
 

Human Experience and Philosophical Counseling 

In his book Human Experience, John Russon explains that therapy should be a form of 

philosophical counseling and education. When therapy is approached in that fashion, it can 

create lasting changes. It can facilitate a complete re-worlding or even re-birth of the counselee. 

However, before such a change can occur, the counselee needs to understand that they’re caught 

in a mire of habituation and neurotic conflict. After that, they can start to reinterpret and re-

appropriate the meanings that are causing them to suffer. Russon shows how the tools of 

phenomenology can be used to re-world an individual. However, to understand how therapy can 

be used in conjunction with philosophy, it’s essential to understand some of its key concepts, 

such as, interpretation, habituation, embodiment, family, and neurosis. 

Russon explains interpretation by showing that all perception is shaped by our efforts to 

organize and integrate the multiple dimensions of our experience. (Russon, p.10)  He shows that 

all of our experiences have been colored by interpretation. For example, imagine the notes in a 

melody to consider how each note is affected by the memory of the note that preceded it, the 

silence between the notes, and the expectation of what the next note will be.  If we felt that a 

particular note was not appropriate or discordant, we will have a different interpretation of it. As 

a corollary, we can also say that our prejudices are reflected in the way we interpret things. 

(Russon, p.17) 

Russon also uses language as an example. Language is a two step process of data 

collection and interpretation. (Russon, p.14) When hearing a known language, meaningful pieces 

of information are received in chunks that we call words. Often, the actual sounds of the 

language are removed from our conscious thought as we focus only on the meaning of the 

message. In contrast, when the language is unknown, we hear only its raw sounds. (Russon, 

p.15) 

Another example occurs when we look at a cube. From our initial perspective, we can see 

only one side of the cube. However, we will imagine the structure of the hidden sides. Hence, 

we’re aware of what we see as well as what is absent. The experience of the sides of the cube 

that are both present and absent is akin to the example of the notes, which are contextualized by 

the silence in between each note. In each case, the things perceived are more than just a 

constellation of sensory data. Perception, therefore, involves layers of synthesis as well as layers 

of varied perspectives that are both actual and potential. 
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Nietzsche said it succinctly, “There are no truths, only interpretations.” Merleau-Ponty 

said it elegantly, but in a different way: 

 “. . . whether, e.g., Euclidean space or the existential conditions of this or that 

society, I find evidences. Yet these evidences are not irrevocable, for this space and this 

society are not the only ones possible. Certitude, then, is established only ‘until further 

notice’.” (Strasser, p. 261) 

 

All objects are affected by the same contextual interpretation. Objects are meaningful 

only in the context of memory. (Russon, p.18)  Like notes, objects are contextualized by other 

objects appearing with them and by our memories. Moreover, the classification of something as a 

particular object is a mere abstraction. What makes something a chair is only that it’s being 

interpreted as a chair. Reducing all of our perceptions down to an object that we call chair is an 

abstraction. Gunther said, "What we call 'body' and 'mind' are mere abstractions from an identity 

experience that cannot be reduced to the one or the other abstraction, nor can it be hypostatized 

into some sort of thing without falsifying its very being." 

 Abstractions are our way of filtering and categorizing the vast amount of sensory data 

that exists. Freud wrote that the function of our senses was not to just let in data, but to 

selectively filter out what would be an overwhelming amount of data. We use abstractions to 

cope with the vast amount of phenomena that we experience, and they’re extremely useful as 

long as they aren’t mistaken for truth or confused with things that are concrete. 

The subject/object division is also illusive and abstract. No duality exists between us and 

the outside world. Interestingly, physics shares a similar view of reality. In physics, it is believed 

that there is only a continuum of energy that becomes matter, and matter that continually changes 

its form. However, these changes occur on a time scale that makes it opaque to mortals with a 

lifespan of only a few decades. In our short life, the chair remains the chair. Still, all matter is in 

a state of becoming something else, and there is truly no division between objects, which are all 

part of the same continuum.  

In every contact with an object, both sides of that contact become a part of each other. 

They are interpenetrated. From the standpoint of physics, they exchange electrons, atoms, and 

molecules. On a philosophical level, they are also both affected by the encounter. For example, 

falling in love with someone will forever change how all future contacts are interpreted. 
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Objects impinge upon our situation with their presence and their contextual meaning. 

That meaning is articulated by how that object can affect us. Russon uses an example of making 

coffee in the morning even when he doesn’t want coffee. His act is due to habituation, but it can 

also be inferred that the coffee maker and kitchen utensils are not objects that he is indifferent to. 

Through past contact and memory, they’ve become more than mere objects to him. 

 Next, Russon explains Embodiment. He tells how our body gives us our first openness 

onto reality. It is the agency for the opening into meaning and significance. Reality begins as we 

get answers from the determinacies that are our hands, mouth, etc.  (Russon, p.26) To be human 

is, in essence, to make contact with the determinant flow. (Russon, p.32)   

The body is our original determinacy for interaction and for encountering other 

determinacies. (Russon, p.32) Embodiment becomes the separation of inside and outside, my 

point of view verses my self as being seen. (Russon, p.27) In “being there” (Dasein), we are able 

to contact, be affected by, and care about others. (Russon, p.33)  We derive meaning and 

significance from others, and they derive the same from us. We realize that we are vulnerable 

beings to whom things matter. Heidegger said that Dasein is submerged in the they, doing and 

thinking what they say is to be done and thought (Protevi, p. 37). Hence, our basic determination 

is determined by others and the demands they place upon us. (Russon, p.32) 

In reaction to the experience that shows we can make changes to our situation, the body 

becomes the “I can.”  This “I can” is what eventually develops into a human being. (Russon, 

p.31)  According to Sartre, “. . . first of all, man exists, turns up, appears on the scene, and, only 

afterwards, defines himself. If man, as the existentialist conceives him, is indefinable, it is 

because at first he is nothing. Only afterward will he be something, and he himself will have 

made what he will be.” (Sartre, p. 18)   

Russon also explains how things become Habitual. Basically, they start to feel right. 

(Russon, p.39) They gradually build up within our bodily life and become more sophisticated 

degrees of inconspicuous behavior. They allow the “I can” to have more complex contact. 

Habituation is essential because it frees our minds to focus on other things. It is what allows a 

person to go from merely walking to skiing.  

Next, Russon discusses how memory plays the role of locating us and performing the 

function of contextualizing. (Russon, p.37)  In other words, objects are meaningful only in their 

context within memory. (Russon, p.18)  Memory is an act of present cognition wherein we make 
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explicit objects and how our commitments are related to them. Memory provides us an orienting 

structure based upon our past experiences. 

Memory as well as interpretation can be colored by what our mood was at the time.  We 

remember not only the phenomena we experienced at the time, but also what our emotional state 

was at the time. In psychology, this is illustrated when somebody recalls an upsetting event, and 

they start to cry. Conversely, when they recall a jubilant moment, they display indications of joy. 

Those past experiences help us understand the difference between “I can” versus “I 

cannot.” We start out in life testing the limit of our determinicies as our “I can” develops. This is 

reinforced as we perceive that we can affect, re-shape, and overpower the objects in our 

experience. However, we quickly discover that other people are a different class of objects. They 

resist our will, make their own demands upon us, and stake an equal claim to being the most 

important thing around. We find that they are capable of passing judgment upon us, and we are 

able to do the same.  Instead of overpowering other people, we find that we are at times being 

overpowered. Other people become an experience of another type of demand, and we develop 

domination strategies to cope with those demands. 

With our parents, a contest of wills often takes place until one acknowledges the 

superiority of the other. The victor gets to dictate the course of future behavior. This strategizing, 

calculating, and conceding is usually not explicit. However, the outcome of the interpersonal 

struggle is readily apparent. The child wants a toy, the parent refuses, the child screams enough 

to annoy or embarrass the parent, and the parent acquiesces.  

Although the child may win many of the interpersonal struggles within their family, the 

family is the dictator of meanings and the ultimate arbiter of “I can” and “I cannot.” (Russon, 

p.61)  Since the family is deemed to be the ultimate object of human cooperation, it views others 

as being a challenge to its authority. This is the basis for the concept of the family vendetta, 

which is the eventual result of families vying against each other for the supremacy of their ideas 

and meanings. (Russon, p.63)   

As the child grows beyond the citadel of the family, they come into contact with other 

arbiters of “I can” verses “I cannot.” This can be their school, friends, community, nation, etc. 

Each of these other groups poses a challenge to the original primacy of the family’s values and 

meanings. Usually, a person learns that the values held by one of these trans-familial groups is 

superior. The destruction of the primacy of the family’s bestowed meanings opens up the 
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possibility that a person might adopt the idea of the universal identity of humankind. (Russon, 

p.68)   

Ironically, the multitude of interactions with others can lead to Neurotic Conflicts. 

Russon uses the example of somebody who is aggressive in sports but timid around his mother. 

Or, someone who is confident with her friends, but feels incompetent when talking to her father. 

(Russon, p.80)  Russon states that as different spheres of our life begin to intersect, the 

differences in how we experience those spheres becomes evident to us. This places us in a 

constant state of implicit self challenge. Neuroses begin when one sphere of a person’s life 

cannot function with the demands of inter-subjective life.  “We create enemies out of 

‘difference’ that threatens our habits, patterns, truths, and goals.”  (Pickard, p. 23)  Accordingly, 

we can also make an enemy of ourselves when our experiences contradict our personal narrative, 

habituations, or our familial vendetta. 

We also carry with us neurotic compulsions that were formed in childhood as we were 

thrown into the power struggles of inter-subjective life. Although those neurotic compulsions 

cannot be removed, they can be reinterpreted and re-appropriated. As Epicetus said, what upsets 

people is not what happens, but what they think it means.  (Pickard, p. 13) 

Consequently, therapy should be a form of education geared toward alleviating the 

structural tensions that arise from the counselee’s way of being. Usually, neuroses are the 

habitualized ways of coping with inter-subjective life. Understanding that all objects are subject 

to interpretation and that habitual responses can be altered is a beneficial step in therapy. This 

education should be, in essence, the inter-subjective practice of phenomenological philosophy. 

The therapist should guide the counselee away from interpretive objects and habituation in order 

to help them resolve their neurotic conflicts. 

One example Russon uses is a woman who grew up with a family that often failed to 

fulfill its commitments. She carries with her the habituation of constantly checking up on people 

who have made commitments to her. In this example, it is clear that the neurotic behavior is the 

result of her familial inter-subjective life. However, it should be possible to re-orient her thinking 

if she were to accept the primacy of the trans-familial where her friends and co-workers are more 

reliable.  

It is important to understand why a particular interpretation of an object prompts a 

neurotic response, especially since objects are contextualized by memory. Russon talks about a 

man who has forged a hidden commitment to the idea that he has no value. This is a relic from 
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the familial power struggles of his youth, but he is predisposed to interpret situations in his 

experience as confirmation of this belief. People are, in essence, synthetic processes of 

imaginative interpretation. (Russon, p.14)  

According to Russon, a counselee needs to “know oneself,” and then the hidden 

commitments will come to light. Unless existing habituations are recognized, therapy will fail to 

change anything, and habituations will simply find a new behavioral outlet. (Russon, p.134) 

However, in the light of “immanent critique,” such misinterpretations can be disposed of as 

being self-contradictory. At that point, a turning away from habituation can succeed. 

However, this doesn’t mean that all wrongful acts are simply absolved by a clever use of 

moral relativism. As in Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment, Nihilism does not forgive the 

brutal axe murder of a woman in furtherance of theft. There are inherent norms of right conduct 

that cannot be dismissed by relativism or interpretation. There is commonality between people, 

and The Golden Rule is universal. In essence, all people are vulnerable, valuing, linguistic beings 

who should be treated the same way as one would like to be treated. 

In Existentialism, Sartre tells the story of a remarkable young man who became a Jesuit: 

“. . . he had had [sic] a number of very bad breaks; in childhood, his father died, 
leaving him in poverty, and he was a scholarship student at a religious institution where 
he was constantly made to feel that he was being kept out of charity; then, he failed to get 
any of the honors and distinctions that children like; later on, at about eighteen, he 
bungled a love affair; finally, at twenty-two, he failed in military training, a childish 
enough matter, but it was the last straw. . . . 

He saw the hand of God in all this, and so he entered the order. . . . some other 
interpretation might have been drawn from this series of setbacks; for example, that he 
might have done better to turn carpenter or revolutionist.” (Sartre, p. 31,32) [Emphasis 
Added] 
 

Once the counselee realizes that they are carrying misinterpretations, they can re-

habituate themselves. After the old habits are replaced by new ones, it’s helpful to avoid 

whatever previously triggered the old neurotic behaviors. For example, it’s hard to give up 

smoking when you continue to spend time with friends who are smoking. Reconfiguring of the 

objective environment can aid in creating more beneficial behaviors and provide a blank slate for 

engraving a new world view. In time, there will be a habituation to the new, healthier patterns.  

In the end, the counselee will hopefully achieve a conversion of their interpretations and 

discard their harmful habituations. By turning away from objectivity and toward human 

experience, they can be reborn. As Sartre wrote, “Not only is man what he conceives himself to 
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summary statement of human being.  It should be 
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significance of such statements.  
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be, but he is also only what he wills himself to be after this thrust toward existence.” (Sartre, p. 

18)  

Unfortunately, most people today don’t commit themselves to the radical inquiry that is a 

pre-requisite to self-transcendence until they have a crisis in their lives. Ironically, if people 

commit to making radical inquiries into why their life isn’t working, the crises that brought them 

to that point will actually be a blessing. Radical inquiry is the door to enlightenment. It is 

actually the process of radical inquiry, the seeking of truth rather than the acceptance of 

convictions (prisons), that can lead to Nietzsche’s Great Health. 

In Human Experience, Russon uses the first five chapters to provide a solid foundation 

for providing effective therapy in the form of philosophical counseling. In the last chapter, he 

shows how an understanding of interpretation, abstraction, memory, habituation, embodiment, 

and neurotic conflicts can facilitate a turning toward self-transcendence and re-worlding. 

Memories and habituations that cause neurotic behavior are often rooted in misinterpretation, 

and educating a counselee about these misinterpretations is a proper goal of therapy.  

Nietzsche said, “The more affects we allow to speak about one thing, the more eyes, 

different eyes, we can use to observe one thing, the more complete will our concept of this thing, 

our objectivity be.” Commanding multiple perspectives is part of Nietzsche’s “Great Health” 

where a person “knows how to employ a variety of perspectives and affective interpretations in 

the service of knowledge.” Such multiple perspectives can precipitate a second innocence and re-

birth as the significance and meaning of our past is radically transformed. (Pickard, p. 19) 

Hopefully, the counselee will writhe in the warm embrace of Nietzsche’s amor fati by 

accepting all past events as stepping stones to where they are now. They will realize that, like 

Sisyphus, they have the ultimate freedom, which is to think whatever they choose. At that point, 

they might take the step of self-transcendence and open themselves up to co-creation with the 

rest of humanity. 
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thinking and rehabituation and how it starts) 
1. Turning toward our sense-giving or meaning-
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2. Describing (phenomenology) 
3. Explication (critical thinking) 
4. Reconfiguring/re-education of interpretive 
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Good Paper 
 
Grade: B+   (This is a good start to the semester.  I suggest just reading the comments 
below to see where you could improve your understanding and not rewriting this paper so 
you can concentrate on the next material.) 
 
For improvement: Discuss our basic co-creative erotic-linguistic nature (affective 
vulnerability that is given form in meaning/language/gesture/behavior).  Show more clearly 
how the undeniable features of human experience revealed in phenomenological analysis, 
(namely, interpretive co-creation of identity and subsequent self-overcoming motivated by 
the demands of others and the distress of incompatible narratives/meanings) inevitably give 
rise to distress that motivates change and growth in meaningfulness.  Then show how this 
reveals the immanent norm for judging human practices (provides a way to guide us in 
how to pursue genuine therapy, education, and an ethical life that leads to reciprocity, 
mutual recognition, the Golden Rule).  Such a phenomenological “aletheia” or disclosure or 
revelation with regard to the basic emancipatory drive in human beings (to overcome 
debilitating neuroses and to pursue the openness to one’s possibilities) in the Bildungs-
process suggests that the very core of what freedom is, is to be sufficiently motivated, 
developed, and skilled to really pursue one’s possibilities.  Self-transcendence is our 
fundamental nature, the freedom to redefine ourselves and our world, the capacity to 
“rehabituate” ourselves, inhabit a new world, re-world.  Self-transcendence is the 
imminent or inherent characteristic of human experience and provides a “logic” by which 
we can judge human practices in terms of health, wholeness, and fulfillment.  Freedom is 
the capacity, in the context of intersubjective support, for moving toward human 
fulfillment.  What fulfillment is or looks like is always unknown because it lies beyond the 
enabling horizons that open on to this possibility.   
 
   


