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British psychologist and psychotherapist 
Dr. Darren Langdridge has written a very 
clear and well-informed introduction to 
existential counselling and psychotherapy. 

In recent years, several authors have 
published important contributions to the 
advancement of existential theory and 
practice. Within this field, existential 
psychotherapy and counselling plays a 
significant role. As existential psychotherapy 
deals with human existence rather than the 
psyche, it actually might be most accurate 

to use the term ‘existential therapy and 
counselling’. There are at least six different 
main approaches to existential therapy, and 
currently the American and British schools 
seem to be the most progressive. Langdridge 
and his new book follow the British school 
of existential analysis, formed in London by 
Emmy van Deurzen in the 1980s. 

In other words, Langdridge has not 
written a general introduction to existential 
counselling and psychotherapy like British 
psychologist Mick Cooper did by publishing 
Existential Therapies in 2003. Langdridge’s 
book is rather a detailed account of a specific 
approach to existential therapy and it partly 
resembles comparable books by Emmy 
van Deurzen, Martin Adams, Hans Cohn 
and Ernesto Spinelli. However, Langdridge 
has written an introduction that intends 
to move the British approach forward by 
additionally engaging with contemporary 
developments in theory and practice. The 
three parts of the book cover all the key 
areas of the British approach, and seek to 
advance theory and practice by exploring 
the current issues in existential therapy of 
research, power, politics and language.    

In his introduction, Langdridge deals 
with the common misconceptions of 
existential therapy that are important to 
dismiss. Langdridge not only refutes the 
misconception that existential therapy 
involves the attitude that anything goes, 
because existential therapy is not based 
on specific techniques. Similar to van 
Deurzen, Langdridge also emphasizes 
that existential therapy is a specific 
therapeutic approach, which applies certain 
philosophical principles and methods 
in practice. In addition, he rejects the 
prejudice that existential therapy is just an 
academic exercise and a purely intellectual 
engagement with life. Therefore, Langdridge 
accentuates how the existential approach 
perceives people as embodied human 
beings in relationships with others. 

The first part covers the fundamental 
theory and practice of the British approach 
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and is very similar to other introductions 
to the subject. The philosophical 
foundations of existential therapy consist 
of phenomenology, existential philosophy 
and existential phenomenology. Langdridge 
has previously written a clear and thorough 
introduction to phenomenological psycho-
logy, published in 2007. Likewise, his 
recent book Existential Counselling and 
Psychotherapy mainly focuses on the 
phenomenological foundations of existential 
therapy. Like Spinelli, Langdridge is very 
inspired by German philosopher Edmund 
Husserl’s phenomenological principles, 
even though he does not combine it with 
social constructionism as Spinelli does. 

Langdridge also introduces existential 
philosophy and existential phenomenology. 
From the perspective of existential 
philosophy, his introduction to Danish 
philosopher Soren Kierkegaard seems 
slightly superficial, considering the depth 
and range of Kierkegaard’s writings. 
However, this attitude to Kierkegaard 
represents a general tendency within most 
of the British school apart from perhaps 
Deurzen. The founder of existential 
practice, Swiss psychiatrist Ludwig 
Binswanger, placed more importance to the 
application of Kierkegaard’s philosophical 
ideas. On the other hand, Langdridge pays 
more attention to the relevance of German 
philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche than most 
representatives of the British school.

Apart from the section on philosophy, 
Langdridge discusses several practicalities 
in working as an existential therapist. 
Among other things, this involves client 
suitability, and a critical discussion of 
psychiatric diagnosis and conventional 
psychopathology, which is fundamental to 
existential therapy. All schools of existential 
therapy are either based on alternative or 
critical conceptions of human suffering.  

The second part covers the application 
of key philosophical concepts within 
existential therapy. Thus, Langdridge 
summarizes the basic ideas of anxiety, 

freedom and relatedness. Sometimes, 
outsiders criticise existential therapy for 
neglecting the significance of emotions and 
the human body. To counter this criticism, 
Langdridge provides a thorough discussion 
of embodiment and emotions from an 
existential perspective. This involves an 
explanation of the importance of gender 
and sexuality. 

The third part of the book is the most 
original, covering research, power, politics 
and language. Existential therapy is 
characterized by an unfortunate research-
practice gap. perhaps more than most 
other approaches, as there is only very 
limited research into existential therapy. 
So far, almost no empirical research has 
been published on the British school. 
Langdridge outlines different types of 
phenomenological research that are useful 
for investigating existential therapy.  

Existential philosophers and phenome-
nologists have a long tradition of political 
engagement. From different perspectives, 
Kierkegaard and Nietzsche protested 
against the church and mainstream political 
systems. Jewish philosopher Martin Buber 
took inspiration from anarcho-syndicalism, 
German philosopher Martin Heidegger 
was member of the national socialist party 
and French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre 
defended revolutionary Marxism. Among 
other things, the existential tradition also 
influenced very radical protest movements 
and political patient movements. According 
to Langdridge, his personal experiences 
as a gay man have given him an interest 
in the power and politics of therapy. He 
represents a refreshing perspective on 
political engagement inspired by French 
philosopher Poul Ricoeur. Ricoeur was best 
known for writing about narratives and 
combining phenomenological description 
with hermeneutics. Langdridge finds that 
both dimensions speak directly to the 
practice of existential therapy, although he 
does not discuss the full implications of 
these ideas. 
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Langdridge provides an engaged and 
gifted introduction to trainees and scholars 
of existential therapy. This book is well 
written and highly recommended for 
everyone who is looking for an introduction 
to the British school of existential analysis.

Review by Anders Draeby Sørensen
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What is it like? What is the present 
moment like for individuals as they meet 
the world? And, specifically for, the neuro-
phenomenologists, Frewen and Lanius: 
what is it like in the brain-mind self and the 
body-self after the experience of trauma? 
These are the central questions set by the 
authors in Healing the Traumatized Self. In 
this pioneering work, Frewen and Lanius 
identify – and systematically explore – a 
four-dimensional model of what they 
recognise as trauma-related altered states 
of consciousness (TRASC). They also, very 
insightfully, describe ways of integrating 
first-hand accounts of being traumautised, 
with what happens in the disassociated 
brain as drawn from the findings of 
neuroscience. 

The four dimensions of TRASC, 
explored in seven detailed and beautifully 
cogent chapters, replete with limpid 
concluding summaries, are those of thought, 
time, embodiment and emotion. The authors 
seek to understand each of these aspects 

of the self as they are changed by trauma. 
To learn that the brain-mind self and the 
body-mind self are mutually interactive – 
as causality is bi-directional and sustained 
in some individuals long after their initial 
trauma – is especially exciting. By first 
demonstrating what is considered to be 
normal waking consciousness (NWC), 
Frewen and Lanius show how trauma 
leaves individuals disassociated and, often, 
isolated. Then they creatively attempt to 
join up the disparate parts. The results are 
original, highly persuasive and compelling.

Paradoxically, it is the attempt to survive 
the trauma that continues to impact on 
the whole self. This is clearly illustrated in 
survivors’ experience of time. Frewen and 
Lanius take two specifics: time dilation 
and flashbacks. Traumatic events are often 
reported as occurring in slow motion as 
they unfold: a mechanism that may allow 
an individual to attempt appropriate 
action. Involved in a head-on-collision, one 
survivor reported, ‘feeling like time was 
really moving slowly allowed me to make 
all the right judgements’.  But the research 
also indicates that the experience of time in 
a survivor’s waking consciousness may still 
be altered long after the event. And Frewen 
and Lanius utilise such research findings in 
differentiated ways throughout Healing the 
Traumatised Self. 

Firstly, as you would expect in such a 
scholarly work, they draw both on extensive 
existing research from neuroscience, their 
own and others, and from phenomenology 
to substantiate assumptions; secondly, they 
frequently pose further questions for their 
own follow-up research and evaluate, when 
appropriate, where research evidence has 
proved inconclusive; and, thirdly, where the 
research is insufficiently refined, offer more 
telling distinctions, based on their own 
more subtle interpretation. For example, I 
was delighted by the very careful nuancing 
that helped provide an understanding of the 
American Psychiatric Association’s 2013 
symptom-diagnosis for post-traumatic 
stress disorder (PSTD). 


