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Praise for Rising from Existential Crisis

A major contribution to thinking and writing about the impact of political phenomena on the bodies, minds and souls of individuals. As an EU citizen living in Britain for many years, Emmy van Deurzen was personally deeply affected by Brexit. She is transparent about what she went through. It is a riveting read. She also considers the Covid-19 pandemic in terms of an ‘existential crisis’. Here, she is careful not to fall into the trap of assuming everyone has been equally affected in identical ways. These deep reflections demonstrate how the public and the private interweave. We see this in our consulting rooms – but those places are also microcosms of general processes that many people endure. Hence, Emmy has produced something that speaks not only to practising therapists, but also to clients and, beyond that, to all citizens. The book has the potential to break out of the therapy cloister because it shows what therapy thinking – done well – can contribute to wider political, social and cultural conversations.

Professor Andrew Samuels, author of The Political Psyche and A New Therapy For Politics?

The term ‘existential crisis’ has been coined by numerous commentators recently. In this book, van Deurzen makes a compelling and highly readable case for an existential perspective on the ills that currently beset us. A foundational truth of existential philosophy and therapy is that nothing is fixed, everything changes. This understanding of the human condition is urgently needed in the midst of pandemic, the ongoing concatenations of Brexit, the erosion of democratic values, climate change, and so much more. If we despair of finding firm ground on which to go forward, this book points to it, and instils us with the courage to begin to make sense of what might otherwise appear as chaos, while summoning responses that will help us survive, even flourish. Existentialism is essentially a practical philosophy; van Deurzen shows us how to use it just when we need it most.

Professor Simon du Plock, senior research fellow, Metanoia Institute, London

A compelling read, written with a humbling yet robust voice, to instil hope and meaning when navigating the paradoxes and vicissitudes of current times. Contextualised in current politics, such as Brexit and a global pandemic, the book weaves through collective questions that have occupied people for centuries, commending the courage, resourcefulness and resilience discovered in our choices. This book calls for ‘new flexibilities’ in our ways of dealing with crises, demonstrated by vivid personal examples of the author herself and those of other migrants who have experienced the emotional and existential exile, alongside identity shifts and questioning one’s belonging. As an EU citizen and an existential practitioner myself, who accompanies others in their quest, I found resonance in these pages towards reclaiming meaning, finding new ways of connection and ‘rising’ beyond adversity. This is a book for a wide audience, inspiring us to live with existential courage and use any challenge towards healing and growth.

Dr Fevronia Christodoulidi, senior lecturer in counselling and psychotherapy, University of East London

From the moment I steered into the introduction to this book, I was transfixed. With a rare blend of audacity and authenticity, the author acknowledges the genuine anguish that arises when lives fall apart, whether through extreme personal adversity, system-shattering socio-political events or an ineluctable and impersonal global pandemic. But, she argues, in embracing the pain that attends such pivotal periods, we can find the clarity and courage to reclaim and reconstruct a life of meaning. In artful but accessible prose and through riveting and relatable case studies, this book provides welcome signposts in a terrain devastated by loss, and wise companionship on the journey. In lives that are over-full with demands of every sort, Emmy van Deurzen’s book comes as a wake-up call, amid the rumble of the mundane, to reclaim our lives from the cosily settled conventions and compromises that distract us from acknowledging and using crisis. My advice is simple: put this gem of a volume in your shopping cart, and add a few more copies for others you know whose lives also have been razed to their foundations. In this age, rife with challenges to our psychological and physical wellbeing and our very identities, this ultimately includes all of us.
Professor Robert A. Neimeyer, Director of the Portland Institute for Loss and Transition and Editor of New Techniques of Grief Therapy: Bereavement and beyond

How have EU citizens in the UK experienced Britain leaving the EU? Many felt thrown into an abyss, like Alice in Wonderland, pushed over a cliff edge and into a sea of anxiety. Despite campaigns to secure rights unilaterally, the government chose to leave EU citizens in limbo for more than two years, treating them as collateral in the Brexit negotiations. Many EU citizens also stumbled into the recesses of their own minds. Emmy van Deurzen’s expert case studies of how Joan, Lucie and others found a voice and recovered teach us a great deal about human suffering and how to confront it. The stories contain a universal message of hope, resilience and overcoming in the face of adversity. Whatever happens to you, it’s what you do next that matters. Learning how to respond and not just react to the crisis is the key to self-understanding and empowerment.

Roger Casale, Secretary General, New Europeans


RISING
FROM
EXISTENTIAL
CRISIS

LIFE
BEYOND
CALAMITY

EMMY VAN DEURZEN

[image: image]


First published 2021

PCCS Books Ltd

Wyastone Business Park

Wyastone Leys

Monmouth NP25 3SR
UK

Tel +44 (0)1600 891 509

www.pccs-books.co.uk

© Emmy van Deurzen 2021

All rights reserved.

Apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of research or private study, or criticism or review, as permitted under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988, this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form, or by any means, only with the prior permission in writing of the publishers, or in the case of reprographic reproduction, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency. Enquiries concerning reproduction outside those terms should be sent to the publishers.

The authors has asserted their right to be identified as the author of this work in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Rising from Existential Crisis: Life beyond calamity

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN   pbk – 978 1 910919 85 9
            epub – 978 1 910919 88 0

Cover design by Jason Anscomb


Contents

Preface

Introduction

1The experience of existential crisis

2Brexit: shattered lives and identities

3Joan’s breakdown

4Lucie’s despair

5Making sense of life and loss

6Existential explorations

7When crisis destroys meaning

8Surviving a global pandemic

9Living with existential courage

Conclusions

References

Name index

Subject index


Dedication

To Ingrid, for the gifts of grit and resilience.

And to all those who have been disenfranchised or shattered by existential
crisis. May your vitality light the way to your rising.


About the author

Emmy van Deurzen is an existential psychotherapist, philosopher and counselling psychologist. She is Principal of the New School of Psychotherapy and Counselling at the Existential Academy in London and runs her own private therapy practice, Dilemma Consultancy, in London. She is a visiting professor with Middlesex University, for whom she directs several doctoral and master’s programmes. She has published 17 books on existential therapy and the challenges of the human condition. Her work has been translated into more than a dozen languages and she has lectured worldwide in more than 35 countries across all continents.


Acknowledgements

The first person I want to thank is my editor, Catherine Jackson, who was savvy, professional and deft in shaping my overly long manuscript into a much more compact and coherent book on existential crisis than it would otherwise have been. When she judiciously challenged my writing and cut a third of my words, I felt a little bruised at first. But it reminded me of my first editor in the early 1980s, who taught me that accomplished writing requires us to ‘kill our darlings’. I was never very good at doing so myself and felt a sense of immense relief when Catherine scrapped all the unnecessary stories and sentences. I trust that she kept the ones my readers will actually enjoy reading. I apologise to the people whose wise words are not now included.

Second, I feel deeply beholden to Joan Pons Laplana and Lucie Dun for having given their time so readily and for having been so generous and genuine in reflecting on their life experiences and allowing me to include their extremely poignant and evocative stories in this volume. The pain they went through in their time of crisis led to much learning and understanding, which others may now benefit from. I know that many people will take great comfort and courage from their shining examples. I am also grateful to everyone else who shared their personal experiences with me over the months and years and who gave me permission to use their statements. This is especially true for Laure Ollivier-Minns. I want to thank Helen de Cruz, Elena Remigi and Véronique Martin for their tireless documentation of the feelings of the five million EU citizens in the UK and the million and a half UK citizens in Europe resulting from the Brexit referendum. I want to thank my colleagues, especially Neil Lamont, Jo Molle, Joel Vos, Sasha van Deurzen-Smith and Digby Tantam, for their work in the Emotional Support Service for Europeans at the Existential Academy, and to my friends in Voices for Europe, for keeping hope burning throughout these dark years.

Third I want to thank the colleagues whose research I have built on in this book. I am very proud of the phenomenological research of all our New School of Psychotherapy and Counselling students and graduates, but on this particular occasion I want to salute Dr Nancy Hakim Dowek, Dr Susan Iacovou and Dr Armin Danesh for contributing their research findings, which helped me to reframe and reformulate some of my own thinking.

Fourth and foremost, I want to express my profound gratitude and appreciation to my husband, Digby Tantam, who is my daily companion, both in our private and professional lives. Our continuous process of exchange and debate is always a loving struggle that leads to resolution and new inspiration. We are committed to getting through our existential crises together, each much stronger for sharing them with the other. Digby has been instrumental in helping me let go of past losses and disappointments by listening patiently, enabling me to refine and define my understanding of what I could learn from these setbacks. I am in awe of the love, support, attention and care he lavishes on me, validating my existence on a daily basis.


Preface

You may write me down in history
With your bitter, twisted lies,

You may trod me in the very dirt
But still, like dust, I’ll rise.

‘Still I rise, Maya Angelou (1978)

When crisis strikes

A crisis is an event that usually happens out of the blue and strikes you down like a bolt of lightning. We may spend many years trying to avoid such events, protecting ourselves or staying in hiding. But, when crisis touches us, we are stirred to the depths of our being and we are always changed by it. Because of this, an existential crisis is an event that brings truth and new depth to our lives. We are shocked out of complacency, as everything we took for granted is suddenly in question. We must descend to the rock bottom of life, where we have to deal with unexpected and inconceivable losses. We are plunged into an existential reality that is stark and undeniable and usually completely outside our control. Somehow, we have to find a way to cope with this.

Why this book

This book is about the experience of going through an existential crisis, and it will explore and show how we may survive and rise from such a difficult challenge. What I have written here is deeply rooted in my own encounters with such watershed moments. It is my aim to demonstrate how each of us can learn to respond better to these sudden confrontations with emergency situations. We will consider together how we can meet such times of catastrophe with courage and creativity in order to turn them into moments of affirmation that transform the crisis into an opportunity for greater understanding and fortitude.

How do we meet the kind of existential crisis that revolutionises our lives and that we cannot hide or run away from? As turmoil turns into turbulence and our lives become unstable, we sense that everything has become irretrievably and irredeemably altered. We know in our bones that life will never be the same again. So how do we find the resolution and resilience to deal with this?

When everything trembles and we no longer feel physically safe, we often start doubting ourselves and other people. We may have been treated poorly by others and have, at least temporarily, given up on them. In addition, we often also lose our self-confidence and struggle to keep our head clear, as we feel quite overwhelmed and out of sorts. Our inner balance becomes disturbed and our mental and emotional wellbeing are affected. Our spiritual beliefs are also in question, for everything becomes chaotic and is thrown out of kilter and harmony. The entirety of our lives is stirred and shaken and, in the middle of all this commotion, we somehow have to find a rational and adequate response. People in crisis often report that, once they find themselves in such tumultuous times, they encounter a sequence of catastrophic events, with one thing after another going wrong for them. That is enough for many of us to start panicking or despairing, to lose our very trust in ourselves and the world around us. When we begin to find our calm again, we can see how to steady the situation so that further damage can be avoided and stability can be re-established.

Crises are always more sudden and more upsetting than we imagine they would be. Most of us experience several intense personal crises during our lives, but natural and social disasters may also come to strike us out of the blue. Sometimes events arise that hit a whole group of people, or even a whole community. In the case of a political event, it may affect an entire nation. In the case of a pandemic, it may concern and affect the entire world. Some crises are long in the making and we can begin to see them foreshadowed in our lives ahead of time, giving us some opportunity to prepare for the misfortunes they herald. We are currently facing quite a few of such crises across humanity, as we are slowly waking up to the climate emergency, the threat of the increasing world population, the mass destruction of biodiversity and the consequences of a potential nuclear catastrophe. All of these things menace our planet as a whole, rather than just a few human beings. We have lived with the knowledge of such things for a long time now, in the same way that previous generations lived with the constant fear of wars, famines, plagues, revolts and revolutions.

Concrete experiences of existential crisis

Yet, the entire world went into shock when the Covid-19 pandemic struck country after country in 2020 and continued through into 2021 (the time of writing this book), putting us into lockdown and changing all of our habits. It left us reeling and having to think about the world in a new way. Some people fell ill and recovered, but many millions died – in hospital intensive care, at home and in nursing and residential care homes. Many of us became frightened for a while that we would not survive if the virus struck us. We had to face the possibility of our own demise in a very intimate fashion. Many people found themselves made redundant or furloughed. Financial problems loomed on the horizon. Shops closed. Businesses went bust. Investments and pension pots were diminished. Our safety and our future were in question and our lives were brought into new and sharper focus. We were forced to think more carefully about our lifestyle and the future of our society and our planet. While some people withdrew and tried to distract themselves, others collapsed into apathy. At the same time, we saw many good people rising to the challenges, either because they were key workers and had to keep our world turning or because they found meaning in helping the most vulnerable among us.

It was disturbing and upsetting to hear about so many elderly people dying in care homes. It raised moral questions about our world and our politics. It was worrying to have to stay isolated for a long time, although it was also strangely peaceful on our streets and our air quality improved temporarily without all that traffic. The world was suddenly on pause, without its rat race, its rush hour and its predictable nine-to-five wage slavery. We watched the political landscape shifting and the different responses evolving in different countries. The authoritarian governments made many wrong decisions that would have terrible consequences for their citizens. They were careless and nonchalant about people’s wellbeing. Despite their boastful proclamations, the US and UK governments were exposed as being behind, rather than ahead of, the curve. Questions were asked about this. Brazil seemed to lose control over the virus entirely. Capitalism itself was faltering and failing in front of our eyes. We could imagine the Western world on the brink of disaster. We could see and feel that it was wrong to put the economy ahead of vulnerable citizens and yet we were also acutely aware that we could not just stop producing food and vital products. Survival depended on carrying on. Denial and deception of the public were rife in the countries that did poorly, and transparency was greater in countries such as South Korea and New Zealand that were resourceful and resilient, managed to protect their citizens effectively and thrived. We learnt many lessons.

It was clear that this pandemic was not just a physical threat. It was intermingled with social and political issues, and it had considerable personal impact on many of us individually. People’s personal lives were revolutionised; couples and families were thrown together or torn apart. We all had to face new relational pressures. Rates of domestic abuse went up alarmingly. Our beliefs and opinions were put to the test. Our chances of staying safe depended greatly on how our government responded to the pandemic but also on how we ourselves adapted and showed our resilience. It wasn’t a foregone conclusion that our state would or could protect us. Seeing the way in which some politicians used the media to deliberately mislead and misinform was an education for many. It had never been so obvious that our wellbeing is determined and limited by the way in which our governments choose to protect or undermine our rights as citizens.

There is no doubt that many people who are facing such threats themselves go into denial and turn to wishful thinking. When we are afraid and find it hard to deal with difficulties, we all tend to stick our heads in the sand for a bit. We have to do so. We have to cocoon ourselves, cradle ourselves back to security. We hide to try to re-establish some safety and serenity. We learn to value the role of sanctuary. We learn to find solace in the things that truly matter. Unfortunately, our self-protectiveness can also backfire. We can become passive and willing to accept things that are not really good for us. We let others take over who do not necessarily have our best interests at heart. We have to learn to balance courage and determined activity with self-care and compassion.

Responding to crisis

In this book I will explore how people respond to crisis and how we can learn to respond in ways that are more beneficial and less destructive for us. There are, of course, many forms of crisis. Some are created by health issues, others by family or relationship issues. In these pages, I will focus on events that are sudden and feel catastrophic. I will look particularly at the human, personal and psychological impact of political and world events on us as individuals. I will ask how people cope and overcome such crises. I will consider why and how some people find ways of rising from crisis that seem to demonstrate greater strength than others can muster. I will highlight how some people learn to thrive on crisis and the lessons we can draw from this on how to rise to the challenge ourselves. I will not consider any crises that are purely internal or relational in nature, although you may find that my observations apply to such situations as well.

I will look at the kind of crisis that is caused by a sudden calamity that changes lives, especially where we feel particularly helpless and victimised by it. When people are caught in the crossfire of events beyond their control, this has a particularly strong impact on them. Wars and other political events that cause distress are especially hard to deal with. I will not just look at the Covid-19 pandemic but also at the impact of the Brexit referendum – the political swing in the UK in June 2016 that brought the country to a halt and created a deep divide between us, as it heralded the end of the UK’s membership of the European Union.

The Brexit referendum led to years of turmoil and bitter conflict, splitting the nation and creating major unsafety for particular groups of the population. It was almost like a social experiment carried out on an unsuspecting public, and one group of people was impacted so strongly and so negatively that they felt completely disempowered and diminished by it. These were the estimated five million EU citizens resident in the UK, who were not given a democratic vote in the referendum, even though their lives were directly in the firing line, and even though their rights to their homes and to safety in their adoptive country were under threat and their future was in the balance. The Brexit years bled seamlessly into the unexpected hazards of the Covid-19 pandemic, and the combined effect had a demoralising impact on many people’s lives. At the same time, these years of continuous challenges taught some people how to handle such situations better, and I will take a look at that too. I will provide some in-depth case illustrations from which to draw lessons about the way in which people were able to respond constructively to these tragedies.

Outline of the book

I will look at existential crisis from a number of different perspectives. In the introduction, I will seek to define existential crisis to understand it better. In Chapter One, I will look at the experience of crisis and how it shifts the parameters of daily existence, leaving us feeling quite crushed by what is happening to us. I will give an example from my own life to illustrate how the initial shock of crisis may slowly transform into a new flexibility and ability to cope that may allow us to change destructive habits and redirect our lives with greater clarity. Crisis indeed opens our eyes and may reveal truths about our existence that were previously hidden.

In Chapter Two, I will turn to the experiences of the five million EU citizens in the UK whose lives were upturned by the Brexit vote. I will attempt to explain why their plight was so terrible for them, even though, or perhaps because, this was hidden to most other people in the nation. I will look at the difficulties and upset experienced by people who found their security and safety suddenly in question when it was made clear to them that they no longer belonged in the country where they had built their homes and families.

In Chapter Three, I will take a close-up look at the actual experience of one of these people, whose expectations of the world and of himself were shaken by what to him felt like a calamity. I will demonstrate how his struggles ultimately led to him finding new determination to contribute something good to the world. I will seek to understand why someone who was previously so strong and resilient nevertheless had a breakdown because of what was happening to him. I will look at his story as he wrote it himself and go on to quiz him in more depth in order to examine his personal experience carefully and learn from it.

In Chapter Four, I will have an in-depth dialogue with a woman whose right to stay in her home was put into question by the Brexit vote. She initially felt quite distraught and could barely manage, but she didn’t give up and made sure she would not be destroyed by her experience of disenfranchisement. This sensitive and artistic young woman found her own ways of coping with the situation and her experience will provide further precious information about how people rise from existential crisis.

In Chapter Five, I will consider how people learn to make sense of life and the losses it inflicts on them in a crisis. I will look at what we learn in a crisis and how we can muster our resources and find a way to contend with the difficulties thrown at us. I will look at some of the concrete and practical possibilities available to us in surmounting our crisis.

In Chapter Six, I will introduce some ideas from existential therapy to help us understand the plight of people in crisis. I will discuss some more general philosophical ideas about life and some specific concepts that apply to existential crisis in particular, derived from existential practice. These show us that crisis is not just inevitable but essential to human existence, and perhaps to life in general, and is part of our life-long development. Having a map of life to find our way in such circumstances can be very helpful.

In Chapter Seven, I will focus on what happens to people when they are struck by an extreme and bewildering form of existential crisis. I will look at what we know about people’s responses to such tragedy, loss and trauma. I will illustrate this with some very serious examples of situations when people’s lives were affected by active combat in war or by being forced out of their home country. I will look at those who survive such situations and how they do or do not manage to make sense of it.

In Chapter Eight, I will take a look at the emotional impact and human cost of the global Covid-19 pandemic. When the entire world went into a state of shock and crisis, how did people fare and how did they cope mentally and emotionally? I will explore why, although we were all under threat from the virus, not everyone was in the same position or had the same vulnerability or response to it.

In Chapter Nine, I will provide an overview of the many ways in which people learn to mitigate experiences of existential crisis in practice. How can we make sure that we come out stronger from our disasters? How can we learn to rise from crisis and even to thrive on it? I will draw on some of the lessons outlined in the previous chapters to draft a blueprint for living with existential courage.

In this way, throughout these pages, we will together figure out, step by step, how the theory and practice of existential courage link to illuminate our lives when we feel lost and in the dark. My aim is to show that, if we want to live life to the full, we must seek to understand how meaningful struggles create new, stronger but also more flexible structures to secure our daily existence. Existential therapists and philosophers have a great deal to bring to the table on these issues and there will be contributions from many authors throughout these pages.

Mostly though, the book will draw directly from human experience, distilling the essence of what has worked for people in practice. Our conclusions will show that we can find strength and wisdom in adversity without becoming negative, despairing or bitter and without letting our suffering and shattering destroy our capacity for kindness, collaboration, courage and humanity. For, in the final analysis, our encounters with misfortunes will remain a core part of our lives, no matter how good we become at facing them. What we need to understand is that these times in life can create fertile ground on which we can cultivate reliable strength, alongside a new sense of humility and a profound commitment to our fellow human beings.


Introduction

Politicians and journalists around the world have been liberally using the term ‘existential crisis’ in the past few years to refer to situations that represent a threat to the life of a nation, a group of individuals, an institution or an idea. They have started to use the term ‘existential’ as if it meant ‘terminal’, ‘mortal’ or ‘critical’. But the word ‘existential’ doesn’t mean any of these things. It simply means ‘related to existence. Going through an existential crisis is to go through a crisis of one’s whole existence – a crisis that affects everything. This means that we enter into a phase of acute instability, during which we become aware that life is precarious and our situation perilous. Clearly, this would be the case if our life were threatened and the situation were desperate, but it can also happen when we are going through a process of serious transformation and change that is not directly related to an immediate threat of death.

People who have a mid-life crisis, waking up to the futility of their existence and wanting to shift their entire world to begin anew, are having an existential crisis. Women who give birth to their first child often find that their existence is thrown into turmoil and everything is altered. This too represents an existential crisis for them, as it revolutionises their every moment and the very core of their identity (Arnold-Baker, 2020; Adams, 2018). Similarly, when people lose their job or are faced with divorce, this is frequently experienced as an existential crisis. When people migrate to a new country, this represents an existential crisis, as they have to re-orientate to an entirely new culture and often to a new language. When people are denied safety in their home or place of residence, this also leads to an existential crisis. People who become homeless certainly experience it as a disaster. And, as the whole world discovered in 2020, when we as a human race are exposed to a viral pandemic and have to completely change how we live, work, learn and interact with one another, this can also lead to an existential crisis, especially if our personal survival is in question. I would conjecture that most of us, if not all, have recently been confronted with an existential crisis of some kind or another, and it has become vital for us to understand this experience better.

How does it affect people when they realise their lives are on the line and are in a process of utter change and total transformation? Rather than concluding that an existential crisis is simply the end of something we know, which it usually is, we need to consider how we go through such a crisis and how we can emerge from it with the capability of building a new future. Moreover, instead of fearing the experience of existential crisis, we need to understand that we may be able to learn something of great value from it. This all depends on whether we succeed in figuring out how to retrieve something positive from a disaster instead of being buried under negatives in despair. The Chinese word for crisis, weiji, is formed of two components. The first, ‘wei’, means danger; the second, ‘ji’, means ‘a turning point’ – a point when change happens. The English word ‘crisis’ comes from the Ancient Greek word Kpioiq (krisis), which means ‘decision’, or ‘judgement’, and also ‘turning point’ in the context of an illness. It in turn stems from the verb Kpivw (krino), which means to judge, discriminate, choose or decide. A crisis, then, is a critical moment when we have to make important decisions about what to do and which way we go in response to the threat of danger.

In this book, I shall look particularly at the way in which political and social events can affect individuals and provoke an existential crisis in their lives. I will consider how such situations can revolutionise people’s lives in such a way that their entire existence is in jeopardy, not just physically but also emotionally, mentally, socially, culturally and spiritually. I will look at the experience of existential crisis on all those dimensions and trace carefully how a person’s life can be profoundly affected at all those levels by external circumstances that undermine their previous sense of internal integrity.

How does it feel to go through an existential crisis?

An existential crisis usually feels like a catastrophe that comes upon us out of the blue, like a bolt of lightning, striking at the very heart of the life that we have previously enjoyed and have taken for granted. We all experience daily difficulties that we take into our stride with more or less ease, and some of us may get very good at solving problems on a regular basis. However, we can never be fully prepared for the sudden and complete upheaval that follows an apparently catastrophic event. Such an occurrence gets to us, because it strikes at the very foundation of the connections and meanings we value and have built up carefully over the years. A crisis is exactly the kind of episode that we cannot completely prepare for and that attacks the ground of our existence.

Existential crisis can happen to us unexpectedly through a physical event, like an accident or a natural disaster, or through the sudden, violent death of someone close and dear to us – a child, a parent or a partner. This kind of existential crisis can also be experienced, very poignantly, by people who are given a cancer diagnosis or who find out that they have lost a much-loved job, their home or a large amount of money. Interestingly, it can also apply to people who suddenly win a lot of money or are promoted into a job they feel unprepared for. When our lives are precipitously altered, we immediately experience everything as unreal or out of kilter. This is the hallmark of an existential crisis. Our usual homeostasis is suddenly disturbed and we find ourselves battered, struggling between a feeling of victimisation and an awareness of the importance of taking action and shouldering responsibility.

Existential crisis visited upon us by physical or natural events can feel like a low blow dealt by unseen forces, and it may make us briefly lose our trust in safety, in the planet, in our god(s), in fate or in fairness. But when existential crisis is visited on us through social or interpersonal events, like being sacked from a job, disinherited by one’s parents or served with a court order, the consequences may be even more dire, especially if we don’t feel we had any responsibility in the matter. We may temporarily feel as if we have been hit by a truck, as we literally reel from what has happened and try to regain some basic sense of equilibrium. Prisoners who have been wrongly accused of the crime for which they are serving time report the same type of mind-bending experience of incongruity. They realise that everything is out of synch, nothing can ever be the same again and nobody can ever be fully trusted. This experience of absurdity and oddness is very well described by Kafka in his book The Trial (Kafka, 2009).

Whistleblowers similarly find their trust in society shattered after their revelations are held against them and they become victimised and shunned (Field & Lamplugh, 2010). The defining characteristic of the crisis here is the shattering of our basic framework of meaning when it is invalidated by the world around us. This leads to us becoming mistrustful of society, or even of humanity itself. Not being able to feel at home in the world is very much part of it. It can lead to suicidal feelings as we feel shut out of the social world and experience ourselves as unwanted outsiders. Many people who bring disasters upon themselves through substance abuse started this behaviour in order to soothe themselves from some other catastrophe. They seek to experience a sense of harmony, wholeness and connection by using the substance they turn to, but often find instead that it cuts them off even further from the world. I have worked with numerous people whose lives were shattered when they ended up with psychiatric diagnoses because they could not cope with important changes in their lives and found themselves in a double bind. R.D. Laing wrote about this experience of existential crisis in great detail (Laing, 1959, 1961, 1967). Unable to find the strength to stand up to events or to the system they are caught up in, ordinary people may find themselves weakened and end up being given a mental illness diagnosis, which then can lead to catastrophic outcomes (Johnstone, 2000, 2014; Watson, 2019; van Deurzen, 2018a, 2018b, 2019a, 2019b). There is always a risk that, if we are not able to sustain our passage through an existential crisis, it leaves us exposed to deep-seated emotional problems.

Impact of existential crisis

This makes it even more important that we learn to understand how to face existential crisis and ensure that we can resolve the inner conflicts, hurts and vulnerabilities that result from it. If we do not understand how this works, we may find ourselves blindly making things worse. People can all too easily ruin their lives by stumbling from crisis to crisis and never really getting a grip on their lives again. For most of us, moments of self-doubt are generated when we go through normal personal transitions, like those of puberty or marriage, starting full-time work, giving birth or experiencing the death of a parent. The new situation may sever so many old and familiar connections in our network of meaning that an all-encompassing sense of futility or emptiness ensues. It is literally as if the world has imploded, caved in, and we are left with a vacuum, a great emptiness inside of us, as well as all around us. A person may feel as if their identity and the core of security in their life have been removed. Laing spoke of this as the rupture of our ‘ontological security’ (Laing, 1959). Some people may experience this as a personal breakdown or a psychiatric emergency. Many people these days would describe it simply as an experience of depression, melt-down, panic or anxiety. The popular vernacular on these events is flexible.

Sometimes, such moments of emotional crisis occur because a person feels as if everything is suddenly in question because of a spiritual crisis or a crisis of meaning. This might happen when a long-held set of beliefs is suddenly shown to be untrue or unreliable. The entire meaning of life is in the balance because the purpose of life was to serve those principles or ideals. This is the existential crisis experienced by the nun who is working as a missionary and whose observations of child death all around her bring her to doubt her faith. It is also the existential crisis of the person who has striven to be good all her life, only to find that those who are not so committed tend to win the economic race for survival. I have known many people driven to despair after finding that those who cheated bagged the prize or those who harmed people won the popularity contest. Many a good person with a clear conscience has felt like giving up because they discovered that the dice of life were loaded. Unsurprisingly, such experiences become more common when we find ourselves in a situation of war or social upheaval.

Being realistic about people and politics

Part of the learning we gain from living through crises is that we should be modest in our expectations of the loyalty of other people. It took me quite a few crises to begin to understand that we cannot expect other people to truly understand what we are going through. Most people will only jump into the breach for others if they are able to protect themselves. A good swimmer will jump into the river to save a drowning child, but one who doubts his or her own swimming ability may stand by and do nothing, or perhaps will run to get help. It’s logical and we must remember that most people feel out of their depth when trouble comes. Most people are bystanders in somebody else’s crisis. This doesn’t make them bad or immoral, just normal. It took me a long time to accept this.

I grew up in the Netherlands in the years following the end of the Second World War, when the whole country was still reeling from the effects of the Nazi occupation and the fighting. For decades I couldn’t understand why people had let this happen: why nobody had stood up to Hitler and why the Jewish people, the gypsies, the intellectuals, the disabled people and the communists had not received loyal support. Now I can understand how the German people turned a blind eye as the war machine cranked up and eventually exploded into mayhem. When Hannah Arendt spoke about the banality of evil (Arendt, 1964, 1973, 1951/1979, 1958/2018), she didn’t just mean that bad people get used to doing bad things and become casual about it. She also meant that many good people start accepting bad things that happen, as they simply become used to them and pass them off as trivial and inevitable.

More recently, we all witnessed what happened in the US when Donald Trump was elected president, and what happened in the UK over the vote to leave the European Union. Nations were artificially divided and tensions mounted. I understood for the first time that whole nations can be lied to and soothed into condoning things that will ultimately be bad for them. I have seen politicians appease right-wing ideas, turning a blind eye to what were very worrying steps towards totalitarianism. It was the same with Hitler in 1930s Germany: evil grows slowly, bit by bit, step by step. It is only when people realise they no longer have any control – if they ever really did – that they begin to see what has happened. By then, it is often too late to amend the situation, and crisis will inevitably follow (Albright, 2018).

When the 2016 Brexit referendum unleashed a nasty tide of xenophobia, racism and bigotry in the UK, in a way that I had never imagined possible in the country I had adopted because of its gentleness, openness, fairness and progressiveness, I began to understand the reality of what my parents had warned me about in my childhood. For the first time, I truly grasped the lessons they had learnt: that division, segregation and discrimination are terrible things and that they lead to worse things downstream that can rarely be stopped because good people do nothing about it for far too long. Never in my worst dreams had I imagined that I would find myself at the receiving end of such treatment. Yet I was among the five million EU citizens who, having lived in the UK for many years and built a life, a home and a family there, found ourselves having to apply for British citizenship or for settled status, in some cases in vain.

This book grew out of my personal experience of the impact of Brexit. My passion about this comes from my deep, personal commitment to keeping the peace in Europe, based on what happened to us all in the Second World War. My professions of philosophy and psychotherapy contributed a great deal to my being able to make good sense of what was happening. I knew I had to document it and write about it: we have to keep learning; we cannot afford to be complacent about our future, as both Brexit and the Covid-19 pandemic have shown us. We must continue to understand what happens when people think that equality, diversity, fairness and co-operation can be taken for granted – or, worse, that they don’t matter. We must never forget that life is fragile: that things happen in the world that can bring the whole human race face to face with extinction. If we stop supporting and protecting each other, we not only create hell on earth for others; we create hell on earth for ourselves.

The purpose of the book

This book is my offering to all the people who have been deeply affected by existential crises. The Brexit experience was a tragedy that befell the UK and has adversely affected the lives of millions. The Covid-19 pandemic is another tragedy that has touched us all, one way or another. I believe we can learn important lessons from considering how we coped. It is clear that many people have found themselves confronted with terrible situations. They may have experienced the terror of suddenly discovering they have no ‘home’ anymore, and that they are no longer wanted where they thought they belonged. Or they may be among the millions who have found their futures dashed by the impact of the pandemic on their work, jobs or business, or who have lost dearly loved parents, partners or friends, and have seen their assumptive and known world shattered or dashed from their grasp.

I believe it is more important than ever to document how people cope and survive, how they surmount and transcend such difficulties. None of us is exempt from being hit by crises. Every human being will experience some crisis during their life. What we need to know more than anything if we are to keep going forward is how human beings adapt to such challenges: how we find our inner resilience, overcome pain and suffering, rebuild our lives and survive to live another day. This book is about rising from our crisis and finding new strength in it. It will consider how we may actually learn something new from going through the fire of our challenges. But in order to understand how we can learn those lessons, we must be prepared to plunge deeply into the experience of existential crisis and consider how it shakes and shapes people.

If there is one thing we have learnt during the beginning of the 21st century, it is that crises will hit us, no matter how well prepared and safe we think we have made ourselves. Fate does not deliver any exemptions. We must all be aware that hardships cannot be avoided and that each of us will be faced with times of insecurity and uncertainty. It is therefore a great asset in life to know a bit more about such situations and to learn to face up to our adversity when it happens to us.

It may seem that you are on a dark and lonely journey, but if you are willing to come to grips with your trials and tribulations, you will find much to cheer about and hold onto during such troubled and difficult times. You will undoubtedly recognise much of what I explore in the following pages, but the ideas that we formulate may help you articulate the wisdom that can be derived from such difficulties and should enable you to feel invigorated, instead of weakened, by your experiences.
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The experience of existential crisis

There are good reasons why I became interested in making sense of existential crisis and why I chose to study existential philosophy, psychology and psychotherapy. They are the same reasons I chose a career in which I could support those who find themselves in difficulties or dire circumstances. As I have mentioned in my introduction, my early years were marked by growing up in a country struggling to emerge from the overwhelming existential crisis of the Second World War. In a country that had been occupied, bombed, plundered and starved for five years, there was very little infrastructure, and throughout my early childhood the evidence of great suffering and ongoing struggle was all too evident. I grew up acutely aware of the dangers in the world, and for a long time I expected the Cold War to turn into a Third World War. During the war, my parents had been through a winter of starvation and my father had been hidden from German deportation, while my mother nursed children dying of the consequences of malnutrition and deprivation. They counted their blessings for having survived and for eventually finding a very small, rented apartment to raise their family. They never complained but were clearly deeply marked by the disturbing events that had marred their early adulthood. I could list many specific events in my life that led to my choice to care emotionally and mentally for other people, but it came largely out of observing and experiencing the oppression and suffering of people around me as I grew up.

My bolt-of-lightning moment

Beyond the overarching impact of the suffering of the Second World War on my life, I was catapulted into acute awareness of my own existence and responsibilities when I had a serious traffic accident at the age of 10. This was the bolt-of-lightning-out-of-a-blue-sky moment that altered my entire life and redefined who I was and would become. Sometimes it is hard to know whether the events themselves are what bring on the crisis or whether the crisis has been brewing for many years beforehand and has created a breeding ground for catastrophe. If there was something that led up to this childhood crisis, it was the fact that, living as we did in a tiny flat, I had to seek my own space and freedom from an early age, to get away from the explosive pressure-cooker atmosphere, where tempers often frayed and flared. I had become used to making myself small, crying by myself in the toilet. I had learned to be an observer who tried to stay out of trouble and who hid in her own world. I was quite introverted and a great reader (and an early writer of poetry and short stories). But I also liked to go out into the world, and I did a great deal of cycling, often through the dunes of The Hague, since we lived right on the coast. I found a lot of my safety in the coastal trees, the beach and the seagulls flying across the low skies over the grey North Sea. I also cycled the long trip to the library every week, after my folk music class or my work on the school allotment, to feed my reading habit.

Because we had so little in our household until the mid-1960s, I had to share my sister’s bike. My sister was nearly three years older than me, and in truth she hardly ever used the bicycle. Every week, I relished getting my seven-book allocation (two novels and five non-fiction books) from the library. I had been allowed to borrow from the adult section for quite a while and I was reading books across a wide spectrum, avidly absorbing as much knowledge as I could. The books and the bike were both lifesavers. I was a careful child, as I was acutely aware of the dangers in the world, and I was also a very experienced and cautious cyclist, having passed my official school cycling test a year earlier. Nevertheless, on that spring afternoon in April 1962, on my homeward trip, I didn’t notice another bike racing down the hill towards me as I took a sharp left turn towards the school. I do remember arranging my books and my musical instrument carefully on my bicycle after visiting the library, but all memories of the rest of that trip are gone.

I was struck off my bike and went down violently on the cobble-stone street. I was knocked out like a light and woke up around four hours later in the children’s hospital x-ray department, where a grumpy middle-aged female radiologist, dressed in leather, was taking pictures of my skeleton and skull. I was tied to a gurney and I very rapidly became aware of a sharp pain in my head. I was bleeding and vomiting and crying and could not make any sense of what was going on or what had happened to me. My parents, who had somehow been located by the police, presumably through my library card, had already been brought into the hospital when I woke from my coma. After the x-rays were completed and I was in a woozy, semi-conscious state, I was finally told by a team of doctors and nurses that I was seriously injured; that I had ‘small fractures at the back of my head’ that had to heal completely before I would be allowed to stand up or walk again.

It was very frightening and disorientating and I felt lost and dismayed. It took me a long time to get used to the idea that my entire life had just changed, that I could not go home and that I had to remain in the hospital for the foreseeable future. My stay was to last for numerous weeks, and I had to rest in bed at home for many more after I was discharged. The accident happened in April and I was not allowed to walk again until July, just before we went on our usual annual family camping holiday to Scandinavia. I didn’t go back to school until September.

It was as if a bomb had exploded, blowing a gigantic hole at the core of my existence. When I woke up, reluctantly, from my nearly four-hour coma, I could hardly understand the meaning of it all. I had no recollection of the collision but, oddly, had lurid flashbacks of a near fatal accident that I had witnessed happening to one of my friends, years earlier. I was terrified that, like her, I too would need an operation to have a piece of plastic inserted in my skull where it had cracked open. I could not comprehend and certainly could not remember where and how I had been injured. I was in shock and my body was trembling, as if it had gone stone cold. It was like coming out of the North Sea after a swim on a cool spring or autumn day. My teeth were chattering, and I experienced my body as being out of control. I found my consciousness flying all around the room and up to the ceiling, from where I watched people looking after me. I also had visions of my sister watching me as I lay injured in the road; I could even hear her chiding me for being such a ‘stupid idiotic child’, which I seem to remember was her favourite insult for me.

I was sick repeatedly, but when I tried to sit up to vomit, I discovered that this wasn’t really possible because it produced a sharp and stabbing pain that deeply dismayed me. I felt so tired, groggy and dizzy that I kept passing in and out of consciousness. The only thing I asked my parents, when they were briefly allowed to come into the room to speak to me, was when I could go home. As I spoke, I could see the doctors and nurses shaking their heads at me and I understood I was no longer under my parents’ authority. I remember crying because I would not be able to go on the school trip in May, which I had been longing for since January. The doctors told me straight away there was no question of me going to school or on any trips for the foreseeable future. I felt deeply bereft, as if my life was over, but I soon gave up crying when I realised it made my head hurt more. I was told I was running a fever and had vomited blood, which meant I had to be very calm and very careful.

I began to set my expectations a great deal lower when my parents were asked to leave, and they obediently abandoned me. I understood the seriousness of the situation I found myself in and started counting small blessings. I was pleased and hugely relieved when I finally finished a second bout in the x-ray department, which seemed to go on forever. I was rolled on a hospital bed through the now darkened and silent hospital, which seemed empty and eerily spooky without my parents by my side. It was all very unexpected, scary and disconcerting. I became very quiet as I listened to the doctors arguing about my x-rays, discussing the different types of skull fractures. I knew and accepted that I was in deep trouble. I was not responding well to my neurological tests either and this registered in my mind like personal failure. It seemed to me that this was all my own fault, and I was failing the test of being a healthy and well-functioning child. I had messed up and was not doing well.

They kept shining bright lights into my eyes and testing my foot reflexes. I could tell that they thought there was something seriously wrong with the way I responded to these tests, and it felt damning and catastrophic. I was trying to work out how I might give them the correct response. I wanted to pass the test and started moving my feet and legs in different directions when they scratched me. They just told me off and admonished me to relax. I wished I knew what it was they wanted from me but couldn’t work it out and could not produce the desired result. When I threw up some more, a nurse was made to check for blood in my vomit. At one point I passed out again, perhaps after an injection, and woke up, alone, in a cubicle with curtained glass windows on all sides.

I was to spend the next few weeks in that small but safe shelter that became my sanctuary, lying motionless on my back on a hard board in a small bed with iron railings all around it. I was all by myself most of the time and I was not allowed to move or read, sit up or even go to the toilet. I got used to having bedpans shoved under me. My only visitor was my mother, who knew the head nurse, with whom she had worked in that same hospital during the war. She was allowed to visit me occasionally and briefly. But when she failed to turn up for a visit on the first day of my stay, I felt frightened and abandoned and cried all afternoon, until my fever made me sick again and the doctor was called, which led to me being given another injection. The doctor berated the nurses for not having shut the blinds against the sun, but nobody understood that what I really needed was quiet companionship and reassurance.

Learning to cope with the crisis

I remember the discomfort of lying on my hard board in that tall, narrow, metal bed without a pillow. I protested fiercely when they first stuck needles into me, but soon gave in to the medical interventions. For the next weeks, I lay there, silently, passively, in isolation, accepting my fate, dozing a lot of the time and learning slowly to enjoy rather than fear the visits from doctors and nurses. It was a good day when my curtains were eventually opened and I could see beyond my cubicle to other cubicles. Now I could see other bandaged, mute children, hooked up to machines, some recovering from major surgery, none of them ambulant or in any state to communicate. I heard their occasional cries and complaints. My cubicle was my safe place, and I became greatly attached to it. I learnt to relish my solitary state and to make the most of it. I had never had a room of my own. In our flat, I shared a tiny boxroom with my sister and one bed had to be pushed under the other every morning to make room for us to get up and get dressed. My hospital cubicle was palatial, by comparison. This new space and privacy were a precious luxury, not a deprivation at all.

When picture postcards started arriving for me from school mates, teachers and my family, I began to feel as if I had become rather special and privileged.
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