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Abstract

A virtue based philosophical approach to counseling which frames 

itself around the highest good frees both the client and the counselor 

to immerse themselves more deeply in the counseling process. When 

they orient themselves and the process towards the highest good, a 

safe space is co-created for a dialogue about the client’s deepest 

concerns. Other unique benefits which can be derived from this 

approach include hope, safety, and the deepening of trust. 

Elements from phenomenology, pragmatism, and existentialism 

are utilized to support the client/counseling dyad that centers itself 

on a search for the highest good, a term used to describe the 

singular and overriding end that human beings ought to pursue. 

Existentially, the client gives real, sustained attention to the 

question of meaning, as well as to personal freedom, choice, and 

responsibility. Within a phenomenological framework, the counselor 

identifies meaningful connections from the client’s world which 

inform the ethical choices he or she needs to make. Pragmatically 

speaking, both begin to look for the best practical results, realizing 

them within a flexible and provisional context. This pluralistic 

approach allows for the use of a variety of methods by both 

counselor and client as they work towards outcomes grounded in 

virtue. For these reasons and more, this approach can be 

remarkably powerful for certain clients.
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Introduction

The thesis for this paper is that a philosophical approach to 

counseling that frames itself around the highest good frees both 

the client and the counselor to immerse themselves more deeply 

in the counseling process. This is because everything that each 

one says and does is, from the beginning, informed by the 

highest good, as signified by a continuous search for it. Virtue 

and living the truly good life lead to true psychological depth, 

as well as greater honesty within the relationship.

It is in the nature of things that when you construct an 

approach or a model, you have to leave out many details, 

making it immediately less than totally true. At the same time, 

it is easy to recognize that a well-chosen approach, 

systematically presented, can provide useful approximations of 

reality and be a critical companion in the thinking process, as 

well as a tool for problem-solving and action. This is what we 

hope our philosophical approach to counseling will be.

Grounded in virtue and ethics, this approach is always 

oriented towards finding a solution that leads to the highest 
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good. Classically known as the summum bonum, the highest 

good has been thought to be the good that contains all other 

goods. It is not a single thing, such as happiness, but contains 

multiple distinct dimensions, all of which surround what it 

means to live a full and complete life, and which must be 

worked out individually by each person, in this case as a prime 

component of the counseling process.

(Summum Bonum, 2017.)

This approach creates a safety net for counselor and client 

alike. No matter whether it is hatred, sex, jealousy, one’s own 

sadism or masochism etc., etc., these things are easier to face 

once the frame of looking for the highest good is put around 

them. It assures that the client will achieve an understanding 

of his disparate sides and be the better for it. It gives 

confidence to both parties that each person in the encounter is 

working towards the best for all concerned.

In psychology and psychiatry, the client doesn’t know what 

looking at “dark things” will expose. It is easy for him to 

become frightened, to wonder what value bringing them up 

could possibly have. He might even wish he had never brought 

them up in the first place. By contrast, the noble context of 

knowing oneself within a search for the highest good provides 

a stable world in which uncomfortable and frightening things 

can be explored.

This approach to philosophical counseling becomes more 
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than just treating individual ethical problems. In order to do the 

highest good, one must know himself as he is. It is a necessary 

and important part of the process. The well-versed counselor 

can use other philosophical methods and psychological theories, 

as well as humanistic tools such as music and literature. This 

pluralistic approach has the advantage of being capable of 

adaptation for each client. Because it is participatory and 

provisional, it is also flexible, allowing for the specifics of what 

work will be done to be arrived at through dialogue. Different 

ways of discussing and doing things can be accommodated as a 

natural part of the process. This approach is also pragmatic and 

action oriented. Both participants are always looking for 

practical, positive results. Concomitantly, in order to achieve 

the highest good, one has to do something.

By having one of its feet, so to speak, in the world of 

phenomenology, this approach structures itself in the present, 

but looks for an understanding of any and all of the client’s 

underlying meaningful connections. An understanding of what 

is meaningful to the client allows for a deeper, more 

collaborative relationship with the counselor. It enables their 

work to resonate more fully with the client’s existence and helps 

him to choose his own meaning and purpose. Though its 

orientation towards the highest good does structure the work, 

because it is also about personal responsibility, this approach 

encourages and allows for autonomous choice.
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The first four sections of this paper review the major schools 

of philosophy from which this approach draws: existentialism, 

phenomenology, pragmatism, and ethics theory, with an eye on 

the points most relevant to philosophical counselors. Because 

each of these schools of thought has also been utilized in the 

practice of psychiatry, psychology, and other forms of 

counseling such as Existence therapy, Existential Analysis, and 

Daseinanalysis, writings from these schools of thought have 

been utilized as well.

The final section, “The Approach in Action: A Client Speaks,” 

are reflections on my personal experience with this approach. At 

the time of writing this article, I have been a client in 

philosophical counseling for three and a half years. When I 

began working with my philosophical counselor, Dr. David 

Brendel, I was curious about his philosophical approach. He had 

written a book entitled Healing Psychiatry: Bridging the 

Science/Humanism Divide (Brendel, 2009) in which he laid out 

a philosophical model for psychiatrists based upon pragmatism, 

which he suggested I read.

I soon found myself reading William James as well as the works 

of other pragmatists. As we went along, Dr. Brendel and I both 

added ideas from the writings of other philosophical schools which 

we felt would be useful to the process. The four we consistently 

found most helpful – existentialism, phenomenology, pragmatism, 

and the highest good, form the basis of the approach.
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At first glance, it might seem as though it could be awkward 

and somehow intellectually intrusive for philosophical counseling 

counselors to introduce and follow this approach during the course 

of their work with clients. A way to didactically present both the 

introduction and follow through will be discussed toward the end 

of this paper.

A major advantage to this philosophical approach is that it 

would not have to be restricted to any one counseling profession 

or practice or to one academic discipline. It could be used 

effectively by a high school teacher, a pastoral counselor, a 

psychiatrist, a philosophical counselor, or within any other 

somewhat structured professional relationship. 

Existentialism

Existentialism has its roots in the Socratic dictum to know 

yourself, as well as in other philosophies that advise the 

individual not to look outside himself for answers. Subjectivity, 

the individual person, uniquely himself, ultimately alone, with 

a need to know who he is and why he is here, is its point of 

departure. (Flynn, 2006.) Since most people seeking 

philosophical counseling do so because they want to understand 

themselves in the particular situation(s) they are in, even a few 

basic ideas from existentialism can give a philosophical 
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counselor a better understanding of what it means to be human, 

which he can convey to his client. 

The first principle of existentialism is: “Man is nothing other 

than what he makes of himself. He is solely responsible for his 

existence.” This is based on an extremely anxiety provoking 

moment every thoughtful person knows, that moment when he 

fully comprehends that he is alone. Rather than being one with 

everyone and everything, which is what he thought and felt was 

the case when he was a child, he comes to realize he is separate 

and isolated. After that moment, he is incapable ever again of 

being able to establish true solidarity with those who exist 

outside of himself. Despite the hope that other people might be 

fully accessible to him, he finds out they really aren’t, and 

won’t ever be. (Warnock, M., 1970.)

If he becomes involved in a dialogue with his anxiety, as 

philosophical counseling offers him the possibility of doing, he 

will find a positive aspect to his realization of his aloneness. It 

will enable him to begin to come to terms with the fact that his 

life is truly individual - his alone and no one else’s. Rather 

than living as part of the crowd, he has the freedom to make 

his own choices and take responsibility for them.

Freedom means there are diverse possibilities between which 

the client must make a selection and to one of which he must 

commit himself. At the same time, there is a universal human 

condition he can’t ignore, specifically all the limitations that a 
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priori define man’s fundamental situation in the universe. What 

never varies is the necessity for him to be in the world, to work 

in it, to live out his life in it, and eventually, to die. His 

existence will always be defined in relationship to those generic 

parameters. (Jaspers, 1955.) 

Existentialism focuses attention on various phenomena the 

individual faces, especially those that are negative or baffling. 

These include such things as the fact that all his possibilities 

are dependent upon his relationships with things and people; 

his dread of death; and his fear regarding the failure of his 

projects. Also included are insurmountable situations that have 

clear boundaries – struggle, frustration, suffering, pain, 

sickness, daily life situations and the boredom that comes from 

repetition. He also has to deal with the absurdity of dangling 

between the infinity of his aspirations and the finitude of his 

possibilities. These are just some of the essential human 

phenomena by which the individual is often left with feelings of 

guilt inherent in the limitation of his choices, along with the 

responsibilities derived from them.

There is a subjective and an objective dimension to these 

phenomena. On the one hand, they are objective because they 

affect everyone and are present everywhere. On the other, they 

are subjective because they are experienced uniquely by the 

individual person. Any phenomenon is irrelevant and 

meaningless if not experienced by the individual. Each 
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experienced phenomenon presents itself as an opportunity to 

attempt to surpass, postpone, or deny the limits of reality, or 

to come to terms with them. Once phenomena are experienced 

and recognized, each individual must freely determine himself 

and his existence in relation to them. (Abbagnano, N., 2012.)

Another primary principle of existentialism is contained 

within the phrase, “Existence precedes essence.” This suggests 

that we are beings who come into existence before we can be 

defined. At the beginning of life, the individual is essentially 

nothing. He conceives of himself only after he comes into being, 

and then, over the course of time, he will become what he 

makes of himself. This is why it is important for him to know 

himself. He must on intimate terms with the self he is creating 

in order to create the self that is authentically his. (Sartre, 

1957.) 

Because existentialism is a philosophy of the individual, 

many people mistakenly believe the study and practice of it 

leads to complete narcissism and disregard for others. The 

reality is that as long as a person is alive, he must not only 

have contact with others, others are also indispensable to him 

– to his existence, and to his knowledge about himself He 

cannot be anything, in the sense of being spiritual or cruel or 

jealous, unless in relationship to and acknowledged by others. 

He cannot discover any truth about himself except through the 

mediation of another as he lives his truth in the world. 
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Existentialism teaches us what it means to be human. The 

human being is thrown into the world and abandoned to a 

determinism that could render his initiatives impossible. Though 

he is free, his very freedom is conditioned and hampered by 

limitation that at any time could render the whole project of his 

life empty. Existentialists make it clear there is an instability 

and a risk to of all human reality. In addition, there is an inner 

subjectivity in which he decides who he is and others are, by 

virtue of which an individual comes to better realize himself. 

(Soccio, D., 2010.) 

The most direct applications of existentialism to philosophical 

counseling can be found in Sartre’s work (Sartre, J.P., 2007), 

in which he lays out a method for conducting what he called 

“existential psychoanalysis,” and in Jaspers’ Reason and Existenz 

(1955), in which he talks about “existence therapy.” Because they 

lived at approximately the same time, each one’s ideas influenced 

those of the other. Their ideas are over-lapping. The most 

accessible and important ideas are presented here in order that 

the philosophical counselor may be able to use them to formulate 

and carry out his work, while utilizing this over-all approach.

An existential analysis constitutes a process in which the 

client comes to an authentic awareness of himself and of reality 

through the use of thinking as an inner activity. His 

authenticity is found in his primordial spontaneous depths and 

is his ultimate source, or ground. Never given, it must be 
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actualized by each person. It is referred to as possible because, 

in principle, it can never be fully achieved.

The individual is in the position of having to pursue the 

project of obtaining an authentic existence. He is not born with 

a sign indicating who he is or why he is here. Even after his 

birth, this knowledge is hidden from him. In the position of not 

knowing, he is often awaited by all the tasks placed along his 

way. Objects can make mute demands. He is nothing in himself 

but the passive obedience to these demands.

The task of existential analysis is to help the client become 

the subject of his life, through the process of being his own 

project, one in which he can become enthusiastically involved. 

First, he must catch sight of himself, see the way in which he, 

in thought, and in action, deals with himself and the world. 

Then he must determine the original choice through which he is 

now constructing his world, analyze the possibilities inherent in 

his situation, and thereafter decide upon his further choices. 

Through this process, the counselor helps the client make 

supportive choices.

This fundamental project of being for himself can be 

experienced subjectively only as a living possession, as it has no 

objective existence. The client gains knowledge of it only by 

reflection, which allows his project to make itself known 

through self-evident intuition. Though its result is not 

tangible, the process has as its object the realization of a 
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human being who is the subject of his own life.

The process is one of the client individuating in every 

concrete situation by means of a specific inquiry into the real 

possibilities it offers. It involves a constant confrontation 

between different truths as he experiences various situations. 

He is also required to make a choice among these possibilities, 

which implies risks, renunciation, and limitation.

The possible choices that exist for the client should be 

reckoned with only to the point where his actions would lead to 

constructive outcomes, and no further. The moment he is not 

rigorously involved in the possibilities he is considering, he 

must learn to disengage from them, because no god or scheme 

can adapt the world and its possibilities to his will. Though this 

can be embarrassing and disorienting, the worse risk is descent 

into inauthenticity and alienation.

Ideals can serve as guides. They are like beacons on a 

journey. However, the client should not linger with them, as 

though his goal and rest were already contained within them. 

For the essence of man consists not in the ideal that can be 

fixed, but only in his unlimited task, his primary project. 

Through its accomplishment, he penetrates to the origin from 

when he came and to which he gives himself.

Like more traditional psychoanalysis, the behaviors studied 

by this method include dreams, failures, obsessions, neuroses, 

the thoughts of waking life, successfully adjusted acts, 
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life-styles, and so forth. Generally speaking, there are no 

irreducible tastes or inclinations. They all represent a certain 

appropriative choice of being. It is up to the philosophical 

counselor and his client to compare and classify them and, 

ultimately, to decide whether and how to act on them. 

Because this method of counseling consists of the analysis 

and determination of structures that constitute existence, all 

available techniques can be utilized. All positions can be 

considered, including those of science, religion, philosophy, and 

the arts. This gives the method the advantage of being 

pluralistic. All of the structures that constitute existence and 

all of the relations that connect the individual with other beings 

and with the world figure into it. As a result, both counselor 

and client are able to enter the widest realm of possibility.

Existentialism reminds us and our clients that life has no 

meaning a priori. Before we come alive, our life is nothing. It 

is up to us to give meaning and value to it. This basic 

philosophical operation demands a different kind of thinking, 

one that alters our being and allows it to have authentic 

expression. Though the process includes encounters with such 

feelings as anguish and dread, its absolute value is found when 

the person encounters his own spiritual intimacy. After all, life 

is nothing until it is lived, and, as existentialists would say, 

until it is lived authentically.
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Phenomenology

Phenomenology emerged as an original philosophical approach 

at the end of the 19
th
 century. Started by Franz Brentano and 

his school of followers and then developed by many others, 

including Edmund Husserl, Martin Heidegger and Karl Jaspers, 

it can be defined as a study of human experience – of the way 

things are as they present themselves to us. Rather than being 

a set of doctrines, phenomenology is more accurately 

characterized as a way of seeing, one that involves taking a fresh, 

unprejudiced look at the essential features of human experiences. 

In that way, it strives to enact the philosophical life as practiced 

by the Ancient Greeks. (Soccio, 2010.)

Due to its disciplined, descriptive interpretation of the lived 

meaning of human experience, phenomenology and its 

methodologies have been applied to many fields, including 

psychiatry and psychology. In this section, we will review a few 

of the concepts essential to a basic understanding of 

phenomenology, as well as applications relevant to philosophical 

counseling which are found in phenomenological psychiatry and 

psychology. These can be especially useful to the philosophical 

counselor, not only in developing initial ideas about a case, but 

throughout the course of her work.

The word “phenomenology” is a compound made up of the Greek 

words “phainomena” and “logos.” Put together, these words signify 
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the activity of giving an account of various phenomena, as well 

as the way these phenomena appear to us as human beings. In 

order to reveal the essence of these things, phenomenology 

focuses on concrete experienced facts rather than abstractions. 

Put another way, it is reason’s self-discovery in the presence of 

intelligible objects. (Sokolowski, 2000.)

For us as philosophical counselors, one of the especially 

useful aspects of the descriptive and reflective method found in 

phenomenology is its focus on experience as lived. Since our 

clients present themselves to us in and through such 

experiences, being able to reflect upon them and to describe 

them accurately is important. With the use of the 

phenomenological method of immediately experiencing whatever 

it is that our client is offering, without putting any abstractions 

or concepts on top of it, we become capable of entering into our 

work with our clients as responsible agents of truth.

When we adopt this phenomenological attitude, we are acting 

not only as counselors, we become philosophers. I mean this in 

the sense that, when we engage with our clients from a 

phenomenological viewpoint, we look at, describe, and 

contemplate their particular and multi-faceted intentions, as 

well as their world beliefs and involvements. When we do this, 

we are philosophizing.

In phenomenological terms, looking at is more than just 

seeing – it is more accurately called perceiving that involves 
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