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We use the word ‘existential’ as a simple adjective from ‘existence’ (not from ‘existen-
tialism’) to denote something experienced by the person as of particular significance 
to their existence as a person. Because this concept is entirely phenomenological, that 
is to say it describes a phenomenon experienced uniquely by each person, it is hugely 
difficult to describe and probably impossible to define, as definitions normally exist in 
Psychology. Also, providing individual examples can be misleading because each exam-
ple is important only in the life of that person. The same example, to someone else, 
would not likely have the same existential significance. Yet, let us try to lay down some 
aspects of this existential process as we have termed it. 

From our experience of our clients, their existential process contains a rich mixture of 
self-experiences, self-assumptions, hopes, fears, fantasies, terrors, experiences in relation 
to others, assumptions about others and deeply held values. The elements and dynamics 
are experienced by the person as more fundamental to their existence than aspects of 
the self they normally present to the world and consequently they are closely guarded. 
To be judged by another on the basis of a self we are presenting is one thing, but to be 
judged for what we believe is our essence is especially dangerous, indeed it may risk 
annihilation as the client, Sandra, describes:

I had so much hate inside me. I could never show it in its raw state to anyone. It came 
out in lots of ways but I could not show it in the way it was to me. I could not show 
the bile, the vindictiveness, the ‘foaming at the mouth’ invective. I could not show it 
the way it was to me – I could not even show it to me the way it was to me. It was too 
destructive.

Paul describes material that appears quite different, yet, existentially, it carries the same 
potentially annihilating significance:

I can’t describe how I am to me in ways that will make sense to others. It goes around 
my head and body in dream-like waves, at times coming into the foreground and then 
receding. It is all ugly. It is all about how I am all ugly – how, at my core, I am rotten. I 
can feel the maggots crawling around inside me, eating me up. Perhaps they will eat 
the rot and help me. How could I show this to anyone else? How can I allow myself to 
see it?

It is not surprising that access to the existential process is closely guarded. In the case of 
Sandra and Paul the fear is of the potential destructiveness of the material, but the fear 
can also be about the danger of being destroyed by the other. This is well captured by 
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