Philosophical Counselling.

an Interview with
Lou Marinoff

In the ancient world philosophy was a guide to life and better living. An intriguing
recent development is the advent of philosphers taking philosophy out into the
marketplace to assist individuals, groups and organisations. The best selling
book ‘Plato Not Prozac’ by LOU MARINOFF, signalled a huge public interest in
philosophy and philosophical counselling, a phenomenon which has some
therapists looking over their shoulder anxiously and others returning to exciting
old ideas afresh. It seems that Socrates is still relevant today, as Marinoff explains
in this interview. Lou Marinoff is a keynote speaker at this year’s Psychotherapy

in Australia Conference.

What are the main differences between philosophical
practice and psychotherapy?

By philosophical practice one generally means a
portmanteau term. It certainly entail s counselling one-on-one
withindividual clients, and that i s probably most reminiscent
of what is genericaly called ‘ psychotherapy’. Secondly, we
also work with groupsin various ways, both informally and
formally. Thirdly, we work for organisations; that can be
professiona groups, corporations and governments. All of
that is philosophical practice. If we are talking about the
philosophical counselling component, or ‘philosophical
advising' as it's sometimes called, and its resemblance to
psychotherapy, we should bear in mind that in America the
word ‘therapy’ has become a synonym for anything that is
good for one- e.g. art therapy, music therapy, aromatherapy,
and even Retail Therapy (thetitle of an in-flight magazine).

However, | don’t like the term ‘therapy’ because the other
half of the coin connotesasort of medical or pseudo-medical
intervention, and we are not identified with medicine. The
differenceisthat most clinical psychologistsand psychiatrists
areattempting to diagnose according to the DSM. Philosophers
arenot diagnosing becausewe are not trained diagnosticians.
If our clientsare well and functiona, yet have philosophical
questions, then diagnosisisn’t necessary. In ancient Greece,
a‘theraps wasageneric attendant; while theword ‘ psyche’

denotes many things, including character, breath, and soul.
Thus someonewho hel psyou attend to your character, breath
or soul ishy definition akind of ‘ psychotherapist’. Thiswould
includeyour philosophical counsellor, your fluteteacher, your
meditation master, and your minister, priest or rabbi.

Some therapies draw heavily from philosophy, so
how is philosophy used differently in philosophical
practice as opposed to therapy?

Many of the cognitive psychological therapies are
philosophically based, either explicitly asinthecaseof Ellis
Rational Emotive Therapy which is based on Stoicism, or
Existentia therapy (and Frankl’slogotherapy) which comes
from Existentialism. Carl Rogers would also be a candidate
for this; hisclient- centred school implicitly upholdswhat we
as philosophers would call the Kantian notion that the
individua is a secular agent to be treated with autonomy,
dignity and respect. Kant goes on a great deal about that.
Again, look at Erich Fromm’shiophilic and necrophilic ethics.
A lot of important psychological branchesare traceable back
to philosophical roots.

Plato was a great psychologist, as were Hobbes, Hume
and so many other philosophers. In fact, one could not really
do philosophy without doing some psychol ogy, and one could
not do psychology without making very important
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philosophical assumptions. So if
psychologists can with efficacy and
with good justification reach back
toward more philosophically-based
notions to inform and develop
psychotherapy, why shouldn’t
philosophersdoit aswell?After al, we
are the oneswho are grounded there to
begin with.

What counselling philosophers have
to learn are a lot of other things that
psychologists have already figured out
about counsdlling itself; e.g. the nature
of interpersonal and professional
relationships, phenomena of trans-
ference and counter-transference, etc.
But wehaveapretty bigtoolkit of useful
ideas to offer clients - 2,500 years of
accumul ated wisdom.

Psychotherapists usually have a theory to guide their
practice, some notion of what constitutes mental
health and healthy relationships. Do philosophical
practitioners also have some background theory
about what constitutes the good life?

This is a philosophical question to begin with! Socrates
famoudly asserted ‘ The unexamined life is not worth living!
And Plato, his student, initiated an ongoing philosophical
conversation in the West about the meaning of goodness, and
of a good life. Other philosophical traditions, from
Confucianism, Taoism, Hinduism and Buddhism to Virtue
Ethics, Materialism, Romanticism and Existentialism are
continuoudy grappling withjust thisquestion. | think Socrates
wasright. It makesusuncomfortableat timesto learn certain
things about ourselves, and possibly in general about the
species, and some people neglect going there for one reason
or another, either through ignorance or willful omission. But
people carry alot of conceptual baggage around with them,
and the bags have to be inspected eventualy.

Intheancient world philosophy wasaguideto lifeand better
living. Philosophical practice bringsthisback into play. Sowe
think we're doing avery ancient thing, albeit in anovel way.

Do clients of philosophical practitioners comein part
because they are disillusioned with psychotherapy?

It's partly true but not the whole truth. If one looks at the
spectrum of individual clientsthat philosophical counsellors
attract, some of them have never had counselling and want
it, but wouldn’t go to psychiatrists or psychol ogists because
in America there's a stigma attached to that. Interestingly
enough, it’snot so stigmatic to take medicationin America.
Consuming some kind of drug, either illicit or prescription
drugsor a cohol, Americansdon’t have aproblem with that.
Andthey don’t haveaproblemtelling you their most intimate
secrets on the street corner. But there's a stigma if people
know that you've been to see somebody who's not on a

street corner. Then there must be
something wrong with you. But if you're
seeing aphilosopherit's* Ohyou' vehired
a personal philosopher’, rather than
“You've cracked up’. There's a whole
other spinput onit. Philosophersarekind
of cool or sexy. We'rein vogue.

But to be serious, we've given the
publicanew way of spesking about their
problems. They almost get a new
identity, relocating their ideas and self-
conceptions on aphilosophica map, and
that’sreally helpful to somepeople. e.g.
‘I thought there was something wrong
with me, but I'mactually just anihilist!
They compare notes at cocktail parties,
not on what their analysts said, but on
what their personal philosopherssaid.

Some do come becausethey have had

alot of psychotherapy, maybetoo much

of it. But others come because they have aready learned and

been helped by reputable professionas. They have learned

something important about themselves, psychiatrically or

psychologically, and now they need to learn something
important about themsel ves philosophicaly.

I n the ancient world philosophy
was a guideto life and better living.

Philosophical practice brings

this back into play

How do philosophical practitioners treat matters of
love?

There's a tremendous amount of philosophical insight
brought to bear on thisissue. | just had a client this morning
who wantsto look at the ethical implicationsof divorce and of
custody. He'snot going to get thisfrom his psychologist. HE's
going to get some valuable things on coping and other
understandings on how his past life has contributed to this
Situation, and he/ sgoing to get somevery important legal advice
from his lawyer on how to arrange the paper work, but what
he needs now are some philosophical viewson attachment and
separation. Sowe deal with thesethings philosophically aswe
dedl with everything else.

| understand that you use groups a lot. What is the
role of group dynamics?

I work with groupsinformally and formally. Informally, |
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go into a large bookstore once a month in Manhattan, and
conduct a ‘ Philosopher’s Forum' (or a‘ Café-Philo’, asit’s
caledin Europe). It'satwo-hour unscripted public discourse,
andit can go anywhere. It’sreally very exciting. People come
with issues, and we discuss them. We discuss things that one
can't even talk about in universities (because of political
correctness), and thingsthat one never seesontelevision. It's
avery good way for peopleto air their views, to have them
criticised by others, to defend what they believe in, and to
examine the reasons they have for believing. And that's one
of the old traditions- philosophy in the marketplace (theagora
of Athens), being avery public thing.

We do more formal things with groups in the settings of
goal-oriented kinds of activities, whereaparticular subset of
managersin acompany, or agroup of peoplein government,
who arecharged with atask and are having trouble executing
it, need philosophical toolsto bring to bear. Either they need
to work better as a group to attain consensus on issues, or
they need aphilosophical tap tool, like Dilemma Training or
Socratic Dialogue, for actually coming to grips with a
particular problem to manage it more effectively. There the
role of group dynamics is very important. People often get
mired in persona problems and they spend too much time
cloistered together, just asin the academy where committee
meetingsarefamoudy proneto quarrelsand outbursts, where
people who are thought to be very rationa end up throwing
chairs at each other because the group itself is not being
managed properly.

What the philosopher can do with such agroup isto bea
conductor, to understand that, notwithstanding each
individual’sroleor voice, thereisan overall scorethat should
be rendered as harmoniously as possible. So, even though
the conductor has no explicit voicein the score, without the
conductor you have chaos and noise, and with the conductor
you have order and music.

The ancient philosophical schools, especially the
Stoics, focused mostly on problems of living. What
differences are there between how you might
approach a problem and how someone in ancient
times, like perhaps Epicurus or Socrates, might
approach the same problem?

Today people are much more receptivetoit than they once
were. Philosophers have had perennialy difficult times. If
you look at Socratesasamodel, hereisaguy who was put to
death for doing what we are doing today. Inthe back of Plato
Not Prozac you will find alittle entry on Socrates that says
that secularly speaking, he redeemed philosophers from
unemployment by virtue of hissacrifice. He's supposed to be
agreat modd for us.

A lot of other philosophers had hard timestoo. Confucius
tried to sell his servicesto warlords. His basic ideawas that
government by virtuewill be more effective than government
by coercion, but hewas, of course, way ahead of histime. He
did make some inroads in this and his influence is simply
enormous. But if you look at the Greeks particularly, you'll
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find that if Aristotle were brought back for a day he
wouldn’t understand anything about modern scienceat al.
His biology and physics and astronomy and cosmology
are all simply wrong. He would have to start on page one
of any undergraduate sciencetext in order to relearn what
we now know about the world. Whereas with Socrates, if
you brought him back for a day, and he were to watch the
evening news, I’m sure he would turn around to you and
say ‘WAl nothing has changed’ . Human natureissstill what
it was back then, and basic human problems are still the
same (with additional complexities of course). But any
philosophy that worked well asaguidetolifeintheancient
world, works just as well today.

... If you brought Socrates back
for a day, and he were to watch the
evening news, |'m sure hewould
say ‘Well nothing has changed'.
Human natureisstill what it was

back then, and basic human

problems are still the same

All the stuff that Plato revesls to us about the Socratic
teachingsis gtill relevant today. In a sense we have comefull
circle, never having gone. Human nature is the same
notwithstanding our increase in knowledge. We have not
necessarily become wiser beings. So philosophers are there
to help, not that we are wise but that we can help to induce
wisdom in our clients, and this is basicdly our role. | see
myself inthistradition, anditisasif notimeat al had elapsed
really. | don't see myself as approaching problems any
differently actually, from not only the Socratics but also the
Stoics, the Cynics, the Sophists, the Epicureans - thereare a
huge number of schoolswhich arevery useful today because
people are much the same today as they always have been.

Suppose a client came who was a bigot. Do you take
a stance on an ethical position or are you relativistic?

| do take a stance, and in fact it's alegd position here. If
someone comes to a counsellor in New York State and
threatensclear harm to somebody el se, we haveto report that.
We have a primary responsibility to serve our clients or
patients as best we can, but we also have a secondary
responsibility tothecommunity at large. I’ mardativistinsofar



asit allowsno harm to cometo others, but if aNazi camefor
counselling | would try to convince him that he shouldn’t be
aNazi. That'snot relativism. Technically, I’'m ameta-ethica
relativigt: | think that someethical systemswork betterinsome
situations, while otherswork better in other situations. That's
different from saying that al ethicsarereative. For example,
| happen to believethat harbouring hatred for othersis never
good in any situation. So there's an absolute for you. There
area so many waysto avoid harbouring hatred. That'srelative.

Was there a greater demand for your services after
September 11, and if so, what were the main issues
you dealt with?

September 11 has changed alot of thingsin America, and
there have been global repercussions, not the least of which
was the relocation of the World Economic Forum's annual
meetingsto New York thisyear from Davos, for thefirst time
in thirty years. | played a substantia role in that program.
There is now a greater demand for philosophical services
worldwide, precisely because, likeit or not, weall inhabit the
global village. We are al interconnected in increasingly
complex ways. One effect of globalization isthat both great
good and great evil are neither localized nor localizable. We
need to deal with other peopl € sdiscontents, because everyone
in this village is potentially everyone else’s neighbour. We
also need to ded with mass-hallucination, fanaticism and
terrorism. One large philosophical question concerns what
people are encouraged to believe they are entitled to do to
one another.

What were (are) the mainissues?Well, many sectorsof the
American economy have been adversely affected by
September 11, so one finds a greater discontent owing to
economic downturnsand other kinds of instabilities. Normal
human problemsare exacerbated by economic and other kinds
of situations, when they go bad. Peopl€’ sproblemsarecastin
aworse light. There's more anxiety about travel and a lot
more critical examination about the meaning of September
11. Who are ‘we’ ? Who are ‘they’? What is this exactly
symbolic of ? Thereisalot of philosophical work to be done
there.

The American Philosophical Practitioners
Association trains and organizes philosophical
practice in the USA. Is there an international body
for philosophical practitioners?

The APPA is an international body based in America so
our ethosismore or lessAmerican, but we do have members
in more than twenty countries. In the first instance this is
because Plato Not Prozac is going into more than twenty
languages and scores of countries worldwide, and thisfuels
awareness so that people start asking for our services. Then
philosophers come out of the woodwork and say ‘I’ ve been
doing this already for ten years but | didn’'t know this was
going on in an organised way! Or other philosophers step
forward and say ‘1'd really like to do this, | think | have a
knack for it, howdo | doit? Sothe APPA has been training

and certifying people in the United States and from abroad
for afew years now.

We are also having demands placed on us from Latin
America, Europe and Asiato come and do trainingsthere as
well. We're not the only national association with an
international membership, but we are the only certifying and
accrediting body, sofar, and | think we're probably theleading
organisation. Then again, purely national organisations and
national considerationsareimportant. Philosophical practice
is bound to be conditioned by a given nationa ethos. There
are differences between one country and another in terms of
expectations, in terms of training and the profession and its
practice. So we can't possibly speak for everybody and for
all philosophers, but what we can do isimpart some useful
skillsto philosopherswho want to do this, and then they can
go home and adapt themselves to their home countries. Our
training and certificate still have meaning for foreign
practitionerswho belong to their home nation’s association.

Do therapists show much interest or do they tend to
be threatened?

Yes, to both. The APPA is an inclusive association with a
category of membership caled ‘Affiliate Members', who are
practitioners from other professions. We have many
psychiatrists, clinical psychologists, socia workers, lawvyers,
people who are licensed or registered by statesto practicein
non-philosophical ways, who have very deep philosophical
interests, abiding interestsin theinterface between what they
do and what philosophersdo, who are obvioudy philosophical
beings. Some of them wanted to be philosophers but also
wanted to earn a living. Twenty years ago it was very clear
that you should do anything but philosophy if you wanted to
earn a living, so they went into other professions, but they
gtill havein their hearts tremendous philosophical interests.
We al so have opponents, because there are many peoplewho
do see themselves as locked in some kind of turf war, and
whofed that weareencroaching on ‘their’ turf (your mind!).
| must also add that many psychiatristsand psychologistshave
been regarded as usurpers of the soul, because no-onerealy
owns it. | think that those who view us as poachers are
obvioudly on the defensive. Maybe they could benefit from
philosophical counselling actualy. | don't think we' reathreat
to anyone.

Some forms of psychotherapy, particularly the
existential humanistic dimension, have a very close
attachment with philosophical thinking and if you
meet existential therapists, most of them are kind of
part-time philosophers...

Of course they are. How could they be otherwise?

But if you go into other traditions they're not...

If you're eclectic then you are whatever you need to be on
that day. Existential therapy is very big; it's also called
‘Daseinsanalysis’ in Europe. In England, Ernesto Spindlli is
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theleading Existential Psychotherapist, and worksvery well
with philosophers. Butin Americayou will find anumber of
clinical psychologists who are very voca in opposition to
anything that anybody wants to do to help another person,
and thisissimply agrosskind of misrepresentation of what a
hel ping profession should be, in my view. It has become far
too politicised. Psychol ogistshave had amonopoly on licensed
conversations, literaly, alegidative monopoly on talk-therapy
for decades. Thereissomuch hubristhat many haveforgotten
where they came from. There is a generic sense in the US
that if you have any kind of problem at all, it must be
psychological. Peoplethink that Genesisfeatured Adam, Eve,
aserpent and apsychologist in the Garden. They’veforgotten
just exactly where we were 50 years ago. But we get along
pretty well with the existential folks, with many of the
shrewder clinicians, and with many scientific research
psychologiststoo.

Who is your favourite philosopher?

Well, | wish there were only one, but if you really must
know who my favourite philosopher is| will tell you. Where
do | go when | need philosophical counselling? | have
colleagues who give me excellent advice. If | need to speak
to a human being, | have two or three colleagues who are
very close advisers, and | find their advice and counsel very
useful and helpful. So | do have real human beingsto talk to.

Butif | had to turnto asource of perennial wisdomitwould
be that great book written by Anonymous, The I-Ching or
Book of Changes. | have been consulting this book for more
than thirty years. | use only the Wilhelm-Baynes edition,
published by Princeton University Press, with the brilliant
foreword by Jung. There are many editions of the I-Ching,
and someread likegibberish. | don’t useit on anythinglikea
daily basis, but | do consultit fromtimetotimeand I’ ve never
had a bit of bad advice out of it. It's the book that, if one
believes mainstream historical account, influenced both
Confucius and Lao Tse. It is rooted in the idea that at any
juncturein our lives we have to make certain choices based
on changing circumstances; and that we do not have perfect
knowledge, but we have at least the capacity to do abetter or
aworse thing. If we are wise, of course, we strive to do the
better. This book provides persistent advice to me on what
constitutesdi stingui shing between the better from theworse,
sothat | can choosethebetter if | wish. It'sasort of Rorschach
test for one’s own heart and mind, revealing some deep
principlesthat guide us. So | find it very, very useful.

Do you think that philosophical practice is an idea
whose time is ripe?

Actualy it'sbeenripefor avery longtime, andit’'sonly in
the twentieth century that philosophers devoted their
condderableintelligenceto making themselvesirrelevant. This
is what has changed. People have always recognised that
society needed its share of poets and prophets and artists of
various kinds. | think it's needed its share of philosophers
too. But in thetwentieth century philosophers became mostly
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incomprehensible and irrelevant. Thishasgivenriseto alot
of very bad jokes about philosophy students and so forth.
Well, we're changing that. So it’s not so much anideawhose
time has come again. | call philosophy ‘the world's second
oldest profession’, and it managed to marginaliseitself because
it forgot about its own relevance. Thisis a grassroots thing
that drives philosophers now into the open, into the media’s
eye, and into public and professional spheresof activity. The
very fact that the culture demandsit is the key indicator that
it'sripe. Fortunately, the onusisnot on usto market ourselves
to anybody. Believe me, | never took a marketing course.

How many client hours would you have a week?

Well, it variesbecause | try to practice acrossthe spectrum.
| seeindividud clientsbut I've cut down alot. | don't really
have morethan three or four per week, and | refer out because
| just don’t want to takethat many. It'saseriousresponsibility.
| also have ajob as aprofessor. I'm an author aswell, and |
travel an awful lot. | also do consulting work with
governments and the corporate world. So | try to do abit of
everything - General Practice, if you like. It takes a lot of
energy to do that. | have to be careful to ration my energies,
S0 asto be good and fresh.
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