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Counselling - Hubris and Nemesis
It must have been tough for Napoleon and his followers. Marching forward with so much idealism; and much that was achieved; and all the way to Moscow. And then discovering that the ground could not be held; and needing to march, struggle, flee, all the way back again. 

Counselling has no Napoleon to blame; not even Freud or Rogers can take all the responsibility for the present predicament. But it, too, is a large movement that has come a long way in a very short time. Where are we now? Are we camped outside a Moscow of our own? Do we watch a winter setting in around us? Should we, too, contemplate a long retreat? In what ways may we have over-reached ourselves? Shall we find scapegoats? That won’t help. But shall we ask which parts of this Broad Church are going to survive what look like stormy times ahead? Which parts, practices, theories, assumptions deserve to survive? What will need to be re-designed or abandoned altogether? How much of a retreat is going to be needed if we are to regroup? Will we be able to regroup at all?

Shall we ask which parts of this large movement are going to survive what look like stormy times ahead?
When any kind of movement attains a lofty perch (and counselling may have risen to prominence more rapidly than any other cause in history) it becomes liable to cheap jealousies and attacks. Are we, therefore, to console ourselves with the view that all the assaults made against counselling are trivial, ill-informed, malicious and generally unworthy of serious attention? Or shall we look at the dangers of hubris within counselling and thus avoid the nemesis that may otherwise follow? Will counselling be a movement that breaks all records, both with the rapidity of its rise - and of its fall?

When any domain of authority becomes very large, the danger of its becoming over-extended is substantial. The range of organised religion was once enormous and all encompassing, but, for many, counselling has taken its place. If we can’t find God via the priest perhaps we can find ‘ourselves’ and ‘our relationships’ via a counsellor? If so, perhaps we should ensure that the counsellor is properly trained as a professional to assist us in this work? 

Professionals, almost by definition, have been trained to provide a level of knowledge, skill and practice not readily to be found among laypeople.  The surgeon finds a heart murmur and fixes it. The lawyer finds the legislation that will assist the client, and organises the case, on paper or before the judge. The plumber finds a leak and repairs it. And so on. So what does the counsellor find? That I want to discover (my? your? whose? construction of) ‘myself’? That I want to ‘improve’ my relationships? That I am unhappy? That I want to ‘understand’ and cope with my circumstances more successfully? Are these agendas that a professional can be expected to handle? The optician will know how to make me see more clearly and the ear specialist might improve my hearing. But who knows how to help me observe and understand? What kind of philosopher, novelist, painter or counsellor might most assist? Can, and should, professionals define my identity, options and circumstances or, less directly, help me find insights for myself? Is either option best, or readily, producible via counselling training?

Third parties can help even if you have friends of your own. But should this third party pose as any sort of ‘expert’/professional? Just because counselling may well be an important activity does that mean that it can or should be a profession? These days, of course, if anything is important and (better still) lucrative, then professionals generally want to get their hands on it. But that may be part of our collective malaise. I fear that it is. 

If counselling is a profession, what is the nature of the counsellor’s expertise? One expert seems most interested in my early history. Another in my ‘problem-solving skills’. Another in my network of social contacts and circumstances. Another in my beliefs in, and hopes for, the future. Mostly, they try to listen, but what they hear and understand is, inevitably, constructed by what they themselves think, believe, experience, know and value. Is my ‘inner child’ showing? Or hiding? Shall I explore and express it? “Yes indeed” say counsellors of one school. Some say explicitly, others suggest, hint or just construct the whole session so that this is the ‘obvious’ agenda of concern. Counsellors who have read other books and been through other training programmes will suggest that the notion of an ‘inner child’ is trite, simplistic or irrelevant, and that I would be better off going after my inner id, or inner adult or inner ideals or transpersonal self or outer circumstances or skills or? (The options seem to be endless). 

Are we to console ourselves with the view that all the assaults made against counselling are trivial, ill-informed, malicious and generally unworthy of serious attention?

Shall I turn to BAC for help in selecting a voice among counselling’s Tower of Babel?  They will say that I would better off with an accredited counsellor; one who has the stipulated numbers of hours of theory, practice and supervision. But will any theory or practice do as long as there are hundreds of hours of it and it has been supervised according to particular procedures? Hundreds of hours of - something or another - may be desirable, but are they either necessary or sufficient? After whatever number of hundreds of hours of, whatever theory and practice, what, if any, professional skill do we have a right to claim? 

As I look closer, I find that there are almost as many ways of trying to make sense of, and understand, myself and my circumstances as there are ‘experts’ out there ready to listen. Surely they can’t all be right? Freud is currently toppling from his pedestal and his was the biggest name in the business. How much of a ‘shelf-life’ have some of the others got? 

Unless some one somewhere can come up with some impressive answers to these questions and concerns soon, then counselling (as a profession) had better start packing its bags and beginning its long retreat - out of areas of existence where it has no business, expertise or valid claim to competence. Were such a retreat to be finally stabilised, what might finally remain? No one can know for sure. Will we continue to turn to third parties to talk about ourselves and our circumstances and options? Of course we will. Will we find it difficult to know who might best help us? Certainly. Will BAC, or some other supposedly professional body, help to make the decision less difficult? They would like to think so. Professionals will, of course, advise that professionals are the best counsellors. My own view is that clients will be best served if they are reminded that no person or organisation can make the difficult task of choosing a counsellor any easier. That, I think, is precisely why counselling, unlike brain surgery, is not a profession at all. 

Freud is currently toppling from his pedestal and his was the biggest name in the business. How much of a shelf-life have some of the others got?

Brain surgeons and health statisticians know, better than I do, who might be my best brain surgeon, and there are clear procedures for determining whether I can see better with my spectacles. But is there a mechanism for measuring whether I will perceive, hear or understand any better as a result of my counselling session? There may well be if counsellors restrict themselves to providing specific advice and information concerning a body of objective knowledge like debts, university or career opportunities. But can we determine if I am more self actualised or aware or virtuous or mature or more in touch with my inner child? There seem to be so many non-measurable, not so say non-meaningful, agendas cluttering up the counselling movement at present, and a plethora of so called ‘methods’ for achieving them. When are we going to clean up this mess? What will remain when the job has been properly accomplished?   

It is difficult to choose who, from a dozen options, might be best placed to listen to, and support, us in our personal problems. Which counselling psychologist will be better than which counsellor or which/witch doctor? ..or priest or poet or dance teacher or un-accredited sage who happens to have lived, loved, suffered, read and reflected a great deal? They all have their own views. They all tend to choose members from their own tribe. Is this because they are all objective?

If you are to listen to me, to hear me, to understand me, what must you understand? Where shall we begin? Who shall decide? Who has something to offer? Whose understanding will count for most? From whose perspective? With what purpose and intention? What should you read and study? What counselling textbooks? What literature? Would Freud be better than Rogers or Egan? Would Proust or Shakespeare or Tolstoy or Dostoevsky or Holub, Heaney or Hardy be better than any of these? Are we ready to form a ‘canon’ of essential reading? Every training institution does precisely this, but their reading lists differ widely. Few include many, or any, novelists, poets, playwrights, historians, philosophers, political theorists, sociologists or theologians. What does this tell us about our atrocious sense of history and culture, and our obsession with individualism as we approach the end of the twentieth century? 

If you are to listen to me, to hear me, 

to understand me, 

what must you understand?
Counsellor training institutes generally organise courses as though understanding people was a subject specialism rather than something that we all try to do, and which serious artists have been seriously engaged in since the dawn of time. So, what of History? Arts? Music? Dance? Philosophy? Religion? Science? And what about experience? Shall we travel? Work? Play? Suffer? Commit ourselves? Meditate? How? With whom? On what? 

And when, after all this training and experience, we listen to our clients, what shall we hear? Can we ‘simply’ hear anything?

What we ‘first’ hear is never noises or complexes of sounds, but the creaking waggon, the motor-cycle. We hear the column on the march, the north wind, the woodpecker tapping, the fire crackling.       It requires a very artificial and complicated frame of mind to ‘hear’ a ‘pure noise’. 






Martin Heideggar, Being and Time, Blackwell, 1962 p 207

And Heideggar is just giving simple illustrations. What does the counsellor hear? One hears their patient repressing their id, another can hear that the client has poor problem solving skills, another hears that this fellow soul needs to connect to their transpersonal self, another hears a scream that wants to get out, another hears that the client wants sex with the counsellor, that they lack self discipline, are running away from duties or God or a demanding mother, and so on, and on, and on. “I really hear you.” It is understandable that this over-used cliché has itself become a kind of joke.

To listen is to understand. Are we to understand that counsellors and psychologists have written much or most of what is important on the subject of human understanding? Whoever ‘understands’ this understands, in my view, very little indeed. And what if our ‘understandings’ are different? As I understand it, they usually are. Even what I presume I understand about what I imagine to be ‘myself’ changes over the years. So what am I to make of whatever I think I understand, at present, about you? 

Perhaps we should talk some more about this? Heideggar sounds a warning:

Speaking at length about something does not offer the slightest guarantee that thereby understanding is advanced. On the contrary, talking extensively about something, covers it up and brings what is understood to a sham clarity - the unintelligibility of the trivial. 










ibid. p. 208

People have been ‘speaking at length’ for millennia. How much did they thereby understand? That the world is flat? That the moon is made of green cheese? That we need to be rid of heathens and witches? That we have an id, ego and superego? That social science is making great strides in human understanding? That an accredited listener will understand you? That after twenty years of psychotherapy you will be more wise, mature and insightful?

People have been ‘speaking at length’ for millennia. 

How much did they thereby understand?

“It’s good to talk”; but, for me, it’s not so good when it’s BT providing this reassurance. It’s good to have someone listen. But I get very uneasy when BAC or BPS, or the C. of  E., or Roman Catholicism or any other organisation for that matter, presumes to have produced a ‘mechanism’ that will deliver these listeners.

Religious institutions claimed to be able to provide a process that would connect you to (their understanding of) God. Counselling and psychological institutions now claim to be able to set up a professional structure via which you will be able to connect up to, and thereby ‘find’, (their construction of) yourself. Since ‘myself’ is our contemporary Deity this comes as no great surprise. But, in my understanding, such contemporary claims are as presumptuous as earlier, now discredited, assertions. They differ mainly in that they are rather more anti-social, amoral and narcissistic than these earlier schemes.

How can I listen? How can I understand? It is the same question and a fascinating one. But, like all the most interesting questions, it is not one that allows for any kind of final answer. Understanding is no more a packageable commodity than the people we purport, or claim, to understand.

The general public, if allowed, will demand ‘professionals’ who can save them from the pains and mysteries of existence and who will, really, (really) understand them. Not so long ago psychiatrists were foolish enough to promise a big, special, professional remedy via psychotropic drugs. Then the backlash set in, and rightly. Since then counsellors and therapists have claimed that they can fill the gap. 

Drugs can help; and so can Listening. Both are complex and varied phenomena involving far more than skills and routine procedures. Both have been oversold, given the enormous limitations of our knowledge of either. One probably needs to be owned and controlled by professionals. The other, I suggest, does not.

Eventually, I believe, counsellors would be respected more if they admitted that they do not know enough about selves and circumstances to claim to be professionals, and that the subject of how best to cope with the mystery of existence is, in any case, not one that should be professionally owned and controlled at all. To acknowledge this really would be empowering, both to individuals and to the culture as a whole. Are we brave enough to confess that we have been strutting and posturing well beyond our powers? Will we pack our bags and begin a retreat from territory that we have claimed and cannot hold? I hope so. It is time to move backwards away from the cul de sac within which we are currently trapped.   

