iIs 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 Sgren 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

While the overlap is substantial, existential therapy possesses distinct characteristics that
differentiate it from some other humanistic approaches. While 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. It
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. Instead, 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 aware 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 awareness 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.
While 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. It offers a powerful framework for individuals seeking to
understand themselves, confront the challenges of life, and create a life of purpose and
significance.

FAQ

Q: What are the primary philosophical influences on



existential therapy?

A: The primary philosophical influences on existential therapy include thinkers such as
Sgren 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. It
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 awareness 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.

Q: 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. It 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.

Q: 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. It 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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