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“Philosophy” Bertrand Russell has said, “…
is something intermediate between theology 
and science. Like theology, it consists of 
speculations on matters as to which de!nite 
knowledge has, so far, been unascertainable; 
but like science, it appeals to human reason 
rather than to authority, whether that of 
tradition or that of revelation. All de!nite 
knowledge…belongs to science; all dogma 
as to what surpasses de!nite knowledge 
belongs to theology. But between science and 
theology there is a No Man’s Land, exposed 
to attack from both sides; this No Man’s Land 
is philosophy.” (1)

!is collection of essays by members 
of the Philadelphia Association, edited by 
Rosalind Mayo and Paul Gordon, locates 
itself in another intermediate area, that 
between philosophy and psychotherapy. 
Psychotherapy – at least in its classical 
psychoanalytic guise – identi"ed itself 
with science at its inception, but has o#en 
subsequently been likened, including by 
Paul Gordon in this volume, to a religion. 
Most of us who are clinical practitioners 
"nd ourselves somewhere in between these 
poles. In o$ering ourselves as partners 
in a potentially healing dialogue, we are 

increasingly having to steer between the 
Scylla of ‘certain knowledge’, currently 
represented by demands for scienti"cally 
proven e%cacy, evidence-based practice 
and audited outcomes, and the Charybdis 
of psychotherapeutic ‘dogma’: “theory 
that has set into quasi-religious stone”, as 
Gordon puts it. 

!e Philadelphia Association, founded 
in 1965 by David Cooper, Aaron Esterson, 
R.D. Laing and others, pioneered the 
creation of therapeutic communities 
in the U.K., famously setting up the 
"rst such community at Kingsley Hall. 
!e organisation remains committed 
to providing genuine asylum to people 
su$ering emotional distress, as well as to a 
radical vision of mental illness as produced 
within a matrix of social and political 
forces. In an era in which a biological model 
of mental illness is increasingly dominant 
and genetic theories of the causation of 
schizophrenia are in the ascendancy, it 
remains radical to assert, as does John M 
Heaton in this volume, that mental illness 
are ‘disorders’ of reason, of relationship, of 
our spontaneous responses to one another. 
We become mentally ill when we do not 
understand one another, misattune or, in 
the language of Jessica Benjamin, when we 
fail to recognise each other. 

!is volume follows the previous 
collection of essays from the PA, !resholds 
Between Philosophy and Psychoanalysis, 
published in 1989, which covered the PA in 
its "rst two decades. Fi#een years later, in 
their introduction to this current collection, 
Gordon and Mayo o$er a challenge to what 
they describe as the ‘blinkered nature of the 
culture of psychotherapy’ which continues 
to regard the Philadelphia Association as a 
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‘wacky, mad and anti-psychoanalytic’, and 
argue that what is needed in the clinical 
practice of psychotherapy is an engagement 
with philosophy. By this they mean not some 
belated and &eeting fashionable interest in 
philosophy as a sideline, but a sustained 
philosophical inquiry into the nature of 
subjectivity, and a scepticism towards 
both established theories and institutional 
structures. Such scepticism is probably 
crucial in a climate that increasingly 
emphasises goal-oriented, speedy and cost-
e$ective treatments for those in emotional 
distress, rather than the patient, painstaking 
immersion in the intersubjective world 
created between therapist and client, as 
they attempt together to gain a grasp 
on experiences that have gone hitherto 
unrecognised or unnamed. 

!e book is intended as a testament to 
the PA’s continued survival 40 years a#er 
its inception in the very di$erent political 
climate of the 1960s counterculture, and as 
a re&ection of the diverse thinking currently 
existing among its members. !e collection 
certainly covers a diverse range of topics. In 
‘What we take for granted’, Robin Cooper’s 
address to the PA’s thirtieth anniversary 
conference, he ranges over some of the 
many in&uences upon the development 
and philosophy of the organisation and its 
therapeutic communities, in considering 
what assumptions might be shared within 
the PA in contrast to other comparable 
organisations. In ‘!e Odyssey, community 
and therapy’ Joe Friedman explores themes 
of hospitality, the heroic, transference and 
recognition within the PA’s communities 
by reference to these themes in Homer’s 
Odyssey. Miranda Glossop argues for 
&uidity, pluralism and openness to 
di$erence in psychotherapy in place of a 
notion of rigour that clings defensively 
to apparent scienti"c certainties in her 
piece ‘!e way of water’. Paul Gordon’s 
‘Night thoughts of a sceptical therapist’ 
casts a sceptical eye over an alphabetical 
smorgasbord of therapeutic topics, among 

them the therapist’s ‘bad behaviour’, dogma 
and ethics, individualism and politics. Some 
contributions are meditative and poetic. 
Barbara Latham’s reverie on language and 
psychotherapy, ‘Letting thought happen’ 
is the most clinically oriented piece in the 
book, and o$ers intriguing and sometimes 
moving glimpses of the subtleties of 
communication within the relational 
matrix of the therapeutic relationship. 
Rosalind Mayo casts her eye back on 
Western culture’s attitudes to women and 
motherhood through the prism of religious 
art, psychoanalysis and philosophy in her 
piece ‘A backward glance’. David Smail’s 
critique ‘Psychotherapy and the making of 
subjectivity’ warns against what he regards 
as naïve social constructivist approaches 
that suggest people can magically choose 
to change themselves by voluntary acts 
of will, rather than acknowledging the 
social dimension of subjectivity. ‘!e task 
of the therapist becomes that of helping 
the person understand how he or she has 
been shaped by the world.’ Rather than 
individual therapy, what we need in a global 
consumerist world is the reconstruction of 
society. 

As an introduction to the work of the 
PA and the type of thinking that goes on 
among its members, this book may not be 
the most accessible point of entry. Many 
of the contributions give the impression 
of having been written for other insiders, 
and therapists of di$erent orientations 
coming from outside the organisation may 
experience something akin to the new 
visitor arriving at a weekly meeting in a 
PA communal house. As described by Joe 
Friedman “…the a$airs of the house go on 
normally until there is space for visitors 
to introduce themselves…If something 
important is happening between people in 
the house, the visitor may well "nd it di%cult 
to get a word in edgeways.” !e visiting 
reader may need to make considerable 
e$ort to orientate themselves within the 
vocabulary and reference points that are 
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taken for granted by some contributions. 
Others, such as Peter Lomas’s piece on 
‘Wonder and the loss of wonder’ or M Guy 
!ompson’s helpful review of philosophical 
critiques of the Freudian concept of the 
‘unconscious’, ‘Is the unconscious really all 
that unconscious?’ are more openly inviting 
to the sympathetic reader with a genuine 
interest in a philosophical understanding 
but without a formal background in the 
study of philosophy or a detailed prior 
knowledge of the preoccupations of the 
PA. 

Nevertheless, a number of themes 
of importance to many therapists of a 
thoughtful and sceptical bent emerge 
from this collection: the critique of the 
individualism that can be fostered by a 
psychotherapy in the service of social 
conformity rather human freedom; the 
dangers of dogmatism and unexamined 
assumptions, whether deriving from rigid 
psychoanalytic orthodoxy or from laissez 
faire relativism; the crucial importance 
of connection and community; and the 
mystery and sense of wonder at the heart 
of the encounter between human subjects 
that the therapeutic relationship, at its best, 
represents. 

It’s probably a relatively safe assumption 
(if, of course, there is such a thing) that 
most practising psychotherapists have 
enough on their hands trying to maintain a 
sustained engagement with theoretical and 
research developments in their particular 
corner of the professional "eld, without 
taking on what they might regard as a 
whole new discipline. !is collection may 
not act as the bridge between philosophy 
and psychotherapy that would entice them 
to do so, but it’s an intriguing window into 
the world of the Philadelphia Association, 
and an important reminder of Russell’s 
comment on the usefulness of philosophy: 
“To teach how to live without certainty, and 
yet without being paralysed by hesitation, is 
perhaps the chief thing that philosophy, in 
our age, can still do for those who study it.” 
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What a delight this book is in its unassuming 
yellow cover. !is derives from what is 
revealed through its perspective on how 
we function as human beings and the novel 
approach to its presentation. 

!is presentation is in the format of a 
Fundamentals class, which is the primary 
introduction to the theory and practice of 
Re-evaluation Counselling (RC). We are 
invited to participate in this class and, as 
we read, to engage in or try out the ideas 
with another person so that we can test 
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