of psychotherapy is part of the orientation of the

four remaining chapters.

A major feature of the process of therapeutic listening, specific to philosophical healing methods
I elaborate here, is the emphasis and priority given to what a client sees and understands for
themselves and of themselves. Speaking therapeutically, in other words, the client’s self-
understanding and knowledge matters. From the client’s perspective, the practitioner’s
understanding and knowledge matter, but this is only in so far as it can be used to guide, to
facilitate and support the student’s process. This is why Socrates’ metaphor in Plato’s Theatetus
of the philosopher as a midwife who helps individuals give birth to their own true ideas or false
beliefs remains such an apt metaphor for the philo-therapeutic and psychotherapeutic processes
of self-discovery (Grimes 1998). Thus to extend the metaphor and reinforce an earlier point,
therapy - an engagement that can be compared to birthing - requires that the counsellor create a

safe and potentially expansive environment for the client’s self-reflective processes.

Let us assert that the practical, shared philosophical and psychotherapeutic aim of deep listening
is to avoid judging or preemptively moralizing the client’s story. This acknowledges the
fundamental value of therapeutic empathy that I discuss in greater detail in Chapter Three. It is

also to situate oneself smack in the centre of ancient Hellenistic practice; this generalized

3! For example, one similarity is that the psyche is something to be investigated. Philosophy is
particularly non-normative and emotions in particular can be viewed as not necessarily
normative. Psychology, by contrast, has more of a tradition of regulating emotional responses
and diagnosing patients’ responses as healthy or not healthy. Thus, as a discipline, psychology is
a tradition that has a greater tendency to reinforce normative conventions of health.
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therapeutic listening method bypasses certain (perhaps familiar or conventional) levels of
judgment and strives instead for evaluation of the meaning, aims, and motivations of the client.
For example, a client may arrive at a session with some angst about telling stories of personal
debauchery. The aim for the counsellor is not to judge the content of the story (at least initially),
but to aim to identify and understand why the client acted the way they did, how this behaviour
fits in with their personal narrative, and what this behaviour means in the context of the client’s
psychological development or maturation. The counsellor might ask, for example, why the client
is in angst and what the client’s internal conflicts are. The client, of course, in raising these issues
wants to talk about how potentially harmful they are, and to what extent the client intends to be
harmful to themselves. What [ mean by “what this behaviour means in the context of the client’s
psychological development or maturation as relatively defined by the client” is because the client
may not initially be evaluating their behaviour in terms of their own values, it may be the job of
the counsellor to make this possibility explicit to the client; similarly, initially the therapist may
need to ask if better or higher values can be seen to be of use for the client (in terms of, say, how

the client ideally desires to conduct themselves in their lives).

The client grows in self-honesty and self-evaluation by building trust with the practitioner,
hearing themselves talk, and learning about their own core beliefs. The gentle sensitivity

required to get “inside” the patient is captured in part by Nussbaum when she writes that:

[L]ike, Epicureanism, Stoicism views the soul as a spacious and
deep place, a place with many lofty aspirations but also many
secrets, a place of both effort and evasion. Much that goes on in it
escapes the notice not only of the world at large, not only, even, of

the teacher, but also of the person his or herself. (Nussbaum 340)

Thus, therapeutic listening is a unique experience because it recognizes that “part of the
sluggishness and carelessness of everyday life” as it is normally lived “is its failure completely to
grasp its own experiences and deeds, its failure to recognize and take stock of itself”” (340).
Therapeutic listening also creates space for severe misery and torment that are often suppressed
when there is no self-reflection. By paying attention to and creating a context for getting inside

the client, an ancient philosopher and a modern psychotherapist try not to let too much escape
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their attention. Thus, there is less chance of failure with respect to taking stock of one’s life

because that very issue is given priority in self-reflection.

If the aim to get past certain superficial judgments to what’s happening and possible causes in a
trustworthy, safe (non-oppressive and non-judgmental) environment is achieved, then the
analysand can get to core beliefs and beyond the stuffiness, or misery, of their own surface
conditions. In the above example, this is achieved not by saying this or that debauchery is wrong
in the first place, but by trying to understand the motivations and reflections of the client by
supporting the patient to see for herself or himself where her or his perspective is lacking or
where she perceives her psyche to be unwell. This level of self-analysis cannot be undertaken if
one’s “bad” activities are judged wrong right off the bat in such a way that prevents
introspection. We are not moralizing for its own sake but to cultivate introspection for the sake

of the evolution of the individual and, potentially, the social psyche.

One might say that a lot of attention is paid to this getting “inside” citation, but my aim is to give
a solid theoretical introduction to therapeutically oriented PC. Importantly, I want to be sure to
appropriately emphasize the importance of therapeutic listening with respect to getting inside the
core beliefs and attitudes of the life of a patient. I will note in Chapters Four and Five that
feminist epistemologists in particular have been able to affirm and contribute to the analysis of
the importance of safe places for psychological and social growth, and evolution. In particular,
for therapeutic purposes, I want to continually emphasize how attentive the listener must be with
respect to keeping normalizing judgments “reasonably” at bay, and supporting the self-discovery

of the client.

To return for a moment to our discussion of non-normative therapeutic listening; we can see now
in a preliminary way that non-normative does not mean trying to normalize or engage in
evaluating ‘x’ relative to what is considered normal. Thus, non-normative evaluations do not
necessarily perpetuate the status quo, whether the status quo is a moral approach, a life style
choice, or a hegemonic social value; rather, non-normative evaluations aim at discerning what is
true about a given experience, which sometimes entails that the experience must be assessed as if
independent of prevalent social conditioning. Recognizing a bias and factoring it into or out of
our considerations enables us to see the effect of that bias more clearly. Non-normative listening

aims to see things for what they are, and not primarily in terms of whether certain actions are
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objectively considered to be good, bad, or socially acceptable. So with respect to human
behaviour, what is relevant in non-normative investigations is not that ‘x’ engaged in a particular
behaviour, but that a particular behaviour is discernable. Providing a discernable description of
experience and behaviour then allows us to more objectively ask why ‘x” engaged in such
behaviour. In a few paragraphs hence I will elaborate this point by explaining how a kind of

Socratic questioning can be seen as therapeutic non-normative listening.

A significant way in which the practices of the ancients were different from contemporary
psyche-engaging practices is that they were up front about the ideas and beliefs they envisioned
to be instrumental in living a good life. Oftentimes in contemporary practice there can be implicit
assumptions about what constitutes good health. Contemporary psychotherapists do not, for
example, make explicit that one of the curative aims of psychotherapy is to make patients less
superficial and materialistic. The Epicureans, by contrast, were up front about their views
pertaining to how these values relate to living a good life and experiencing eudaimonia. In this
way, when biases are acknowledged the implicitly, and potentially obscuring, effect of their non-
identification is minimized. Therapeutically speaking then, we can aim to account for potential

influences in the collecting information and understanding the human condition.

The ancients honestly proclaimed definite ideas about eudaimonia and the good life, and they
recognized and worked with the fact that these proclamations biased their therapeutic approach.
For Aristotle, the good life had to do with aiming to live virtuously, and in a balanced way. In
talking about eudaimonia as personal and subjective in this way, Nussbaum indicates that the
Hellenists move beyond Aristotle and Plato in envisioning the role of philosophy in every day

life. (Nussbaum 21)

In PC contexts when practitioners elaborate their biases for good health, a foil is created in
relation to which the client can consider their own beliefs and assumptions about health. For
instance, a contemporary psychiatrist may not say directly to their patients that they wish to deal
with the symptoms and not the cause when treating certain ailments — or contemporary medical
patients may not ask their practitioners about their biases towards a good life when engaging
with said practitioner in the mutual aim of making one’s life better — whereas ancient
philosophers identified how they viewed the good life. These ancients also discussed how the

particular patient’s view factored into the practices encouraged for the patient’s recovery. In this
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way, views about happiness and human flourishing were not assumed and normalized. Rather,

the aim is a non-normalizing approach to a good life.

To identify a patient’s core beliefs pertaining to their ideas about good health is simply a
logically consistent act; just as the client has to go through processes of figuring out what
happiness might mean for them, so the curative process benefits from identifying the values that
shape it. This is also philosophy’s legacy: The recognition that how we view happiness and
ethics affects how we shape meaning, as well as how, and whether, we enjoy our lives. If we
view happiness, for example, as only reasonably accessible to those who are legalistically good,
then we might not allow ourselves to unabashedly enjoy wonderful, ambiguous, and complex

experiences or moments.

In elaborating specific claims about the methodology of soul doctoring I have particularly
emphasized the valuing of self-reflection. We have seen that the ancient philosophers cultivated
self-reflection in their patient by both getting “inside” the patient, and by making it safe for the
patient to self-reflect. Like the ancient practitioners who valued investigating emotions,
contemporary PC retrieves the practices of making safe places by engaging the patient’s process
of self reflection non-normatively and then supporting the application of reason for the purposes

of better understanding.
1.4 Agency and Midwifery

Prior to philosophical training and practice, solitary self-reflection can have its own challenges,
including those that pertain to focus, self-deception, cognitive habits, and the aim of objectivity
with respect to one’s own biases. The philosophical counsellor’s job is to assist the client in
discerning what motivates a given habit or interpretation. At reflective junctures the philosopher
asks questions about behaviour and emotions, as well as what beliefs lie behind or in emotions.
This kind of self-reflection is the basis of the concept of agency being developed in this thesis; it
is part of the process of identifying and differentiating emotions to see which aspects of one’s
being in the world (including one’s emotions) are fixed and which are variously, and sometimes,

consciously chosen.

As I have indicated, the client’s willingness to engage in placing various aspects of her or his

identity on a continuum of chosen or not chosen, can help the client identify which choices to
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make, as well as to identify what choices there actually are. Reflecting on one’s emotions, so that
a student can identify and understand what emotions are motivating them can assist us in
discerning the client’s values. (This will be discussed in more detail in Chapter Three.)
Moreover, thoughtful answers to these kinds of questions can assist analysands to evaluate
whether they feel good enough about the values that they are actually living. Learning to pay
attention to the relationship between their values and their emotions enhances the analysand’s

ability to make effective choices about how they want to be in the world.

For instance, Seneca’s Medea is a reference point for encouraging emotional reflection such that,
if we choose to see them as such, our emotions can be our own natural or internal guidance
system. According to this way of thinking, emotions are like a compass that tells us what we
value and what we do not value. Moreover, when we reflect on emotions we can distinguish
features and aspects of an emotion. Some anger, for example, is what I call “first order anger.”
This anger works for us; it is a response to a sense of injustice. This anger informs the patient,
for example, when personal boundaries or values have been violated. It can be compared to a
mother bear being angry when there is perceived harm to her cubs. First order anger can be seen
as justified and useful for understanding what one’s inner values are, and which values or aspects
of self one is willing to protect. Whereas, what I call “second order anger” is a murkier anger that
happens when first-order anger is over extended, not acknowledged, or allowed to fester. This
anger is often experienced as a desire for revenge, jealousy, or competitiveness. This anger is
telling you something, but something more than information about your values or that your sense
of justice has been violated (as that would be what first order anger would do). Oftentimes it is
telling us something deeper about that individual’s psyche. As in the case of the jealous
bridesmaid, if the patient is not defending or protecting something that is precious to them, we
might ask why is this person prone to jealousy or competitive anger? I offer these cursory
reflections and distinctions about emotions so we might see an example of how emotions can be
investigated, and to provide some unique points of investigation in particular patients. This
approach to understanding and defusing negative emotions does evidently appeal to some
Aristotelian ideals of the middle way, and balance. This approach is also grounded in Stoic ideals
like those seen in Seneca’s play, namely that balanced emotions do not result in violent or
destructive eruptions. This is in keeping with the Stoics, who understood that emotions result in a

balanced engagement with the outside world. Without going into a theory of emotion, I also want
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to point briefly to the reasoned coherence between actions and emotions that we will have the
opportunity to further discuss in Chapter Three. For now it is enough to acknowledge that
emotions are informative and can work with reasoning to enhance our engagements with the
world. Additional points about emotions and our working understanding and reflections on

agency will be further developed in Chapters Three, Four, and Five.

In this last section of the first chapter we will see that the Socratic practice of being a “midwife
to the soul” and asking good questions facilitates a kind of gentle, honest self-evaluation.
Midwifing the soul can be similar to reasoning some of the points in the paragraph above and
can enable individuals to make psychological and practical changes in their lives. Oftentimes we
can make a direct correlation between life changes and the choices someone identifies with
respect to how he or she is living. Many of the Hellenistic philosophers see the cultivation of
self-reflection and reasoning skills as being akin to the toning of muscles, which is why the
notion of practice is so central to practical philosophical engagement. In philosophical practice

agency can be enhanced by:

1.0 - differentiating social forces from internal motivations,

2.0 - determining an individual’s values and potential virtues, and

3.0 - encouraging patients to live in the world by reflecting their subject-specific eudaimonia.

These are themes that will be discussed with historically grounded and relevant specificity in the
next three chapters. It is worth noting that this pertains to the five points of retrieval we aimed to

establish at the outset, and have robustly discussed (see p. 6).

For our purposes, a working definition of agency refers to an individual’s ability to express their
freedom by making choices that reflect who they are, including what they desire, given relevant
facts and circumstances about their lives. ** The individual determines the “facts” and potential

choices of a situation by way of reflecting on their circumstances. We can certainly say that, at

32 This choice of words is intended to reflect the idea that who we desire to be often exceeds who
we are in the material world. Who we desire to be can inspire us to be more than who we are. It
is also conceivable that who we desire to be can facilitate our comfort with our selfi.e., who we
are.
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least in part, these ancient practitioners believed that self-reflection was the basis for the
individual discerning which forces cause them to act in a particular manner, and then potentially
deciding which forces they truly want to motivate their behaviour. Discerned, chosen, or
intended acts add to our working notion of agency. We will see that these philosophers
encourage the seeker to determine whether the forces or desires that motivated particular actions

are the student’s own, or the result of habit and social conditioning.

Interestingly, Hellenistic philosophers recognized that philosophy had to take many forms in
order to reach its particular audience; in other words, it had to include oral discussion, not just
written works and formal debates in the lyceum. Nowadays the value of talk therapy is,
practically speaking, the bread and butter of the contemporary counsellor. Clients can, and I
argue should, supplement their fifty-minute sessions of self-investigation with relevant readings
and introspective reflection. But of PC, Seneca says it best and clearly: “Conversation is most
useful because it creeps bit by bit into the soul” (Seneca in Nussbaum 489). This is a good
opportunity to recall Szasz’s discussion of talk therapy’s philosophical history. And importantly,
Aristotelians would agree, philosophical discussions are more accessible to everyone than

learning only by reading and rigorous debate.

We have access to at least four sources that tell of the ancient philosopher Socrates’ practice of
walking the streets of Athens with students and inquirers of every kind in tow so that “the wisest
man of all” might guide them to introspections and insights of relevance to their own lives.*?
Christopher Mace (1999) in his article, “Therapeutic Questioning and Socratic Dialogue,” notes
that one feature of Socrates’ method (although Socrates himself never committed his philosophy

to writing) is generally referred to as the “Socratic elenchus.” Mace and other early Greek

33 The four sources noted in Mace’s essay are Aristophanes, Xenophon, Plato, and Aristotle.
In discussing the history of Socrates’ questioning engagements with his fellow man, Mace
(1999) writes:

Also a reference is made in this sentence to the report by both Plato

and Xenophon that to Socrates “took heed of the Delphic oracle’s

pronouncement that ‘no one was wiser than Socrates.” ’Inspired by

this to enquire what the nature of wisdom could be, he maintained that

his attempts to understand this prompted all his interrogations, and

that they universally failed to teach him anything further about the

nature of wisdom because wherever he looked he found none.
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scholars (see, for example, Vlastos and Walsh) note that the early dialogues show Socrates
questioning with the apparent aim of engendering “perplexity, confusion and sometimes
irritation.” Mace’s insights into Socratic questioning are relevant to this discussion largely
because an argument could be made that Socratic questioning is a practical enactment of the kind
of therapeutic listening the ancient schools use to engender genuine self-reflection on behalf of

the patient.

It is interesting to note that Mace indicates that he is offering insight into particular features of
Socratic questioning as motivation for contemporary philosophical practitioners who may be
experiencing a fear of questioning — a fear of asking the hard questions of their clients — due to

perceived legalities and conventions. Mace writes early in his article that:

[IIn psychotherapy, questioning of patients by therapists has
become suspect. It is the prerogative of the teacher or the lawyer
but not someone who, instead of trying to convince or convict, is
trying to help another person find themselves...there is little doubt
that many practitioners find themselves in dilemmas over whether,

when and how to question. (16)

As the article progresses, Mace notes that Plato in his later dialogues allows Socrates to show a
belief or advocate a position; in such instances Socrates’ style of questioning is characterized by
philosophers as dialectical as opposed to elenctic. Those who have read Plato’s dialogues know
the elenctic ones are the earlier dialogues where Socrates does not apparently take a position on
matters of emotions, personal virtue, or social psychology. Rather, he engages the inquisitors in
ongoing debates that provoke students to articulate their core beliefs and then to question the
validity of such positions. In our earlier discussion of philosophical practice, I set out the idea of
getting past the facts and into identifying the client’s desires and motivations. This is usually the
aim of Socratic questioning prior to evaluating the coherence and consistency of a client’s values
(Achenback 1999; Mace 1999). Mace writes that the Socratic elenchus is a “representation and
examination of, and challenge to, essentially personal beliefs.” The curious effect of this kind of
Socratic questioning is that “despite the destabilizing effects it could yield results” (21). Similar
to the intended effects of psychotherapeutic discussion, the students would go away and consider

whether their approach was logically inconsistent or not, and consider whether their actions were
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apparently incompatible with their values. Those who have undergone serious self-reflective
processes know that this can have quite a disconcerting effect. Oftentimes the doctor will take a
position such that considerations for the student’s development supersede the student’s natural
comfort levels. Mace contends that Socrates’ principle aim was that of a teacher “concerned
exclusively with the development of any individual who was consulting him” (22) and so

Socrates was, like Seneca and the Stoics, hailed as an effective and engaged soul doctor.

As noted earlier, Socrates referred to his own process of supporting individuals in uncovering
their own beliefs as “midwifery.” Socrates is attributed with the idea that the midwife
particularly facilitates the birth of something that is already formed, but unique to the individual
(Mace 1999). This is, in part, why Socrates is not seen to simply give answers; fogether teacher
and student need to discern what pathology in the individual’s psyche needs to be healed. It
should be noted here that in the past twenty-five years there has been an ethical shift in the
psychotherapeutic canon towards “empowering the client” and away from cultivating what some
have criticized as the god-complexes of therapists (White 1990). From the textual evidence cited
here, it seems obvious that a good argument can be made in favour of the claim that empowering

the client has always been the aim of the philosophically oriented psyche-investigative practices.

In psychological midwifery, what is birthed is necessarily unique to the individual. Yet
uniqueness, contrast, and difference can be challenging to integrate, especially when the
predominant social value tends to be one of normalization or assimilation. This is why, for a
period of time in the investigative process, there is often the experience of confusion and
destabilizing feelings. In addition to revealing inconsistent beliefs and beliefs built on unfounded
premises, this investigative process also assists the student in the recovery of dissociated beliefs
and emotions. These beliefs and emotions could include, for example, the unconscious and
common belief that “unless I am perfect then I am not lovable.” Or, for example, there may be
negative emotions of confusion, hurt, and anger that seem too painful for the client to attend to.
Oftentimes in such cases clients fear that dealing with “heavy” issues and emotions will leave
them emotionally devastated and therefore render them less functional in their day-to-day lives.
Such statements inform the practitioner, and enable the practitioner to gauge the amount of fear
and anxiety inside a patient. In such instances it is also likely that the individual’s avoidance in
engaging with their real self has supported the avoidance of their truer and deeper feelings. The

client needs to be aware that there will likely be periods of uncomfortable adjustment as they
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make their way towards healthier thinking and perceiving. As with Socrates, in contemporary PC
the particulars that need to be remedied reveal themselves in the student’s engagement with the
counsellor, whose primary aim is to support the student in “knowing thyself,” which

significantly means removing “false certainties” (Mace 1999).

Socrates’ midwife metaphor can be thought of as a starting point for the removal of false
certainties, which is a disconcerting, destabilizing, and scary process for the patient. It is useful
to know that in a reflective life these destabilizing episodes are typical and to be expected.
Teachers and counsellors recognize that mistakes and challenges are, in the long run, beneficial
aspects of any profound learning process. Again, then, the therapeutic environment has to be
such that it is very spacious, creating a wide breadth for the clients’ non-normative investigations
grounded in the acknowledgement of social forces affecting individual psyches and the
application of reasoning. In Chapter Two and onwards we see that reasoning is a process, and
that there are many good standards and distinctions that contribute to precision in reasoning. The
philosophical counsellor provides the questions that assist the individual in exploring and
separating social forces from those self-proclaimed healthy desires. Thus, the therapeutic process
can be envisioned as a birthing during which the individual’s own inner wisdom emerges, the
oppressions and limitations of society are left behind, while the useful and valuable parts of self

and reasoning persist, thrive, live, and redefine themselves.

As a point of interest, it was not relevant to question whether this process was excessively
narcissistic because, like Plato and Aristotle,** the Hellenists believed that self-understanding
serves society. When we edify ourselves we variously (and by extension, sometimes unwittingly)

edify the societies and communities in which we live.

Like the Socratic method, the process of guiding students to their own inner wisdom is specific
to that student and situation (Grimes 1998); practitioners know that clients need to be addressed,
supported, and engaged “where they are at” — i.e., their subjectivities matter. Because the aim is

for self-actualization or self-transformation and knowledge acquisition, many commentators

34 1t is not really arguable as to whether Aristotle was a Hellenistic philosopher; indeed, he was.
However I separate him out because there are a number of contestable and scholarly ways in
which Aristotle is distinct from the Hellenistic philosophers.
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acknowledge Socratic questioning as a “psycho-spiritual” exercise. >> This is entirely in keeping

with the work of doctors of the soul.

Earlier I used the term “mirroring,” which is a contemporary psychotherapeutic term. Mirrors
reflect the individual back to themselves. Similarly, the practice of psycho-investigative dialogue
includes mirroring back to a speaker, with as much accuracy as possible, the claims they have
made while sharing their perspective (Horney 1999) so that the speaker can more clearly hear
what they are claiming. With the additional critical distance of hearing the listener mirror (or
repeat) their own thoughts and reasoning back to them, the patient can decide if those claims are
claims that reflect their authentic self. In the Fitterer passage I cited earlier, an Aristotelian-
inspired self-reflective process results for the client in a kind of “sober self-appropriation”
(Nussbaum 1994; Fitterer 2008). With the concept of investigative, non-judgmental (at least in
terms of the facts) mirroring indentified as a tool, we can imagine a kind of Socratic dialogue
with the earlier noted debaucherous client. After some discussion and sharing, it might go

something like this:

Notes from a Case Study: These notes begin after making various
points about the details the client has been talking about for twenty-
five minutes pertaining to what’s been happening in his life during
the past number of weeks. He begins by chuckling to himself that
the women at work seem to find him attractive and how he feels
like one of the boys when he goes out for a drink with the gang
after work. As I listen, I notice that it feels like he’s defending
something. This seems like justificatory behaviour. I ask him if he
notices that he is seeming to revel in “going out to play.” Then I
ask him about whether he feels defensive? After some discussion

about not feeling defensive he finally says

“... because my wife is no fun and I feel like an old man when I am

home with her. I hate how she worries about money.” And then

33 See, for example, Marinoff, Mace, Grimes and/or Herd.
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after some silence, “And I screwed a few of the girls ... at work ...

it was a party.... [ kind’a felt like my old self... I hate my wife....”

PC: So what you are saying is that you are engaging in activities
that you might not really be comfortable with, as evidenced by your
defensiveness, because, in fact, you are angry at your wife, and
maybe angry at yourself for the way you feel when you are at

home?

In response to this summation the client first chooses to consider
and debate with me whether he actually feels bad about “screwing
around” (his choice of words). He resolves that at this point he
doesn’t feel bad about “screwing around.” “I’m a guy...” (I make a
note about the implications of this statement as resource for a later

conversation.)

I keep the conversation focused on how “Joe” seems to be
reporting that he is engaging in behaviour that he doesn’t feel good
about afterwards so as to avoid dealing with other feelings, i.e., his
disappointment at how much work is required in his marriage and
his own existential issues evident in his boredom with his life. The
client leaves having arrived at the knowledge that he is upset with
himself because he’s not addressing the real issues in his life but
maybe extending the circle of pain because of his discontent. We
write down the question for him to ponder as homework, “how he

might better deal with his feelings of discontent?”

Clinical reflections: 1 could have jumped right into discussing the morality of “Joe’s” behaviour
but the information he was presenting more reflected a pattern where, in acknowledging his
feelings, he could also notice some defensiveness which, upon exploration, led to feelings of
discontent in his primary relationship. When the focus is on non-normative listening (i.e.,
mirroring what the client is saying, and how or whether they are justifying themselves) it is
enough to effectively summarize the client’s position so that he can go on to consider it

according to his own values. In the following weeks we might discuss those values in more
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explicit and direct ways. For now it is enough for “Joe” to feel safe to reflect on how he is in the
world. We can already see that mirroring Joe back to himself takes him, with fair ease, to the
heart of the personal issues with which Joe is struggling. Note that the client’s behaviour isn’t
being judged from the outset. Rather the practitioner is attempting to facilitate reflection on
motivations and feelings, and the values the individual is enacting in their life. The practitioner

does this by getting the client to hear their own justifications for their behaviour.

This is a very simple example. However here, as in Socratic questioning, the philosopher feeds
the client’s own experiences and reasoning back to them (a mirroring) in such a way that the
client might find their own dissociations, false beliefs, and contradictions. Doing this with
consistency and focus in a supportive manner helps the client focus on self-evaluation. It takes
practice to mirror without judgment or, when needed, with appropriate levels of judgment. Any
practitioner will tell you it is a very effective technique.’® One of the very practical benefits of
mirroring is that it also allows the client to know that the practitioner really hears what she or he
is saying. The practitioner reflects the client’s own circumstances back to them. Mirroring is a
kind of midwifery. As described, it not only can clear the fog of habit and convention, but can
also create an opening for the client to see their own desires for the first time, or afresh.
Additionally, the client may need to go through the process of talking it out so they can seek
practical resolutions, or then might need to talk about general truths so that the deeper issues
might come to the surface. Using mirroring and Socratic questioning the contemporary
practitioner, like the Stoics, demonstrates a high respect for each patient’s ability to be reflective
and thoughtfully mindful of each individual’s ability to cultivate their active own practical

reasoning skills.*’

3% 1t could be reasonably and pedantically, and to some degree correctly, criticized that there is
some level of judgment in what, for example, the practitioner chooses to mirror back to the client
and how they choose to mirror certain disclosures back to the client. This client obviously wants
to talk about the conflicts his behaviour provokes. I am going to try to reflect those conflicts back
to him after I’ve asked enough questions and gathered enough data about him, e.g., to understand
where he’s coming from, how he justifies things, and why he feels he has to justify his
behaviour.

37 This is not a trait that could be attributed to students of Aristotle or Plato. Both schools are
differently elitist with respect to reason and which classes have the potential for the best kinds of
reason. Yet, reason remains a valuable investigative tool; to keep it sharp and contemporary, it is
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What Nussbaum teaches us about the Stoics is that for them, as for the ideal contemporary
practitioner, the authority for subverting social beliefs does not ultimately reside with the teacher
but ultimately self-criticism and self-recognition lie with the client. This is an aim consistent with
valuing autonomy. The effective teacher encourages the student to investigate which values
motivate their daily customs and why. Obviously, the focus on values-based reasoning and
behaviour is very much evident in Aristotle’s work too. Certainly, adhering to a custom or
convention because it is such is not necessarily reason or value enough to continue to act in such
a way or to be motivated by said values. Ideally, if or when a student chooses to act in
accordance with custom or convention, it is because he or she has reflectively chosen to support
either the particular values of custom and convention or, by extension, the values which
particular customs and convention support. In other words, when based in self-reflection,

conventionality can be healthily chosen.

In this way philosophy “shapes and constructs the soul, orders life, guides conduct, shows what
is to be done and omitted” (Chrysippus TD16.3). Much like contemporary therapy, Hellenistic
philosophers affirm the practical function of philosophy is to use therapeutic listening to develop
an awareness of the powers of choice one has. Thus philosophical counsellors can affirm that the

soul, the psyche, the self-reflective self’s job is to explore its own depths.

Supportive philosophers want for the patient to ultimately desire to explore and discern their own
psychic depths via their own learnt and supported practices of self-scrutiny. Throughout
Nussbaum’s Therapy of Desire there is a fictional character that travels to and studies in the
different Hellenistic philosophical schools. Nikidion engages her journey with the belief that
even the most painful and confusing aspects of life would be made more tolerable by
understanding and by extending one’s domain of choice. Nussbaum writes of Nikidion’s
discerned motivations for her philosophical journey that “by the sense that she herself had drawn
the boundary of herself here and not here, had formed her desires and evaluations in this way and

not in this. To examine then, and to take charge of herself” (482).

beneficial to look at and integrate what contemporary feminist epistemologists have to say about
reason and rationality.
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This character seeks philosophy because she wants to become more of her distinct self, akin to
the idea of the authentic self we referenced earlier in this discussion. Thus, she embodies the
ideals of a patient of Hellenistic philosophy. She is willing to use the advocacy of introspection
to become a freer, more self-actualizing human being. In other words, she has the sense of being
able to be who she values herself to be. She has a sense of somehow being able to make herself
— the self who engages in the material world — more a reflection of her inner self. She has a

sense of being able to be her authentic self.

1.5 Conclusion

This brings us back to the therapeutic aim of contemporary PC: to support the client in self-
reflection. This self-reflection, in and of itself, supports an overcoming of a kind o