IS EXISTENTIAL THERAPY HUMANISTIC

IS EXISTENTIAL THERAPY HUMANISTIC? THIS QUESTION LIES AT THE HEART OF UNDERSTANDING THIS PROFOUND APPROACH TO
PSYCHOTHERAPY. WHILE NOT IDENTICAL, EXISTENTIAL THERAPY SHARES SIGNIFICANT PHILOSOPHICAL UNDERPINNINGS AND CORE
PRINCIPLES WITH HUMANISTIC PSYCHOLOGY , LEADING TO CONSIDERABLE OVERLAP AND FREQUENT COMPARISON. THIS ARTICLE
WILL DELVE INTO THE INTRICATE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN EXISTENTIAL THERAPY AND HUMANISTIC PSYCHOLOGY , EXPLORING
THEIR COMMON GROUND, DISTINCT CHARACTERISTICS, AND HOW EXISTENTIAL THERAPY EMBODIES MANY HUMANISTIC VALUES.
WE WILL EXAMINE THE CORE TENETS OF BOTH, THE CONCEPT OF THE SELF, THE EMPHASIS ON FREEDOM AND RESPONSIBILITY, AND
THE SHARED FOCUS ON SUBJECTIVE EXPERIENCE AND MEANING~MAKING. ULTIMATELY, UNDERSTANDING THIS CONNECTION
ILLUMINATES THE THERAPEUTIC POWER OF EXISTENTIAL APPROACHES.
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THE PHILOSOPHICAL RoOTS OF EXISTENTIAL THERAPY

EXISTENTIAL THERAPY IS DEEPLY ROOTED IN A PHILOSOPHICAL TRADITION THAT GRAPPLES WITH FUNDAMENTAL QUESTIONS OF
HUMAN EXISTENCE. PHILOSOPHERS SUCH AS S[P] REN KIERKEGAARD, FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE, MARTIN HEIDEGGER, JEAN-PAUL SARTRE,
AND ALBERT CAMUS LAID THE GROUNDWORK FOR THIS THERAPEUTIC MODALITY. THESE THINKERS EXPLORED THEMES OF

FREEDOM, DEATH, ISOLATION, AND THE SEARCH FOR MEANING IN A SEEMINGLY INDIFFERENT UNIVERSE. THEY EMPHASIZED THE
INDIVIDUAL'S SUBJECTIVE EXPERIENCE AND THE INHERENT RESPONSIBILITY THAT COMES WITH CONSCIOUS EXISTENCE. THIS
PHILOSOPHICAL FOUNDATION DIRECTLY INFORMS THE THERAPEUTIC GOALS AND TECHNIQUES EMPLOYED WITHIN EXISTENTIAL
THERAPY, POSITIONING THE INDIVIDUAL AS THE CENTRAL LOCUS OF EXPERIENCE AND AGENCY.

THE CORE OF EXISTENTIAL THOUGHT IS THE ACKNOWLEDGMENT OF “BEING-IN-THE-WORLD.” THIS CONCEPT, PARTICULARLY
EXPLORED BY HEIDEGGER/ SUGGESTS THAT HUMANS ARE NOT ISOLATED ENTITIES BUT ARE FUNDAMENTALLY INTERTWINED WITH
THEIR ENVIRONMENT AND THEIR EXPERIENCES. THIS INTERCONNECTEDNESS IS A CRUCIAL ASPECT WHEN CONSIDERING HOW
EXISTENTIAL THERAPY VIEWS THE INDIVIDUAL, WHICH ALIGNS WITH THE HUMANISTIC EMPHASIS ON THE WHOLE PERSON AND
THEIR LIVED REALITY. THE AWARENESS OF FINITUDE, THE INEVITABILITY OF DEATH, ALSO SERVES AS A POWERFUL CATALYST
FOR LIVING A MORE AUTHENTIC AND MEANINGFUL LIFE, A CENTRAL THEME THAT RESONATES ACROSS BOTH EXISTENTIAL AND
HUMANISTIC PERSPECTIVES.

HUMANISTIC PsYcHoLOGY: A FOUNDATION oF HUMAN POTENTIAL

HUMANISTIC PSYCHOLOGY EMERGED IN THE MID-20TH CENTURY AS A “THIRD FORCE” IN PSYCHOLOGY, REACTING AGAINST THE
DETERMINISM OF PSYCHOANALYSIS AND THE MECHANISTIC VIEW OF BEHAVIORISM. PIONEERS LIKE ABRAHAM MASLOw AND CARL
ROGERS CHAMPIONED THE IDEA THAT HUMANS ARE INHERENTLY GOOD AND POSSESS AN INNATE DRIVE TOWARD SELF-
ACTUALIZATION. THIS PERSPECTIVE FOCUSES ON THE INDIVIDUAL'S CAPACITY FOR GROWTH, CREATIVITY, AND PERSONAL
FULFILLMENT. HUMANISTIC PSYCHOLOGY EMPHASIZES SUBJECTIVE EXPERIENCE, PERSONAL CHOICE, AND THE IMPORTANCE OF A
POSITIVE SELF-CONCEPT.

CARL ROGERS, IN PARTICULAR, DEVELOPED CLIENT-CENTERED THERAPY, A CORNERSTONE OF HUMANISTIC APPROACHES. Key
TENETS OF THIS APPROACH INCLUDE UNCONDITIONAL POSITIVE REGARD, EMPATHY, AND GENUINENESS FROM THE THERAPIST. THE
BELIEF IS THAT WHEN THESE CONDITIONS ARE MET, CLIENTS CAN ACCESS THEIR OWN INNER RESOURCES FOR HEALING AND



GROWTH. THIS FOCUS ON THE CLIENT'S INNATE CAPACITY FOR GROWTH AND SELF-DIRECTION IS A SIGNIFICANT POINT OF
INTERSECTION WITH EXISTENTIAL THERAPY'S EMPHASIS ON INDIVIDUAL AGENCY AND THE POTENTIAL FOR CHANGE.

SHARED PrINCIPLES: THE Core oF THE CONNECTION

THE MOST COMPELLING ANSWER TO “IS EXISTENTIAL THERAPY HUMANISTIC” LIES IN THEIR SHARED CORE PRINCIPLES. BOTH
APPROACHES PLACE IMMENSE VALUE ON THE SUBJECTIVE EXPERIENCE OF THE INDIVIDUAL. THEY BOTH BELIEVE THAT THE CLIENT IS
THE EXPERT ON THEIR OWN LIFE AND THAT THE THERAPEUTIC PROCESS SHOULD HONOR AND EXPLORE THIS UNIQUE PERSPECTIVE.
THIS SHARED FOCUS ON THE “HERE AND NOW " AND THE INDIVIDUAL'S LIVED REALITY CREATES A STRONG BOND BETWEEN THE
TWO MODALITIES.

FURTHERMORE, BOTH EXISTENTIAL AND HUMANISTIC THERAPIES EMPHASIZE THE IMPORTANCE OF FREEDOM AND RESPONSIBILITY.
THEY REJECT DETERMINISTIC VIEWPOINTS, POSITING THAT INDIVIDUALS HAVE THE CAPACITY TO MAKE CHOICES AND SHAPE THEIR
OWN LIVES. THIS BELIEF IN FREE WILL UNDERPINS THE THERAPEUTIC ENDEAVOR, ENCOURAGING CLIENTS TO TAKE OWNERSHIP OF
THEIR DECISIONS AND THEIR CONSEQUENCES. THE FOCUS ON SELF-DETERMINATION AND PERSONAL AGENCY IS A DEFINING
CHARACTERISTIC THAT CLEARLY MARKS EXISTENTIAL THERAPY AS HAVING A STRONG HUMANISTIC ORIENTATION.

ANOTHER CRUCIAL SHARED PRINCIPLE IS THE FOCUS ON AUTHENTICITY. BOTH SCHOOLS OF THOUGHT ENCOURAGE INDIVIDUALS
TO LIVE IN ALIGNMENT WITH THEIR TRUE SELVES, SHEDDING SOCIETAL EXPECTATIONS OR INTERNALIZED LIMITATIONS THAT MAY
HINDER GENUINE EXPRESSION. THE THERAPEUTIC RELATIONSHIP ITSELF IS OFTEN CHARACTERIZED BY GENUINENESS AND OPENNESS,
MIRRORING THE DESIRED OUTCOME FOR THE CLIENT. THIS COMMITMENT TO FOSTERING AN AUTHENTIC EXISTENCE IS A HALLMARK
OF BOTH HUMANISTIC AND EXISTENTIAL THOUGHT.

DISTINGUISHING FEATURES: \WHERE EXISTENTIAL THERAPY STANDS APART

W/HILE THE OVERLAP IS SUBSTANTIAL, EXISTENTIAL THERAPY POSSESSES DISTINCT CHARACTERISTICS THAT DIFFERENTIATE IT
FROM SOME OTHER HUMANISTIC APPROACHES. W/ HILE HUMANISTIC PSYCHOLOGY OFTEN FOCUSES ON GROWTH AND SELF-
ACTUALIZATION IN A GENERALLY POSITIVE LIGHT, EXISTENTIAL THERAPY MORE DIRECTLY CONFRONTS THE ANXIETIES AND
CHALLENGES INHERENT IN THE HUMAN CONDITION. |T DOES NOT SHY AWAY FROM THEMES LIKE DEATH, MEANINGLESSNESS, AND THE
BURDEN OF FREEDOM.

EXISTENTIAL THERAPY ALSO TENDS TO BE LESS FOCUSED ON THE IDEA OF AN INHERENT DRIVE TOWARDS GOODNESS OR A PRE-
DETERMINED PATH TO FULFILLMENT. |NSTEAD/ IT EMPHASIZES THE INDIVIDUAL'S CREATION OF MEANING THROUGH THEIR CHOICES
AND ACTIONS IN A WORLD THAT MAY NOT OFFER INHERENT PURPOSE. THE THERAPIST IN AN EXISTENTIAL FRAMEWORK OFTEN
ACTS AS A FACILITATOR IN EXPLORING THESE PROFOUND ISSUES, RATHER THAN SOLELY AS A NURTURER OF INHERENT POSITIVE
POTENTIAL. THE CONFRONTATION WITH EXISTENTIAL GIVENS — DEATH, FREEDOM, ISOLATION, AND MEANINGLESSNESS ~ IS A
UNIQUE AND DEFINING ASPECT OF THIS THERAPEUTIC APPROACH.

THe EXISTENTIAL THERAPIST'S APPROACH TO THE HUMAN CONDITION

AN EXISTENTIAL THERAPIST VIEWS THE CLIENT NOT AS A COLLECTION OF SYMPTOMS OR A MALFUNCTIONING MACHINE, BUT AS
A BEING GRAPPLING WITH THE FUNDAMENTAL REALITIES OF EXISTENCE. THE THERAPIST'S ROLE IS TO HELP THE CLIENT BECOME
MORE AW ARE OF THEIR OWN FREEDOM, THEIR RESPONSIBILITY FOR THEIR CHOICES, AND THE ULTIMATE MEANING THEY CAN CREATE
IN THEIR LIFE. THIS INVOLVES A DEEP ENGAGEMENT WITH THE CLIENT'S SUBJECTIVE EXPERIENCE AND THEIR UNDERSTANDING OF
THEMSELVES AND THE \WORLD.

THE THERAPEUTIC PROCESS OFTEN INVOLVES EXPLORING THE CLIENT'S ANXIETIES, WHICH ARE SEEN NOT AS PATHOLOGICAL BUT
AS AN INEVITABLE PART OF LIVING. THESE EXISTENTIAL ANXIETIES, ARISING FROM THE AW ARENESS OF OUR FREEDOM AND THE
RESPONSIBILITY IT ENTAILS, CAN BE A POWERFUL IMPETUS FOR CHANGE WHEN UNDERSTOOD AND CONFRONTED. THE THERAPIST



FACILITATES THIS EXPLORATION BY CREATING A SAFE AND NON-JUDGMENTAL SPACE FOR THE CLIENT TO EXAMINE THEIR BELIEFS,
VALUES, AND THE CHOICES THEY MAKE, THEREBY ENCOURAGING A MORE AUTHENTIC AND MEANINGFUL WAY OF BEING.

CLIENT EXPERIENCE IN EXISTENTIAL HUMANISTIC THERAPY

THE CLIENT'S EXPERIENCE IN EXISTENTIAL THERAPY IS ONE OF DEEP SELF-EXPLORATION AND EMPOWERMENT. THEY ARE
ENCOURAGED TO MOVE BEYOND SUPERFICIAL ISSUES AND CONFRONT THE DEEPER QUESTIONS OF THEIR EXISTENCE. THE THERAPIST
ACTS AS A FELLOW TRAVELER, OFFERING SUPPORT AND INSIGHT AS THE CLIENT NAVIGATES THE COMPLEXITIES OF THEIR INNER
WORLD AND THEIR PLACE IN THE WORLD. THE GOAL IS NOT TO “FIX” THE CLIENT BUT TO HELP THEM LIVE A MORE AUTHENTIC,
RESPONSIBLE, AND MEANINGFUL LIFE.

CLIENTS OFTEN REPORT A HEIGHTENED SENSE OF SELF-AWARENESS, A GREATER ACCEPTANCE OF THEIR OWN LIMITATIONS AND
MORTALITY, AND A RENEWED SENSE OF PURPOSE. THE THERAPEUTIC RELATIONSHIP ITSELF IS A VITAL COMPONENT,
CHARACTERIZED BY MUTUAL RESPECT, EMPATHY, AND GENUINE ENGAGEMENT. THIS RELATIONAL DEPTH ALLOWS FOR THE
EXPLORATION OF DIFFICULT EMOTIONS AND EXISTENTIAL CONCERNS IN A SUPPORTIVE ENVIRONMENT , FOSTERING PERSONAL
GROWTH AND A MORE PROFOUND CONNECTION WITH ONESELF AND OTHERS.

THE RoLE oF MEANING AND PURPOSE

A CENTRAL THEME IN EXISTENTIAL THERAPY, AND A STRONG POINT OF CONNECTION WITH HUMANISTIC PSYCHOLOGY, IS THE
CREATION OF MEANING AND PURPOSE. EXISTENTIALISTS DO NOT BELIEVE THAT MEANING IS FOUND READY-MADE IN THE UNIVERSE;,
RATHER, IT IS SOMETHING THAT INDIVIDUALS ACTIVELY CREATE THROUGH THEIR CHOICES, COMMITMENTS, AND ACTIONS. THE
THERAPIST HELPS THE CLIENT IDENTIFY WHAT IS TRULY MEANINGFUL TO THEM AND HOW THEY CAN LIVE IN ACCORDANCE WITH
THOSE VALUES.

THIS PROCESS OF MEANING-MAKING CAN BE PARTICULARLY CHALLENGING WHEN INDIVIDUALS ARE FACING LIFE TRANSITIONS,
LOSS, OR A SENSE OF DISILLUSIONMENT. EXISTENTIAL THERAPY PROVIDES A FRAMEWORK FOR EXPLORING THESE CHALLENGES AND
DISCOVERING OR CREATING NEW SOURCES OF PURPOSE. THE HUMANISTIC EMPHASIS ON INDIVIDUAL POTENTIAL AND SELF-
DIRECTION PERFECTLY COMPLEMENTS THIS, EMPOWERING CLIENTS TO ACTIVELY CONSTRUCT A LIFE THAT IS RICH IN PERSONAL
SIGNIFICANCE AND VALUE.

Is EXISTENTIAL THERAPY HUMANISTIC IN PRACTICE?

To CONCLUDE, IS EXISTENTIAL THERAPY HUMANISTIC? YES, FUNDAMENTALLY, EXISTENTIAL THERAPY EMBODIES MANY CORE
HUMANISTIC PRINCIPLES AND SHARES ITS PHILOSOPHICAL UNDERPINNINGS. W/HILE IT DELVES MORE DEEPLY INTO THE DARKER
ASPECTS OF HUMAN EXISTENCE AND THE ANXIETIES THAT ACCOMPANY FREEDOM, ITS ULTIMATE AIM IS TO FACILITATE A MORE
AUTHENTIC, MEANINGFUL, AND SELF-DIRECTED LIFE. THE EMPHASIS ON SUBJECTIVE EXPERIENCE, PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY,
FREEDOM OF CHOICE, AND THE INHERENT CAPACITY FOR GROWTH FIRMLY PLACES EXISTENTIAL THERAPY WITHIN THE BROADER
HUMANISTIC TRADITION. |T OFFERS A POWERFUL FRAMEWORK FOR INDIVIDUALS SEEKING TO UNDERSTAND THEMSELVES,
CONFRONT THE CHALLENGES OF LIFE, AND CREATE A LIFE OF PURPOSE AND SIGNIFICANCE.

FAQ

QI \WHAT ARE THE PRIMARY PHILOSOPHICAL INFLUENCES ON EXISTENTIAL THERAPY?

A: THE PRIMARY PHILOSOPHICAL INFLUENCES ON EXISTENTIAL THERAPY INCLUDE THINKERS SUCH AS S[?] REN KIERKEGAARD,
FrIEDRICH NIETZSCHE, MARTIN HEIDEGGER, JEAN-PAUL SARTRE, AND ALBERT CAMUS. THEIR IDEAS ON FREEDOM, RESPONSIBILITY,



DEATH, ISOLATION, AND THE SEARCH FOR MEANING FORM THE BEDROCK OF EXISTENTIAL THOUGHT AND THERAPEUTIC PRACTICE.

Q: How DOES EXISTENTIAL THERAPY VIEW HUMAN NATURE?

A: EXISTENTIAL THERAPY VIEWS HUMAN NATURE AS FUNDAMENTALLY FREE AND RESPONSIBLE. |T EMPHASIZES THAT HUMANS ARE
NOT PREDETERMINED BUT ARE CONSTANTLY MAKING CHOICES THAT SHAPE THEIR EXISTENCE. \WHILE ACKNOWLEDGING THE
POTENTIAL FOR ANXIETY AND SUFFERING INHERENT IN THIS FREEDOM, IT ALSO HIGHLIGHTS THE CAPACITY FOR CREATING MEANING
AND LIVING AN AUTHENTIC LIFE.

Q: WHAT IS THE ROLE OF ANXIETY IN EXISTENTIAL THERAPY?

A: ANXIETY IN EXISTENTIAL THERAPY IS NOT NECESSARILY SEEN AS A PATHOLOGY, BUT RATHER AS AN INEVITABLE PART OF THE
HUMAN CONDITION ARISING FROM THE AW ARENESS OF FREEDOM, RESPONSIBILITY, AND THE CHALLENGES OF EXISTENCE.
THERAPISTS HELP CLIENTS UNDERSTAND AND CONFRONT THESE ANXIETIES AS CATALYSTS FOR GROWTH AND FOR LIVING A MORE
ENGAGED LIFE.

QZ CAN EXISTENTIAL THERAPY HELP WITH FEELINGS OF MEANINGLESSNESS?

A: ABSOLUTELY. A CORE FOCUS OF EXISTENTIAL THERAPY IS HELPING INDIVIDUALS CONFRONT FEELINGS OF MEANINGLESSNESS
AND ACTIVELY CREATE PERSONAL MEANING IN THEIR LIVES. |T ENCOURAGES CLIENTS TO EXPLORE THEIR VALUES, MAKE
COMMITMENTS, AND ENGAGE IN ACTIVITIES THAT BRING PURPOSE AND SIGNIFICANCE TO THEIR EXISTENCE.

Q: WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN EXISTENTIAL THERAPY AND OTHER HUMANISTIC
THERAPIES?

A: WHILE BOTH SHARE A FOCUS ON SUBJECTIVE EXPERIENCE, FREEDOM, AND GROWTH, EXISTENTIAL THERAPY TENDS TO MORE
DIRECTLY CONFRONT THE “GIVENS” OF EXISTENCE, SUCH AS DEATH, ISOLATION, AND THE BURDEN OF CHOICE. OTHER HUMANISTIC
THERAPIES MIGHT PLACE MORE EMPHASIS ON INHERENT GOODNESS AND A DRIVE TOWARDS SELF-ACTUALIZATION, WHEREAS
EXISTENTIAL THERAPY EMPHASIZES THE INDIVIDUAL'S ACTIVE CREATION OF MEANING AND SELF.

Q: WHAT ARE THE “GIVENS” OF EXISTENCE IN EXISTENTIAL THERAPY?

A: THe “GIvEns” oF EXISTENCE, AS EXPLORED IN EXISTENTIAL THERAPY, ARE THE UNIVERSAL CONDITIONS OF HUMAN LIFE THAT
INDIVIDUALS MUST CONFRONT. THESE ARE TYPICALLY IDENTIFIED AS DEATH, FREEDOM, ISOLATION, AND MEANINGLESSNESS.

Q: HOW DOES THE THERAPIST-CLIENT RELATIONSHIP FUNCTION IN EXISTENTIAL
THERAPY?

A: THE THERAPIST-CLIENT RELATIONSHIP IN EXISTENTIAL THERAPY IS CHARACTERIZED BY GENUINENESS, EMPATHY, AND DEEP
ENGAGEMENT. THE THERAPIST ACTS AS A FACILITATOR AND FELLOW TRAVELER, HELPING THE CLIENT EXPLORE THEIR EXPERIENCES
AND CONFRONT EXISTENTIAL ISSUES IN A SAFE AND SUPPORTIVE ENVIRONMENT.

QZ IS EXISTENTIAL THERAPY SUITABLE FOR ALL TYPES OF PSYCHOLOGICAL ISSUES?

A: EXISTENTIAL THERAPY CAN BE BENEFICIAL FOR A WIDE RANGE OF PSYCHOLOGICAL ISSUES, PARTICULARLY THOSE RELATED TO
LIFE TRANSITIONS, IDENTITY, MEANING, ANXIETY, AND DEPRESSION. |T IS OFTEN SOUGHT BY INDIVIDUALS SEEKING A DEEPER
UNDERSTANDING OF THEMSELVES AND THEIR PLACE IN THE WORLD, RATHER THAN SOLELY FOCUSING ON SYMPTOM REDUCTION.
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