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Courtenay	 Young	 begins	 where	 Karen	
Horney	ended,	in	her	book	on	self-analysis,	
published	 in	 1942.	 like	 her,	 Young,	 a	
seasoned	 humanistic	 transpersonal	 and	
body	 oriented	 psychotherapist,	 who	
is	 professionally	 based	 in	 and	 around	
Edinburgh,	 orients	 himself	 against	 our	
neuroses	and	towards	human	growth	and	a	
healthy	self-realisation.	Behind	our	possibly	
dysfunctional	habits,	 there	 is	hidden	what	
the	 existential	 tradition	 considers	 to	 be	
our	true	self.	Young	is	a	strong	advocate	of	
cultivating	 our	 own	 path	 towards	 a	 “good	
enough”	 view	 of	 mental	 health.	 If	 I	 was	 a	
mental	 patient,	 I	 might	 nowadays	 be	 able	
to	 rely	 on	 the	 plentiful	 supply	 of	 studies	
concerning	resilience	and	recovery,	helping	
me	 a	 long	 way	 towards	 learning	 how	 to	
manage	 my	 own	 condition,	 separate	 from	
the	 helpful	 (or	 otherwise)	 interventions	
by	 doctors	 or	 psychiatrists.	 As	 people	 -	
and	 often	 as	 patients	 -	 we	 often	 are	 faced	
with	 having	 to	 do	 this	 in	 an	 anxious	 and	
ambiguous	way:	 ‘Is	 there	something	really	
wrong	 with	 us?’	 That	 no	 longer	 needs	 to	
be	 our	 lot:	 Young	 makes	 it	 very	 clear	 that	
probably	 there	 is	 nothing	 wrong	 with	

us,	 though	 things	 may	 have	 gone	 wrong	
around	us.

Young	 has	 found	 himself	 to	 be	 more	
proactive	 as	 a	 psychotherapist	 and	 more	
pragmatic	 as	 a	 counsellor,	 then	 when	 he	
began	 in	this	profession	30	odd	years	ago.	
“Every person is an individual, and, as such, 
must develop – perhaps from these pages – 
their own methods of coping and their own 
path to recovery.” He	 knows	 that	 the	 best	
effects	 of	 psychotherapy	 come	 from	 an	
empathic,	 skilled,	 and	 professional	 caring	
relationship.	So,	when	he	takes	us	through	
his	 designs	 and	 suggestions	 for	 self-help	 -	
mainly	for	people	with	depression,	anxiety	
and	 issues	of	 low	self-esteem	-	he	does	 so	
from	a	libertarian	view,	focused	on	“as	well	
as”	and	not	on	“either/or”.		He	writes	from	
his	 experience	 that,	 “About 97% of people 
with any form of mental health “issues” 
are just ordinary people with anxiety and /
or depression. These “issues” are nothing 
to do with mental illness. They are mostly 
natural reactions to life situations that are 
overwhelming, or have been difficult.”	 Yes,	
indeed,	and	absolutely!	

only	 the	 other	 day,	 I	 experienced	 a	
position	 of	 helplessness.	 our	 flat’s	 fire	
alarm	suddenly		–	went	on.	My	jolly	mood	
collapsed	 with	 a	 shock.	 It	 turned	 out	 that	
I	 had	 burnt	 the	 toast	 and	 alas,	 there	 was	
nothing	 I	 could	 do	 now	 to	 turn	 the	 clock	
back	and	make	this	painful	piercing	sound	
go	 away.	 Pacing	 to	 and	 fro	 like	 a	 caught	
animal,	 from	 the	 kitchen	 table	 to	 the	 hall	
where	 the	 fire	 alarm	 sensor	 was,	 I	 looked	
for	 a	 phone	 to	 call	 the	 fire	 brigade	 or	 the	
housekeeper,	 to	 inform	 them	 quickly	 that	
this	was	more	or	less	a	false	alarm.	My	wife	
rushing	out	of	the	bedroom	said,	“There is 
no way to stop the fire brigade and the police 
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coming to our basement flat in this ten-story 
building. This will be a very expensive piece 
of toast”. Great!	

So,	 what	 do	 I	 do	 when	 I	 don’t	 know	
what	to	do?	Book	a	psychotherapy	session?	
Another	 option	 is	 to	 pick	 this	 book	 to	
up	 –	 costing	 about	 the	 price	 of	 a	 single	
psychotherapy	 session	 –and	 consult	 it	
on	 anger	 management	 or	 on	 responding	
to	 self-criticism.	 Helpfully,	 Courtenay	
Young	 has	 a	 clear	 and	 easy	 style,	 which	
helps	 us	 get	 back	 to	 basics.	 His	 longish	
introduction	encourages	us	to	think	of	how	
we	 can	 cultivate	 self-help.	 So,	 what	 does	
he	 then	 offer	 to	 free	 us	 from	 moments	 of	
helplessness,	 such	 as	 I	 experienced,	 and	
from	ignorance	of	our	selves?	

The	 book	 has	 ten	 sections.	 Firstly,	
the	 author	 considers	 the	 issue	 of	 modern	
stressed	 living.	 We	 learn	 what	 stress	 is	 all	
about,	physiologically,	and	how	it	manifests	
itself	in	modern	life.	He	further	elaborates	
on	the	variety	of	symptoms	of	stress.	Then	
he	offers	a	 few	practical	suggestions	about	
increased	exercise	and	relaxation	and	how	
to	fit	these	into	our	busy	lives.	

The	 next	 section	 is	 on	 depression.	 The	
authors	 lays	the	ground	work	for	our	self-
help	 activity	 by	 bringing	 clarity	 about	 the	
somatic	aspects	and	the	need	for	emotional	
expression	 of	 depression	 more	 into	 play.	
once	 we	 are	 aware	 of	 the	 basic	 working	
principles	 for	 depression,	 we	 can	 begin	
to	 tackle	 it	 and	 change	 our	 own	 negative	
thinking	habits.	If	you	don’t	want	to	change,	
just	put	this	book	down	and	leave	it	at	that.	
However,	 if	 you	 want	 to	 be	 happier	 then,	
besides	the	helpful	information	about	anti-
depressant	drugs,	Young	shows	us	how	our	
own	thoughts	and	moods	about	depression,	
and	 our	 value	 systems,	 can	 distort	 the	
emotional	 clusters	 that	 lie	 beneath	 our	
conscious	mind.																																																

So	 what	 about	 anxiety?	 I	 decided	 to	
‘test	drive’	the	advice	in	the	book	with	my	
own	experience	of	 the	smoke	alarm.	First,	
relax!	 There	 is	 no	 smoke	 without	 a	 fire,	
and	the	meal	is	not	eaten	quite	as	hot	as	it	

was	cooked.	Interestingly,	after	a	few	more	
points	 about	 relaxation,	 he	 looks	 at	 the	
phenomena	 of	 social	 anxiety,	 followed	 up	
by	panic	attacks.	Good	for	me	to	cope	with	
the	brief	panic	that	I	experienced	while	the	
painful	 sound	 of	 the	 fire	 alarm	 made	 me	
pace	 around	 like	 a	 tiger	 in	 a	 cage.	 then	 I	
did	a	‘here-and-now’	mindfulness	exercise,	
whereby	 I	 name	 the	 colour	 and	 objects	
that	 I	 manage	 to	 see	 in	 my	 immediate	
environment.	 I	 am	 now	 able	 to	 be	 more	
aware	 of	 what	 I	 feel,	 and	 where	 I	 feel	 this	
emotion	in	my	body.	I	felt	slightly	phobic,	
agitated,	and	reacted	with	a	mental	freeze.	
Even	later,	over	the	next	three	days	after	this	
event,	 I	 imagined	 that	 the	 alarm	 could	 go	
off	any	minute.	Young’s	notes	on	anxiety	set	
my	 thinking	 straight	 again.	 I	 also	 realised	
that	I	probably	do	not	suffer	from	a	general	
anxiety	disorder.	

What	 would	 a	 book	 on	 self-help	 be	
without	a	section	on	self-esteem?	It	would	
be	 like	 a	 lake	 without	 water.	 Issues	 of	
self-esteem	 are	 introduced	 and	 exercises	
proposed	 of	 how	 we	 can	 improve	 it,	 and	
even	improve	our	self-confidence,	and	trust	
in	oneself,	to	live	life	more	as	an	adventure	
and	 become	 more	 confident	 whilst	 living	
in	 this	 world.	 “What works?” asks	 our	
experientially-oriented	 psychotherapist,	
with	 whom	 the	 evidence	 that	 counts	 the	
most	is	our	own	subjective	experience.	Do	I	
attend	enough	to	my	legitimate	needs?	How	
do	I	 respond	to	critics	and	criticism?	This	
pondering	 for	 answers	 gives	 me	 another	
break	at	just	the	right	time.	

There	then	comes	what	is	my	favourite	
section	 in	 this	book,	dedicated	 to	 the	rich	
and	 varied	 tapestry	 of	 life	 experiences.		
Young	 takes	 us	 to	 ‘Family	 Issues’,	 where	
he	 holds	 us	 by	 the	 hand,	 whilst	 we	 might	
cope	with	bereavement	and	grieving.	once	
we	learn	to	care	for	our	selves,	we	can	also	
learn	to	cope	in	caring	for	other	members	
in	the	family.	We	all	know	that	relationships	
are	 not	 all	 plain	 sailing.	 Nevertheless,	
‘Relationships	 Issues’	 are	 not	 always	
crises	 of	 being	 thrown	 overboard:	 better	
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communication	 is	 probably	 necessary.	
Sometimes	our	journey	ends	in	separation,	
so	 Young	 gives	 us	 an	 overview	 of	 how	 we	
can	 cope	 with	 the	 strings	 still	 attached	 in	
this	situation,	which	is	often	an	emotional	
turmoil	 full	 of	 practical	 problems,	
especially	 if	children	are	 involved.	We	can	
still	 respect	 each	 other’s	 feelings;	 as	 ‘love’	
(which	 we	 once	 felt)	 means,	 after	 all	 is	
said	 and	 done,	 to	 accept	 the	 other	 as	 an	
individual.		

He	also	covers	–	albeit	briefly	–	a	variety	
of	 life	 situations	 like:	 anger	 management;	
sleep	 issues;	 mental	 health	 issues	 at	 work;	
weight,	body	image	&	eating	issues;	chronic	
fatigue	syndrome;	addictions	and	12-steps	
programs;	 trauma	 &	 PTSD;	 self-harm;	
money	worries;	ageing	issues;	travel;	and	the	
path	 to	 mental	 health	 (well-being)	 which	
is	 strewn	 with	 many	 a	 chance	 to	 exercise	
ourselves:	 mentally,	 physically,	 socially,	
intellectually,	spiritually	supporting	a	fresh	
outlook	 towards	 a	 wider	 view	 of	 living.	
Tolerance	 is	 one	 of	 the	 secrets,	 towards	
one’s	self	and	the	other.	

This	 longish	 book,	 which	 can	 be	 used	
in	 an	 encyclopaedic	 fashion,	 attends	
beautifully	to	life’s	complex	reverberations,	
like	the	one	I	described	with	the	fire	alarm.	
Young	manages	to	sooth	us	into	a	calming	
comfort,	 from	where	we	find	new	courage	
to	go	on	with	who	we	are.	His	clarity	and	
straightforward	approach	helps	in	a	serious	
way	 to	 reflect	 what	 is	 actually	 happening,	
and	 what	 can	 be	 done	 about	 it.	 All	 his	
various	practical	and	philosophical	 tips	 to	
help	 us	 find	 answers	 -	 which	 are	 already	
there	 to	be	discovered	within	us	 -	depend	
on	 our	 courage	 to	 ‘be’	 and	 some	 personal	
honesty	 to	 be	 faced,	 at	 last.	 There	 are	
parts	 in	 the	 book,	 where	 his	 argument	
and	 rich	 elaborations	 could	 have	 been	
slightly	 tighter.	 Nevertheless,	 he	 is	 acute	
in	 his	 enchanting	 persuasions.	 He	 has	
written	with	a	vivid	economy	and	engaging	
understanding	 of	 our	 common	 human	
suffering	and	folly.	

Theodor Itten, Switzerland




