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The days are getting colder, and Christmas is approaching fast. 

Not long now until the Christmas break and I am sure you are all 

very much looking forward to some rest and a little Christmas 

cheer, after a long year. 

In this edition of Reflections we look at the relationship between 

Psychology and Counselling/ Psychotherapy, and then launch 

into the uncharted territory of Psychotherapy and the Meaning 

of Life, the theme of this year’s Conference. 

Over the past few years PCI College has been expanding our 

offering into Psychology – not just in terms of new courses, 

but also in terms of content, academic staff and research. We 

believe that an understanding of Psychology and Counselling/

Welcome to the
Winter Edition of
Reflections 2014

Psychotherapy are both inextricably linked. Psychology has 

always been a popular subject and one that many counselling 

and psychotherapy graduates gravitate towards in order to 

broaden their qualifications – indeed many of our Counselling 

& Psychotherapy students have already completed Degrees 

in Psychology.  We believe that the addition of a Psychology 

dimension to PCI College will follow the trend of cross-learning 

and cooperation between the two fields and give our students 

the choice of an even broader repertoire of knowledge and skills 

while retaining our core values of high academic standards and 

experiential and personal learning.  

Just as knowing oneself and being aware is central to being a 

Counsellor and Psychotherapist; knowing the psychology behind 

Maria McGrath
Marketing & Admissions Manager
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our thoughts, behaviours and emotions is a very useful set of 

tools. Therapists can better help their clients when guiding them 

in their exploration of their own thoughts by understanding the 

relevance of evolutionary psychology, neuropsychology and 

biopsychology. Understanding that the psychological issues 

being faced are human issues can remove barriers and shame. 

College President Eoin Stephens takes us back to the beginning 

by introducing us to Evolutionary Psychology – in short how 

evolution has shaped the mind and behaviour. His central thesis 

is that the “Evolutionary Psychology perspective can be helpful 

here because it means that, along with the usual task of helping 

the client gain an increased understanding as to why they may 

have been susceptible to developing their particular problems, 

we can also help them to understand why human beings in 

general are susceptible to these problems…As therapists we 

need to have as realistic a picture as possible of human nature, 

because this is the basic material we work with.”

Faculty Lecturer Jade Mullen explores what drives human 

behaviour further in her article ‘Who Am I? - The Psychology 

of Me’. She explores psychological theories and invites readers 

to look at how these areas – our childhood, our family, our 

social world - influence and shape who we are as people. She 

also asks readers to consider how we hold onto our sense of 

self throughout life changes and challenges. The psychological 

theories of Erikson, Bowen, Bronfenbrenner, Schlossberg are 

discussed and readers are invited to engage with the key concepts 

that shape our sense of self.

We are delighted to have an excerpt from PCI College Lecturer 

Dr Barbara Dowds book “Beyond the Frustrated Self; overcoming 

avoidant patterns and opening to life” in which she examines 

“Attention and The Soul - The Scientist versus The Poet”. In her 

past review of Barbara’s book PCI Faculty Lecturer Antoinette 

Stanbridge comments on “an easy and fluid style… {that} draws 

together insights and wisdom from psychodynamic, humanistic 

and existential psychotherapy... As an interweaving of academic 

writing , reflection and Barbara’s multifaceted experience as a 

therapist, this is a joy to read aesthetically, intellectually while 

maintaining at the heart of it, a very human story which will 

resonate with every therapist, whether through their own 

journey or that of a loved one. A rich treasure trove of thoughts 

and emerging possibilities.” We hope you enjoy the excerpt and 

are encouraged to delve in further. 

Continuing in her role as book critic Antoinette reviews Prof. 

Emmy van Deurzen’s book - “Psychotherapy and the Quest for 

Happiness.” which seeks to define what a good life consists of 

and how therapists might help their clients to live well rather 

than just in search of happiness. Emmy is the keynote speaker 

at our National Counselling & Psychotherapy Conference 2015 

- Psychotherapy and the Meaning of Life. We hope you will join 

us on Saturday 20th June to explore these perennial questions - 

What is the meaning of life to you? What has psychotherapy got 

to offer us in this existential quest? How do we define the ‘good 

life’? Is the quest for happiness attainable or even desirable? It 

promises to be an enjoyable and thought-provoking day.

And finally, all the team at PCI College would like express our 

sincerest thanks and gratitude to all of you who helped make 

it another successful year. Lecturers, Administration, Admissions 

Housekeeping and so many more all make such a huge 

contribution to our organisation. Their efforts behind the scenes 

often go un-noticed, so a special thank you is in order as we 

come to the end of another year. 

May I take this opportunity to wish you all a very happy and 

peaceful Christmas, and continued success in 2015.
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Ideas from Evolutionary Psychology (EP) are quite popular 

nowadays, if sometimes controversial (and sometimes 

misunderstood). In the mainstream media the interest is mostly 

in what EP has to say about gender differences, but this is only a 

small part of its focus.

Evolutionary psychology takes the basic principles of evolution, 

including natural and sexual selection, and applies them to mental 

processes, assuming that these exist because they served an 

evolutionary purpose, i.e. they aided in survival and reproduction. 

What are these basic principles? Biological evolution, simply put, is 

descent with modification. The central idea is that all life on Earth 

shares a common ancestor. Once there is Variation, Differential 

reproduction and Heredity, evolution by natural selection will 

follow as an outcome. Evolution is a historical process, and can 

only build on what is there already there – it is not planned or 

directional.

If we take this perspective seriously, we do not have an evolved-

nature-plus-something-else. Like any organism, our characteristics 

as a species are fully determined by the long evolutionary process 

of which we are a product. Of course this doesn’t mean that 

each of our day-to-day behaviours is directly determined by this 

process – this is one of the main misunderstandings of EP. While 

the mind/brain is certainly not a “Blank Slate”, this does not imply 

that all our behaviour is fully determined by “instincts”. Instead, 

much of it is based on what can be called “Prepared Learning” (a 

phenomenon we see for instance in learning to speak, but not 

in learning to write). This, as we will see below, is of important 

relevance to Counselling/Psychotherapy.

Evolutionary Psychology 
& Psychotherapy
By Eoin Stephens

We can usefully see our responses as being the product of:

1.  Our immediate, current Environment.

2.  Our individual earlier developmental Environments, where   

 crucial relevant learning took place.

3.  The Environment of Evolutionary Adaptation (EEA) of our   

 species, i.e. the typical ancestral environment where our main  

 adaptations evolved.

The environment of evolutionary adaptedness (EEA) is a 

methodological tool based on a depiction of our natural history. 

The term … was coined by the developmental psychologist John 

Bowlby… As a tool the EEA concept was developed and its utility 

in evolutionary psychology made explicit by John Tooby and Leda 

Cosmides… 

There are various synonyms of the term and they include 

ancestral environment, environment of selection and the general 

references to the Pleistocene era…

The key point is that evolutionary psychology takes the EEA to 

amount to the set of past selection pressures responsible for any 

given extant adaptation…

Hampton, S. (2010) Essential Evolutionary Psychology.

London: Sage

The EEA of our species, Homo Sapiens, was the environment 

experienced by hunter-gatherer tribes on the African savannahs 

during the Pleistocene era. Many of our main characteristics as a 

species were laid down then (and some long before, as we share 

many of our characteristics with other primates, indeed with other 

mammals). This means that as a species we are not necessarily 

Eoin Stephens
College President
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always well-adapted to our current environments. Indeed, our 

evolved drives/instincts do not necessarily always serve us well in 

any environment (including even the EEA), because evolutionary 

theory clearly shows that the characteristics of any species will 

be primarily naturally selected for or against on the basis of gene 

propagation, not individual functioning or wellbeing (except in 

so far as it aids gene propagation). As Cosmides & Tooby put 

it, “Our neural circuits were designed by natural selection to 

solve problems that our ancestors faced during our species’ 

evolutionary history.” http://www.cep.ucsb.edu/primer.html

This can help us explain some of the problems that modern 

humans tend to struggle with, such as anxiety, depression, 

addictions etc, and therefore has an obvious relevance for 

Counselling/Psychotherapy.

For instance, some of the main themes in Anxiety Disorders, 

e.g. fear of contamination in OCD, fear of strangers in Social 

Anxiety, fear of small animals/heights in Specific Phobias, make 

more sense when we consider the EEA of our species, where such 

things were actually more dangerous than they are nowadays. 

This doesn’t mean that everyone responds with high levels of fear 

to these perceived threats in their own immediate environment, 

because not everyone learns/develops all these specific fears. The 

point is that as a species we find it particularly easy to develop 

these types of fears at an early age, sometimes following quite 

a small trigger (an example of the Prepared Learning mentioned 

earlier), whereas we are unfortunately rather slow to develop 

fear/anxiety in relation to realistically more dangerous objects 

such as cigarettes and electrical sockets, because they were not 

part of our EEA. Similarly, other common anxiety themes, e.g. 

fear that we will not be able to cope with all our responsibilities, 

fear that we will be the victim of some disaster such as war, fear 

of contracting a variety of illnesses, make more sense when we 

consider that our evolution in the EEA has not prepared us well 

for the complexities of modern life.

Addictive Behaviours also seem to make more sense when the EP 

perspective is included. The motivational energy needed to pursue 

essential biosocial goals (feeding ourselves, mating, forming 

alliances etc) is rooted in evolved emotional responses, which 

can be “hijacked” by intensified stimuli. This leaves us vulnerable 

to “Supernormal Stimuli” i.e. artificially enhanced stimuli which 

elicit a particularly strong (highly motivating, hard to resist) 

response at emotional, behavioural, somatic and cognitive levels. 

Classic examples of this are junk foods and pornographic images.

Apart from helping make some sense of common mental/

behavioural health issues, EP can also contribute to helping us 

understand human nature in general, including motivations, 
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freeing for the client, helping them to feel less shame & more 

self-compassion. As therapists we need to have as realistic a 

picture as possible of human nature, because this is the basic 

material we work with.

Recommended Reading, References

Evolution
Dawkins, R. (1986/2006) 
The Blind Watchmaker. Penguin.

Human Evolution
Dunbar, R. (2014) 
Human Evolution. Pelican.

Evolutionary Psychology
Hampton, S. (2010) 
Essential Evolutionary Psychology. 
London: Sage 

The Blank Slate: The Modern Denial of Human Nature. 
Pinker, S. (2003) 
London: Penguin.

Evolution & Mental Health
Gilbert, P. & Bailey, K.G. (2001) 
Genes on the Couch. Psychology Press.

conflicts, goals, life challenges etc. None of the main 

psychotherapeutic theories of human nature is as yet adequate to 

this task; if nothing else, many of them suffer from the limitation 

of being primarily based on a single proposed drive/motivator, 

e.g. libido, self-actualisation, etc. EP, on the other hand, sees 

human life, like that of any organism, as consisting of strategic 

attempts to maximise our success along various key axes, such as 

mating, care-giving, satisfying appetites, staying safe etc. We can 

therefore expect human motivations to be multiple and modular, 

not unitary.

Our evolved human nature is what it is. Just as a mountain climber 

has to be realistic about the mountain they are tackling, and an 

artist has to be realistic about the materials they are using, as 

therapists we need to have as realistic a picture as possible of 

human nature, because this is the basic material we work with. 

This doesn’t mean that we as yet fully know what that nature is, 

but we are gradually gaining a clearer and clearer picture. 

The Evolutionary Psychology perspective can be helpful here 

because it means that, along with the usual task of helping the 

client gain an increased understanding as to why they may have 

been susceptible to developing their particular problems, we can 

also help them to understand why human beings in general are 

susceptible to these problems. This understanding can be very 
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An eternal question in the field of psychology and psychotherapy 

is what drives human behaviour? What make us tick? What 

makes me, me? There is a lot of debate in the world of 

psychology and psychotherapy when it comes to tackling this 

question. The biological psychology paradigm weighs heavily 

on the side of nature, with theorists such as Eysenck (1944), 

positing that there is a strong link between our genetic make up 

and our personality outcome. There are also crossovers between 

psychological theories and psychotherapeutic theories which 

hypothesise that we are not influenced by biology alone but 

rather that our environment exerts a major influence into our 

person. Psychological theorists such as Watson (1924), Erikson 

(1964) and Bronfenbrenner (1971) would support Fritz Perls’ 

assertion that an individual cannot exist in any sense separate 

from his or her own environment. (Fadimen & Frager, 2002). So 

how would developmental and behavioural psychologists say 

our personality is formed?

Erik Erikson (1964) was the first theorist to propose a theory of 

developmental psychology that evidenced our development as 

occurring across the lifespan. Known as the ‘Eight stages of Man’ 

(Erikson, 1964), Erikson’s theory highlights how, as we progress 

through our life, our personality is formed via an interplay with 

our environment and experiences. At each identified stage in our 

development, we are faced with a task which will leave us with 

either a positive or negative impact on the person we are and 

how we perceive the world. For example, in the first few stages 

of life we are tasked with overcoming Trust versus Mistrust and 

Initiative versus Guilt. The trait which we develop stems from 

our early interactions with caregivers. If trust is not established 

in our first stage of development, we are left with an imprint of 

mistrust and our perceptions and interactions in the world will 

represent this.

This sounds bleak and as if our healthy personality development 

is solely in the hands of our early caregivers, however from a 

psychotherapeutic perspective this adds valuable insight into 

why certain patterns of behaviour may be reoccurring in a client’s 

life. Understanding what has been imprinted in a client’s schema 

can help therapists empathically understand the world from the 

client’s perspective. Working through these early schemas by 

employing some inner child work (Bradshaw, 1990) or breaking 

through core beliefs from a CBT perspective (Beck, 2011) can 

help clients overcome these negative early experiences and 

encounter the world in a healthier way.

Behavioural psychologists, such as Watson (1924), Pavlov (1928) 

and Skinner (1938), proposed a theory of human behaviour 

based on the premise that people are conditioned to feel and 

behave in certain ways. We are conditioned by our surroundings 

and this conditioning is reinforced by our environment, 

further amending our thinking, feeling and behaviour. This 

theory is evidenced through a number of famous experiments 

demonstrating conditioning at work, for example Watson and 

Little Albert (1924), Pavlov’s Dogs (1928) and Skinner’s Rats 

(1938). Today, conditioning and reinforcement theories are 

applied effectively when working with autistic children and 

children with challenging behaviours, illustrating further how 

our behaviour can be shaped. In everyday living it is easy to 

understand how our environment influences how we learn and 

behave, for instance we are conditioned to follow rules and obey 

laws, this is reinforced by the consequence of not following 

through with the expected behaviour.

In the therapeutic world, there is a lot of emphasis placed on 

our ‘conditions of worth’ (Rogers, 1959). Conditions of worth are 

given to us in our early years and refer to the conditions we 

Who am I - 
The Psychology of Me
By Jade Mullen
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operate from in order to feel worth, our behaviour and feelings 

of worth are thus shaped. This is akin to the learned behaviour 

that the behavioural psychologists refer to, which has a defining 

impact on our personality.

While at times we operate as individuals and our life journey 

is unique to us, man is not an island in this world. Ecological 

psychologist Bronfenbrenner (1971) identified 5 different social 

systems that we are all interacting with at any given time and 

states that the way in which we interact with these systems 

and indeed how they interact with us, plays a major role in our 

personality development. This systemic social world that we are 

imbedded in works best when there is healthy interaction across 

each system that we are attached to. Conflict within any one 

system has a ripple effect on the others and where the systems 

are compatible, the development of personality progresses more 

smoothly. Sugarman (2011) puts it best when she states:

“The life course is like a river, whilst having a force and momentum 

of its own, it is also shaped and modified by the terrain over and 

through which it flows. In turn, the river exerts its own influence 

on its surroundings. It is somewhat artificial to separate the river 

from its habitat; a more accurate picture is obtained when they 

are considered as a single unit.”

Systemic Family therapy, the work of Satir (1984) and Bowen 

(1978), is heavily rooted in this ideology that as rivers we are 

shaped by our terrain. While a lot of this ‘shaping’ can be set 

down in our early life, our environment and life experiences can 

continue to modify and change us as we progress throughout 

life. Having this understanding of human behaviour in the 

therapy room can instil hope for both client and therapist in that 

the new ‘terrain’ of the therapeutic experience may bring new 

awakenings.

Psychological theories of development and behaviour inform 

the ever expanding research base in the psychotherapeutic field 

that evidences multifaceted strata of human behaviour. The 

client in the therapy room is considered as a systemic individual 

with complicated layers of conditioning and influence from both 

within and without. When considering myself and what makes 

up the version of who I am today, I too must remember this 

and try to apply some well deserved self-compassion to my life, 

that is to have a little more understanding as to what I have 

encountered and overcome on my life’s path. This also involves 

recognising that I am not alone in feelings of inadequacy and 

self doubt – this is a common human experience and that I can 

choose to deny or try to change how I feel about myself or I 

can accept myself for who I am and what I have been through, 

without judgement (Neff, 2011).

The answer to how we become the person we are is complicated 

and there are far more explorations that have not been addressed 

here, however no matter where we have come from, biologically 

or environmentally, we can choose to relate to ourselves in any 

given moment with judgement or with compassion and this 

choice may impact greatly our ability to accept who are we, 

whomever that may be.
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Depression comes along then and opens up a hole” (1992, p. 

143).  “Mystery provides meaning”, says Mark Vernon, because 

“the meaning human understanding can provide is inevitably 

limited” (2008, p. 79). Here I want to explore attention and 

soulful living. To what do we attend; from where within us does 

that attention spring; what is the quality of our attention and 

what do we do with it?  

…

Curiosity

… 

Both genetics and neurobiology reveal that curiosity is innate 

and linked with positive excitement about the world around 

us. But, here is our dilemma: we are curious beings, we are 

drawn to mystery; but in exploring the mystery we can all too 

easily use it up and destroy it, leaving ourselves bereft. We then 

become like Beckett’s tramps, trapped in the hell of a closed 

circle of obsessive, repetitive thinking in a dead world. This, it 

turns out, is a characteristic of the left hemisphere of the brain, 

what Iain McGilchrist (2009, pp.  45, 87) calls the ‘stickiness’ 

of its attention. Most biological systems are maintained in a 

homeostatic state through negative feedback loops which self-

correct like a thermostat. However, the left hemisphere tends 

towards positive feedback and can become stuck in inflexible 

obsessive, or addictive, patterns. The problem arises when we 

bring the wrong kind of attention to mystery: too much of the 

will-driven, alienated, atomistic, analytic left brain thinking, not 

enough of the holistic, embodied, and emotionally-suffused 

right brain variety. The right brain is present to life as it is lived 

whereas the left re-presents experience in abstract, categorised, 

dead fragments. Reiterated re-presentation by the left brain 

empties life of meaning, whereas ever deeper engagement 

through holistic receptiveness and affect-laden exploration, 

Beyond the Frustrated Self: overcoming 
avoidant patterns and opening to life 
(London: Karnac, 2014)

Extracts from Chapter 3
Attention and The Soul: The Scientist versus The Poet

Science has two sides: the project of enlightenment and its 

shadow, disenchantment. I want to examine the scientist and 

poet-mystic, not as professional types, but as complementary 

archetypes. Both are seekers; both explore the world around 

them, the scientist with an objective and generalising eye, the 

poet with a subjective and specific voice. The scientist uses his 

curiosity to understand, whereas the poet transforms the world 

through his imagination. I want to focus in particular on the 

scientist or other scholar who has burned out with over-focus, 

over-analysis, excessive attention to the outside world at the 

expense of his feelings, his inner world and a particular kind of 

poetic imagination. This is the dominant archetype of our times 

and you do not need to be a professional scientist to have an 

over-trained left brain and a right brain starved of stimulation. 

… Thomas’s gospel warns that ‘what you do not bring forth 

will destroy you’. In what way is the science-minded person 

ignoring his own needs; what shadow or inferior function has 

he not brought forth? I suggest that it is the capacity to live 

with disorder, uncertainty and partial sight: we need to relearn 

how to ‘see through a glass darkly’ (1 Corinthians 13: 11-12). 

Soul may be discovered when we view the world in a sepia 

photograph, or through its reflection in an antique mirror. It’s 

not so much that there is more room for imagination as the 

sensation of being held in a place of shadows where discovery 

does not have to be satisfied. There is no relentless striving 

either towards understanding or towards creating a product of 

the imagination. It is enough that it is and I am. Thomas Moore 

warns of the danger of living in a society “devoted to light” 

(1992, p. 137) and of believing that we have everything figured 

out: “Often our personal philosophies and our values seem 

to be all too neatly wrapped, leaving little room for mystery. 

Dr. Barbara Dowds



11

Winter 2014

seeing the familiar in unfamiliar ways via the right hemisphere, 

enriches  our experience (ibid., p.173). 

…

Imagination and re-enchantment

How can we open up the roads to the interior and begin to 

explore or build on them - indeed which do we need to do? Is 

the self there ready and waiting to be explored, as Winnicott 

(1990) implies, or is the interior a wasteland that needs sensitive 

gardening to create a nourishing space? Do we find or create 

the self? John O’Donohue (2003, p. 153) says that creativity 

“endeavours to bring some of our hidden life to expression in 

order that we might come to see who we are”. Our moment-by-

moment being emerges from our contact with the environment. 

The inner space must be gardened, but it is not something we 

do alone; it emerges from our interaction with the world of 

nature or of other people or of art or beauty in any form. Thus, 

there is something within to be found, but this can only develop 

through the tending that arises from how we interact with the 

world. It is not so much the locus of attention that matters 

as the manner in which we explore. The left hemisphere just 

sees what it expects to see (i.e. its own constructs), whereas 

the right is open to the new (McGilchrist, 2010, p. 163). We 

may walk the same route, but see it for the first time - with 

the poet’s eye. This is not the same as the novelty generated 

by a will-driven recombination of known elements into bizarre, 

new, shocking combinations, which is a left brain activity. It is 

a gentler, more receptive being with something until we see 

it anew, evoking perhaps awe or amazement or the stirring of 

the heart. This is the creative new of the right hemisphere, an 

unfolding of what is already there to which we have hitherto 

been blind (ibid., p. 173). 

O’Donohue writes of the imagination as being like a lantern 

that illuminates our inner landscapes (2003, p. 155). Peering 

into a dark subterranean cavern we can make out in one corner 

cathedral spires of stalactites and stalagmites, in another an 

adjoining passage or a still pond emerges. A gurgling sound tells 

us of an underground stream flowing over a jumble of rocks. 

What was empty space has become populated with riches. Now 

the lantern reveals here an animal skeleton, there a smoke-

blackened rock face or, miraculously, a cave painting whereby 

the rich mineral world becomes inhabited with animal and 

human life. By shining the light of open and flexible attention 

our inner world too becomes populated. It is most important 

to let go of the will, of contraction and analysis, to cease the 

relentless why and how questioning and simply receive with 

wonder.

…

Quality of attention

Finding the magic is not difficult. But what then? How to make 

sure that we don’t simply rush past and fail to absorb it or, 

alternately, kill it with a jaded projection of familiarity through 

too much of a certain kind of contracted and penetrating 

attention? Do we research the history and write a monograph 

that removes all mystery? Do we invent a fiction about the 

house, a painting of the mass path, a poem of the shape-

shifting of psychodrama? What happens at the interface 

between me and the other, me and the environment? My 

hitherto unconscious belief was that the world belongs to itself, 
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not to me and that I intrude and exploit when I attempt to 

create (though this hasn’t stopped me gardening, one of the 

most flagrant kinds of improvement on nature!). Do I stop 

myself delving or intruding, invading what is sacrosanct? May I 

integrate it into myself, or must I respect its separateness and 

inviolable right to privacy? This self-prohibition and limitation 

is challenged by O’Donohue’s vision of the divine creation as 

unfinished: thus it invites the human imagination to carry the 

work a step further (2003, p. 152). “We are neither strangers 

nor foreign bodies in a closed-off world. We are the ultimate 

participants here – the more we give ourselves to experience 

and strive for expression, the deeper it opens before us” (ibid., 

p. 151).  As Rilke says: “all this that’s here, so fleeting, seems to 

require us” (The Ninth Elegy). A similar belief in co-creation – 

this time of their own work - is found in artists who deliberately 

leave their paintings unfinished (e.g. Duchamp’s “The Large 

Glass”) to provide the viewer with the job of completing 

the work in their imaginations (Leader, 2002, p. 121). Indeed 

creativity is inevitable. We do not just receive the world in 

some objective form. In reality, we both receive and generate 

in our relationship with the world (McGilchrist, 2010, p. 196). 

We see with a particular kind of eye, we filter, we respond and 

even the most passive, avoidant stance is a statement. “Mind 

not only beholds but shapes all” (Skolimowski, 1994: xiii).

…

How did it all work out so badly?

…

The world we experience depends on which hemisphere of 

the brain comes to dominate in individuals or whole cultures. 

Harmony between the two hemispheres  facilitated the 

cultures of Ancient Greece, the Renaissance and Romanticism. 

By contrast, McGilchrist (2009) believes that the Roman 

Empire, the Reformation, the Enlightenment and the Industrial 

Revolution as well as the modern world are characterised 

by left-hemisphere dominance. The harmonising integrated 

cultures centre on the idea of embodied soul in the world, while 

the separated cultures emphasise rational control (power) and 

disenchantment of the world. McGilchrist writes of the right 

brain as the “master” and the left as the “emissary” who should 

be in service to the master. However, he claims, in the twenty-

first-century West the emissary has got above himself, usurped 

the master and instituted a reign of tyranny. The right brain, 

with its holistic view, is where vision and wisdom reside; the 

left is a mere bureaucrat whose gifts are in administration, not 

in formulating policy or grasping the values on which a good 

life is built. However in practice, at the level of the individual, 

the institution, or the state, it is the strategist that now rules, 

whereas the values or vision on which strategy must rest are 

in darkness.  

…

Reintegration

McGilchrist argues – by analogy to the Hegelian triad of thesis, 

antithesis and synthesis - that complete and rich processing 

of experience requires a sequence of transfers between the 

hemispheres in the following order: right, left and then right 

again. This entails: holistic experiencing by the right brain; 

logical examination and categorisation by the left; and then a 

return to the right for a final synthesis of the original gestalt 

with the abstract analysis, so as to generate an integrated and 

transformed whole that is more than the sum of its parts. For 

example, our first holistic impression of a painting may be 

followed by focused analysis, and then stepping back to gain a 

new understanding.  

…

Critchley maintains that “the form of our questions about the 

meaning and value of human life is still religious, but that we 

find the claims of religion increasingly incredible” (1997, p. 236). 

It is this that gives our existence in modernity a tragic quality. 

We look for help in places that are not equipped to supply an 

answer. The answer – to the extent that there is one – lies 

in right brain experiences such as accessing the body’s flow 

through dance or sport, or immersion in nature, art or religion. 

The answer for the poet Wallace Stevens was nature and poetry: 

“a sanctifying of experience that renders the real holy without 

turning us away from this world to another” (Critchley, p.235).

…

Summary

…

It is through harmonious interaction between the left and right 

hemispheres of the brain, but with the right hemisphere firmly 

in charge, that we can move towards rich and meaningful 

processing of experience as well as creativity in art and life.
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Biographical Note

Barbara Dowds BA PhD MIACP MIAHIP is a humanistic and integrative psychotherapist and supervisor in Greystones, Co. 

Wicklow, and she was a lecturer in PCI College from 2005 until Dec 2014. She continues to offer CPD courses on topics including 

neuroscience, genetics, attachment, the relevance  of Winnicott to humanistic therapists, and integrative psychotherapy.  For 

seven years, she was an editor of Eisteach, the journal of the IACP, and she has written extensively for it and for Inside Out, the 

journal of the IAHIP. Beyond the Frustrated Self is her first book.

Barbara was a senior lecturer and researcher in molecular genetics at the National University of Ireland, Maynooth, until 2002, 

when she changed careers and began practising as a psychotherapist. For more see www.barbaradowds.net 
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Book Review:
Emmy van Deurzen Psychotherapy 
and the Quest for Happiness
(2009) London: Sage   Reviewed by Antoinette Stanbridge

The most remarkable thing about this book is its effortless clarity. 

Van Deurzen plunders the oceans of psychology, philosophy, 

popular culture and world religion to raise from the seabed 

nuggets of shining wisdom blended by her own prodigious 

alchemy. It’s with easy fluidity that a critical eye is cast over the 

deeper questions of life and how we as human beings cope in 

the ongoing struggle of daily existence. A superficial treatment 

on the subject of happiness is not the purpose of this book. 

Van Deurzen renders meaning to some of the more hackneyed 

whinges of modern living, squarely facing the paradox of our 

time: While never before in the history of humanity have we 

had at our fingertips so many contingencies for dealing with 

the dangers of the natural world, never before have we been so 

effective in controlling material challenges; never before has life 

been easier, safer and smarter,  yet it feels as though life is still 

very tough.  

With steadily accumulating navigation of practical realities, 

shouldn’t we as human beings experience a correlational reduction 

in anxiety and stress, spiralling an increase in our happiness 

quotient? This is seldom the case.  Matters of global distraction 

and pervasive addiction lay testimony to an engagement with 

daily living that rarely strays beyond the cosmetic. In seeming 

defiance of the convenience conferred by ready-made and easily 

accessible material advantage, many people are living in an 

emotional wilderness as life becomes ever more complex and we 

feel estranged from a sense of universal value.

She outlines the role philosophy plays in redefining psychotherapy 

and puts forward a case designed to expose the limitations 

of scientific enquiry in this domain and  the relevance of  its 

presumption of ‘solution’ to the human condition. While not 

entirely dismissed , Positive Psychology, it’s tools and prescriptive 

methods are  held in similar esteem to psychopharmacology; 

mood enhancing - seldom life changing.  In the tradition of Szasz 

(1961) and Foucoult (1965), mental illness is de-pathologised, 

and deemed a natural consequence of ongoing struggles with 

daily living; the role of therapist is posited as that of existential 

guide in the quest to deconstruct messy humanity and the 

necessary limitations to mortal existence.  Far from the gloom 

and doom often associated with contemplation of life beyond 

the superficial layer, van Deurzen successfully suggests a set of 

criteria to aid us in our thinking about in what philosophers term 

‘ the good life’, framing workable parameters for people in a post-

modern and virtual society. One of its essential strengths is the 

open questioning of the single minded pursuit of positives.

‘Post modern society is positioned in a stance of 
disbelief, where passion is suspended and the 
suspicion of potential error is rife’. 

Crisis is welcomed as a new beginning, key to which is the 

observation that the life transitions which are not of our own 

choosing are the most difficult and distressing to deal with. 

Somewhat whimsically, she lends an entire chapter entitled 

‘Our lives feel like an insignificant blip in the universe, an afterthought, a redundancy, a random 
variation on a predictable theme’. 
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‘Predictable Difficulties’ to various forms of anxiety provoked by 

distress all beginning with the letter ‘D’.  Initially this can leave a 

reader awestruck, wondering if this is not a faint parody of some 

of the more loosely formulated bestsellers that claim to light the 

path to a state of persistent euphoria?  The legitimacy of this 

venture is counterbalanced by the assertion of the Latin root ‘de’ 

a prefix used to indicate privation, withdrawal and separation.

‘Emotions are only active as long as they keep 
changing in response to our position in the 
world, doing their job of letting us know where 
they stand.’

The fundamental question posed by van Deurzen is whether or 

not happiness is a suitable goal for psychotherapy. Is it our role 

as psychotherapists to dissuade our clients from their natural 

feelings of bitterness, anxiety and dissatisfaction with life, or 

help them to adjust to a universe where their sense of control 

is often an illusion? Clearly, she asserts, the former will obtain 

short term satisfaction and very likely fulfil outcome measures 

and rating scales, but do these prescriptive formulae really 

benefit our clients beyond the short term and provide them with 

resources to live a full and satisfying life filled with vitality and 

capacity for joy as well as sorrow? Existential psychotherapy is 

conspicuous in its somewhat obstinate tradition of celebrating 

of life’s labyrinths in both light and shade. There is not always a 

comfortable reconciliation zone for either client or therapist. She 

speaks instead, of a radical happiness that comes from embracing 

the full range of human emotion and the stories they tell; a 

happiness, she suggests, that is born of truth. 
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Lecturer Profile

Brian O’Sullivan
Nothing is either good or bad but thinking makes it so! 

(Shakespeare)

I remember clearly, that day when I entered college to begin 

my programme in Counselling & Psychotherapy. I remember 

the anxiety, excitement and self-doubts about my ability to sit 

the exams, assessments and other requirements required to 

complete the programme. I remember clearly the apprehension 

and trepidation at being an adult learner and a soon-to-be-

assessed adult learner at that. In my mind I was brought 

straight back to my days at second level education, when I 

was more likely to be found smoking in the toilets rather than 

being the classroom. These memories and experiences were 

not helpful to me as I took those tentative first steps through 

the door of college.

So it was with more than a little, apprehension that I plunged 

into a programme of study of Counselling & Psychotherapy. I 

had worked in accountancy firms, retail, wholesale management 

and FMCG sales. More recently I had been working with 

paediatrics, young people, adults, families and elderly people 

experiencing medical and traumatic emergencies in the world 

of Pre-Hospital Emergency Care. It was in this role that I saw 

the tremendous resilience, strengths and resources within 

people that they can, and do, draw upon in the most distressing 

and harrowing moments of their lives. I remember how often 

these circumstances were simply cruel blows of fate occurring 

in only a matter of seconds. There were moments of joy too, 

such as the unexpected arrival of a new-born baby boy or girl, 

as well as a successful resuscitation or two!

 I had thoroughly enjoyed this work, but it was time to do 

something different. I knew I still wanted to work with clients 

but was not quite sure in exactly what capacity. After much 

reflection, research and soul searching I decided on the world 

of Counselling & Psychotherapy, having seen the profound 

potential for growth, development and transformation of this 

work with clients.

I embarked upon what would become the most personally and 

professionally rewarding journey of my life. I completed each 

year of the programme, much to my own surprise, yet before I 

knew it I was sitting in an exam hall one day, completing a final 

exam paper. The academic skills that I learned while on this 

programme gave me the confidence and skills to write about 

topics that I am passionate about and to have these published 

in national and international peer reviewed journals.

Before and after graduation, I was fortunate to work with young 

people aged 11-25 years of age and their families. I have been 

consistently humbled by the sacred and private places that 

clients invite us into on their journeys. I continue to learn from 

clients every day. I am frequently humbled by the painful and 

joyful narratives that clients bring to sessions. I am constantly 

amazed by the strengths, resources, resilience and growth 

demonstrated by clients.

During my time in this work I was reminded of my introduction 

to Family Systems Theory by a particular lecturer while an 

undergraduate. I was reminded of the conceptualisations around 

family systems, presented in a way that had struck me at that 

time and yet had stayed with me beyond graduation. Now in 

this work I was reminded of the Family Systems model and how 

it might be helpful with many of the clients that I found myself 

working with at this time. I was struck by the marginalised 

role of families during sessions. I noticed how what occurs for 
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one family member and affects them would also affect other 

family members. I noticed how significant others within the 

family could, given the opportunity, be agents of therapeutic 

change in between sessions with clients. I was struck by the 

way that all of the problems within a family could be attributed 

to one person, while absolving all others in a family system 

of a responsibility or role in a dynamic. I noticed how we live 

our lives through relationships and how we get our sense of 

who we are from these relationships. As I worked more and 

more with young people, I kept coming back to this Systemic 

Family approach that I was introduced to as an undergraduate. 

I received a proverbial push from this same lecturer and as a 

result I decided to submit myself to the selection process at the 

Mater Hospital and pursue Systemic Family Therapy formally.

I was subsequently encouraged and empowered to pursue 

the role of part-time lecturer at PCI College before I took 

up my current role of Year One Head and Faculty Lecturer. I 

passionately believe in adult education and the opportunities 

for growth and development that this can afford to each of us. I 

believe this is an exciting time for our profession. I feel privileged 

to have the opportunity to influence in some small way, the 

journey of other adult learners as they become therapists.

As I reflect here today, I am reminded of the persistence, 

determination and challenges that face all adult learners as we 

juggle multiple roles and perhaps even jobs in our pursuit of 

graduation and accreditation. I am reminded of the sacrifices of 

my wife Michelle, without whose support and encouragement 

this journey of mine would not have been possible. I am 

reminded of the importance of a mentor in our lives who sees 

something in us that perhaps we do not and seem to push and 

nudge us at just the right times. I am reminded of this fabulous 

journey of personal and professional development of mine that 

started with those first tentative and apprehensive steps onto 

a programme of Counselling & Psychotherapy.

I remember when I left second level education, my Grandfather 

said to me: find something you love and you will never work a 

day in your life…. 
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News and Moves
PCI College is delighted to announce that Brian O’Sullivan has joined the Faculty team as Year 1 Head. Brian joined PCI College in June 

2013 as a Lecturer and is involved in lecturing a number of degree modules and administrative roles. He is currently submitting his thesis 

proposal titled ‘Parents Experiences of Rejection & Denigration by their Child Post Separation in Ireland’ in part completion of a MSc. 

Systemic Psychotherapy. You can read more about Brian in his biography in this edition of Reflections. 

We have also had a number of changes within the administrative team, who provide important back-up and support for our Lecturers and 

those studying with us.  Breda Mc Greevey who has been working with the College part-time has secured a well-deserved promotions 

to College Receptionist. We would also like to welcome Sarah Gilligan to the team who will fulfil the role of Administration Officer while 

Donna Kealy is on leave. The PCI Counselling Service also has a new member, Avril McLoughlin, Counselling Service Administrator. 

Congratulations to all of them. We wish them the best in their new roles. 

If you have any news you would like to highlight in this section of Reflections please email info@pcicollege.ie 
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National Counselling &
Psychotherapy Conference 2015

With Keynote Speaker 
Prof. Emmy Van Deurzen PhD FBPsS 
Principal NSPC Ltd. | Director Dilemma Consultancy Ltd.
Director Existential Academy Ltd. 

“Psychotherapy
 and the Meaning of Life”

Tel: 01 4642268 • Email: info@pcicollege.ie
www.pcicollege.ie

Counselling & Psychotherapy • Psychology • Professional & Personal Development

Save the Date
Saturday 20th June
The Gibson Hotel,
Point Village, Dublin 1. 
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