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"It is essential that we clarify the 
ontological bases on which the dynamisms 
of psychoanalysis rest. I cannot over­
emphasise the importance of this enterprise, 
for I think such dynamisms as transference, 
resistance, and so forth, hang in the air 
and can have no lasting meaning except as 
their ontological basis, in man's situation 
as man, can be understood." Rollo MAY, 
Psychology and the Human Dilemma. 

"Psychotherapy seeks the most specific 
characteristics and events of the given 
individual's life - and any therapy will 
become weakened in vapid, unexistential, 
cloudy generalities which forgets this. 
But psychotherapy also seeks the elements 
of the human conflict of this individual 
which are basic to the perdurable, persis­
tent qualities of every man's experience as 
man - and any therapy will tend to shrink 
the patient's consciousness and make life 
more banal for him if it forgets that. 

"Psychotherapy reveals both the imme­
diate situation of the individual's 'sick­
ness' and the archetypal qualities and 
characteristics which constitute the human 
being as human. It is the latter characte­
ristics which have gone awry in specific 
ways in a given patient and have resulted 
in the former, his psychological problems. 
... One of the values of living in a 
transitional age - an 'age of therapy' -
is that it forces upon us this opportunity, 
even as we try to resolve our individual 
problems, to uncover new meaning in peren­
nial man and to see more deeply into those 
qualities which constitute the human being 
as human." Rollo MAY, Love and Will, 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the attempted constructive therapeutic exploration 

of a person's existential predicament, the psychotherapist 

needs not only to be articulately conscious of his own philo­

sophical presuppositions about what it is to be a human being, 

but needs also an adequate science of man on which to base his 

psychotherapy , Such is the continuing conviction animating 

2 
the writings of Rollo May (1909- ) , a practising North-Ameri­
can psychotherapist who constantly emphasises in his work the 

necessity of basing psychotherapy "on an understanding of 
3 

what makes man the human being ." 

Since every scientific method rests upon philosophical 

assumptions (regardless of whether the scientist acknowledges 

this), it is May's contention that the conscientious scientist 

1 Cf. R. MAY, "The Origins and Significance of the 
Existential Movement in Psychology" in Existence 1 A New Dimen­
sion in Psychiatry and Psychology. R. May, E. Angel and H.F. 
Ellenberger, eds,, New York, Simon and Schuster, Clarion, 1967, 
p. 8-9 and p. 35; IDEM, "Existential Bases of Psychotherapy" in 
Existential Psychology, R. May, ed., second edition, New York, 
Random House (Studies in Psychology PP 19), 1969, p. 72 and p. 
83; IDEM, Psychology and the Human Dilemma. New York, Van Nos-
trand Reinhold, 1967, Ch. 13, "Questions for a Science of Man", 
p. 182-183. Cf. also IDEM, The Art of Counseling, introduction 
by Harry Bone, Nashville-New York, Abingdon, Apex, 1967, p. 44f. 
and p. 74. Cf. also this thesis, Appendix 2 1 A Comprehensive 
Compilation of the Definitions and Connotations of Central Terms 
as Given in the Writings of Rollo May. 'SCIENCE OF MAN' and 
related terms. 

2 Cf. this thesis, Bibliography, Part One, and Appendix 
1 1 Rollo May 1 A Biographical Note. 

3 R. MAY, "Origins ..." in Existence. R. May et_al., 
eds., p. 35» May's italics. 
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of human nature, particularly the psychotherapist, must know 

and understand these presuppositions, in order at least 'to 

widen his blinders' and, further, to develop and free his 

methods in a manner that will do justice to the richness and 
4 

breadth of the human experience that he seeks to understand . 

An adequate science of man, says May, will not fragmentise 

and destroy man's humanity as it studies him. With deceptive 

simplicity, May asserts that to study and understand man, to 

do justice to man precisely as man, we need a human model, a 

science of man, "a psychology that will be relevant to man's 

distinguishing characteristics as man ," We must not, then, 

be content with models taken from the natural sciences, such 

as physics or biology. May considers inadequate, too, models 

taken uncritically from medicine or even from an agglomeration 

of the social or 'human' or 'cultural' sciences, such as 

sociology and anthropology. 

Now Western science, asserts May, has favoured an 

essentialist approach, i.e., a search for immutable principles 

4 Cf. R. MAY, "Origins ..." in Existence. R. May et 
al., eds., p. 8-9, and IDEM, "The Emergence of Existential 
Psychology" in Existential Psychology. R. May, ed., p. 24-25 
and p. 28-30. 

5 R. MAY, "Emergence ..." in Existential Psychology. 
R. May, ed., p. 48. Cf, also IDEM, Psychology and the Human 
Dilemma. Ch. 13, "Questions ...", p. 182-191, and Ch. 14, 
"Social Responsibilities of Psychologists", p. 208. Cf. also 
Amedeo GIORGI, Psychology as a Human Science i A Phenomeno-
logically Based Approach. New York, Harper and Row, 1970, p. 
70f. and p. 100. 
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and laws, endeavoring to divide reality into discrete parts or 

aspects and tending subsequently to assume that the resultant 

abstractions and impressive systems of conceptualisation have 

more reality than the given existent • In psychology and psycho­

therapy, both of which have felt the attraction of such an 

approach, to be 'scientific' in observation and the gathering 

of special data has tended to mean that the individual human 

being is seen in terms of behaviour patterns, drives, forces, 

reflexes, reactions. That the latter are abstractions from 

reality, i.e., aspectual, reflective formulations derived from 

observation of individual human beings or even analogies applied 

from observation of animal behaviour, may become glossed over. 

The special-experience methodology of quantification and 

measurement, born of the pre-scientific presuppositions of 

this 'essentialist approach', may then, perhaps unwittingly, 

be assumed to be the only valid one and the person is then seen, 

'reduced' and understood in terms of the scientist's particular 

or differential or aspectual theory. The cloth, which is the 

person, is cut to fit the measure, which is the theory or par­

ticular abstract formulation, and what is not susceptible of 

observation, measurement, quantification and controlled expe­

rimentation may even be declared non-existent or illusory. 

6 Cf. R. MAY, "Emergence ..." in Existential Psychology. 
R. May, ed., p. 11-12 and p.. 28-29. Cf. also IDEM, Psychology 
and the Human Dilemma. Ch. 13, "Questions ...", p. 187-190, 
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While holding that such 'essentialist* understanding 

must not be discounted, i.e., that understanding gained from 

the aspectual formulation of human behaviour, in terms of 

dynamisms and mechanisms, for example, must be borne in mind, 

May declares however that psychotherapy must see such data in 
7 

terms of the whole person . The mechanism, for May, has meaning 

only in terms of the whole person, not vice versa. Indeed, 

psychotherapy, by very reason of its one-to-one encounter of 

therapist and patient, must go beyond any tendency to assume 

uncritically the presuppositions and methods valid for the 

positive or natural sciences. In every understanding, says May, 

there is an 'understander' who must, at the very least, be 

aware of his own philosophic presuppositions and their role in 

forming and guiding his understanding and, correspondingly, his 
8 

methods 0 May does not, however, concern himself in his work 

with methods of therapy but rather with the philosophical pre­

suppositions of and overall approach to psychotherapeutic 

encounter. His work does not extend to development of a precise 

methodology for therapy, but is concerned rather with elucida­

ting the structures of human existence and, thereby, with 

7 Cf. R. MAY, "Emergence ,,." in Existential Psychology. 
R. May, ed., p. 14. Also cf. IDEM, "Origins ..." in Existence, 
R, May et al.t eds., p. 13, 

8 Cf. R. MAY, Psychology and the Human Dilemma, Ch, 10, 
"Dangers in the Relation of Existentialism to Psychotherapy", 
p. 154-155. Cf. also IDEM, Love and Will. New York, Norton, 
1969, P. 223-238. 
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understanding the philosophical approach which underlies his 

whole psychotherapeutic enterprise. 

In his earliest book, The Art of Counseling (1939), 

May had already asserted that the wise counsellor or therapist 

does not ignore or leave to chance such a fundamental matter, 

but must conscientiously and reasonably draw up his 'picture 
o 

of personality' and his conception of the counselling process . 

Later, as May's understanding of his own work deepened to 

include his conscious preoccupation with the very structure 

of human existence, he was to assert that not only need psycho­

therapists become articulately aware of their philosophical 

presuppositions, but that psychotherapy, to be complete, needed 

to clarify its own ontological bases . Thereby, May was 

9 Cf. R. MAY, The Art of Counseling, p. 44, p. 74-75 
and p0 81. 

10 Cf. R. MAY, Psychology and the Human Dilemma, Ch. 
8, "Existential Therapy and the American Scene", p. 134, and 
Ch. 7, "A Phenomenological Approach to Psychotherapy", p. 115. 
Cf. also IDEM, "Origins ..." in Existence. R. May et_al., eds., 
p. 35-36, and IDEM, "Emergence ...", p. 9, and "Existential 
Bases ...", p. 72, both in Existential Psychology. R. May, ed. 
It must be pointed out that May states himself to be aware of 
the etymological meaning of 'ontology' as 'the study of being', 
cf. Appendix 2 (Terms), 'ONTOLOGY'. He uses the term with three 
ranges of meaning, i.e., for him, ontological can mean 1 i"]P 
having to do with being as such; ii) characteristic of all 
living beings; and iii) characteristic of the human being. The 
last is the meaning most frequently intended, while the first 
is offered more as a 'general sense' or etymological meaning. 
Cf. in discussion (1959) of his understanding of existential 
psychotherapy, May offered the view that in contrast to "the 
narrow limits of natural science as it had been traditionally 
conceived", the existential approach seeks "to find the basis 
for a science that will not only have a unity with respect to 
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convinced, psychotherapy would find its theoretical foundation 

in a science of man which would unite the scientific under­

standing of man, owed chiefly to Freud, with an ontological 

understanding of man or an image of man that would do justice 

to man precisely as man . May himself seeks to contribute to 

the attainment of such a science of man by clarifying the 

fundamental structures of existence, or the inalienable or 

ontological characteristics which distinguish man precisely as 

man. These May sees as characteristics or 'processes of the 

existing person', so inalienable to the being of a human being 

that the 'omission' or absence of any one of them "would mean 
12 

that we do not then have a human being ." 

Thus, from a search for clarity about his own presup­

positions, May's enterprise has broadened and deepened to 

man, but will also do justice to the distinctive characteris­
tics of the human being. The methods of healing in psycho­
therapy, if they are to last, depend on such an understanding. 

"This requires an approach on the ontological level. 
(...) By ontology here I mean something general as well as 
specific The general meaning is the study of being. But the 
specific^ meaning is in asking the question, what are the 
characteristics which constitute the human being as human, 
without which he would not exist as a human being?" R. MAY, 
"Toward the Ontological Basis of Psychotherapy" in Existential 
Inquiries, I, 1 (September 1959), p. 5-7, cited from p. 5. 

11 Cf. R. MAY, "Origins ...", p. 35-36, and "Contri­
butions of^Existential Psychotherapy", p. 37, both in Existence, 
R. May et al., eds• 

12 R. MAY, "Existential Bases ..." in Existential 
Psychology, R. May, ed., p, 77. Cf. also p. 74 and p. 78. Cf. 
IDEM, Psychology and the Human Dilemma, Ch. 7, "A Phenomeno-
logical Approach ...", p. 115. 
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become a seeking of the theoretical foundations of psycho­

therapy in an ontological approach to man, "an approach on the 

13 ontological level ", to repeat May's own words. The present 

study seeks to trace from its earliest moments the development 

of May's ontological approach to man, that is, the development 

of his envisioning of the theoretical foundations of psycho­

therapy in that ontological approach. Hence the present study 

is entitled 1 Psychotherapy in search of theoretical founda­

tions 1 the ontological approach of Rollo May. It is not 

intended to pursue comparative or historical studies in psycho­

therapeutic theory, but rather to concentrate upon the work of 

one living, influential psychotherapist, upon his continuing 

reflections on the basis and meaning of his work, and to trace 

and examine step-by-step in internal critique the growth of 

his integrated understanding of the ontological basis of 

psychotherapy. 

Now May believes that psychotherapy with its inter­

action of therapist and patient has a privileged access to the 
14 

deeper understanding of human beings as such . He asserts that 

the preferred method must be "to confront first of all our real 

experience in psychotherapy, and then find the terms ... that 

13 R. MAY, "Toward the Ontological Basis ...", p. 5. 

14 Cf. R. MAY, "Emergence ..." in Existential Psycho­
logy, R. May, ed., p. 11-12. Cf. also IDEM, Love and Will, p„ 
19-20. 
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will most fully express and communicate this experience ," 

Clearly, May's project is not the easy application of a pre-

formulation of normal and abnormal human existence, but rather 

a series of attempts to study, express and communicate what he 

learns and confirms of the being of man in the course of his 

theoretical reflections and in the psychotherapeutic encounter 

witlr the individual being of each patient. Phenomenology, for 

May, is the first stage in this understanding; it is the 

necessary and disciplined effort to clear one's mind of pre­

suppositions and biases and to experience the data as presen­

ted in their own context, that of the particular human being 

May's emphasis, then, falls not on differential or aspectual 

theories of behaviour (although these are not to be disparaged 

or discounted, as was stated earlier), but rather on the whole 

existence, the whole world-outlook and sense of being evinced 

by the particular person in therapy. This May attempts to 

grasp and express on what he calls "the deepest levels of 

17 ontological reality '." 

In seeking to communicate this experience, to under­

stand, thematise and interpret it, May chooses the terms which 

15 R. MAY, "Emergence ..." in Existential Psychology, 
R. May, ed., p. 45. 

16 Cf. Ibid., p. 20-21. Cf. also Appendix 2 (Terms), 
'PHENOMENOLOGY'. 

17 R. MAY, "Emergence ..." in Existential Psychology. 
R. May, ed., p. 9. 
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18 
for him best express that reality . Many of his chosen terms 

come from existential philosophical thought, e.g., existence, 

sense of being, presence, anxiety, intentionality. He also 

retains such Freudian terms as repression and resistance, while 

insisting that their meaning must be relocated in a whole 

understanding of the human being choosing to employ such 

mechanisms, i.e., understanding of the mechanism in terms of 

19 the person, not vice versa • May's existential emphasis is 

very firmly on the person and to convey that point May employs 

those terms which for him capture in quintessence the deepest 

ontological reality of human existence, 
20 

Many and varied influences are discernible in May's 

terminological usages, those of Paul Tillich and Alfred Adler, 

for example, both of whom taught May at an early stage in his 

development. Harry Stack Sullivan's interpersonal theories, 

too, cannot but have exerted a guiding influence, particularly 

during May's studies at the William Alanson White Institute 

18 Cf. Appendix 2 (Terms), where eighty of May's terms 
are comprehensively surveyed throughout his writings. 

19 Cf. R. MAY, "Emergence ..." in Existential Psycho­
logy, R. May, ed., p. 14, Cf. also IDEM, Psychology and the 
Human Dilemma. Ch. 5, "Anxiety and Values", p. 74-75, and Ch. 
3"J "The Context of Psychotherapy", p. 87. Here May conveys 
clearly that his pre-critical emphasis has always been on the 
existential. 

20 Cf. Appendix 1 (Biography) where particular atten­
tion is paid to May's intellectual formation and the outstan­
ding influences on it. 
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shortly after Sullivan's ten-year presidency of that foundation 

had ended. May himself acknowledged the relation of his work 

on ontological principles in therapy to the thought of Paul 

Tillich and Kurt Goldstein* , seeing in the latter's neuro-

biological work and organismic theories special data which 

supported and corroborated his own view of human existence, 

while he saw in Tillich's work the philosophical formulation 

of his ontological principles. Having acknowledged merely the 

relation of his work to theirs, May went on to add quickly 

that his ontological principles "arise directly out of my 

insights and experience in immediate psychotherapy as well as 

22 my own thinking ." While a fruitful area for further research 

by others might well be the influence exerted on May by other 

contemporary writers, his brief specific mentions of their 

work are usually only for the purpose of illuminating, paral­

leling or supporting a point he himself wishes to make as 

arising out of his psychotherapeutic experience and his own 

reflective understanding. Indeed, May indicates clearly that 

basically he regards clinical data as supporting and corrobo­

rating psychological and psychotherapeutic insights (themselves 

based in common experience and common sense) and thereby 

21 Cf. R. MAY, "Toward the Ontological Basis ...", p. 
5. Cf. also IDEM, Psychology and the Human Dilemma, Ch. 1, 
"Introduction i What is the Human Dilemma?", p. 10-11, and Ch. 
7, "A Phenomenological Approach ...", p. 127, n. 2. 

22 R. MAY, "Toward the Ontological Basis ...", p. 5. 
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confirming, broadening and integrating progress in the attain­

ment of an overall understanding of man. 

23 
Also, May's use of his chosen terms would appear to 

owe more to his own intuitive and reflective psychological and 

psychotherapeutic understanding than to other writers. Notably, 

he always offers his own understanding of each term as it is 

introduced, together with his own definitions, connotations, 

descriptions and formulations of the place and meaning of that 

term in his whole approach to the understanding of man. With 

his apparently preferred method of illustration by practical 

examples he conveys very clearly his intention of expressing 

and communicating his experience as he understands and thema-

tises it. In his search for the way to communicate his expe­

rience as based in common experience or everyday grasp of exis­

tence, and to say exactly what he wants to say, his examples 

range from his psychotherapeutic casebook to many fields of 

human expression, particularly art and literature, while always 

underscoring May's own belief in man as a finite creature whose 

free, responsible, meaningful becoming is both his destiny and 

his task. 

While detailed comparative researches into the influence 

exerted on May by other contemporary writers have already been 

stated to be outside the purview of the present study, it must 

23 Cf. Appendix 2 (Terms). 
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be clearly understood that in the cases of Freudian and Kier-

kegaardian thought on anxiety, and the Freudian and Platonic 

conceptions of love, the matter is entirely different. Of the 

two approaches in each case, i.e., Freud and Kierkegaard on 

anxiety and Freud and Plato on love, May asserts that they do 

not represent a dichotomy but are both obviously necessary, 

both clearly important to a proper understanding of the human 

24 

being and his development . These then are not merely influen­

ces -but are formative sources in the growth of May's own under­

standing of both anxiety and love. As seminal in his work, 

therefore, they cannot but be taken into account in a study 

such as the present one. It has, then, been necessary to study 

carefully what May offers as his understanding of their thought 

and to examine in what manner and to what extent May attempts 

to interfuse them in the development of his own approach. 

The original contribution and central purpose of the 

present study, however, are not in fact to compare May's ,_ _ 

thought with that of other writers nor simply to trace forma­

tive influences on the evolution of his thinking. Rather, the 

present study is, to our knowledge, the first to undertake a 

concentrated, comprehensive, detailed analysis of the philo­

sophic reflections of Rollo May on the theoretical foundations 

of psychotherapy. The present writer can find no evidence of 

24 Cf. R. MAY, "Emergence ..." in Existential Psycho 
logy, R. May, ed., p. 3, and IDEM, Love and Will, p. 88. Cf. 
also this thesis, Ch. II, "The Meaning of Anxiety", and Ch. 
Ill, "The Role of Love". 
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any real philosophical critique of May, neither on his work 

as a whole nor on any aspect of it. Some few brief comments 

exist in various journals but they do not offer any extended 

evaluation, confining themselves to summaries and restatements 

rather than offering judgments or critique *, Similarly, in 

some modern manuals and histories of psychology and psychiatry, 

May is occasionally briefly referred to as a leading writer 

and practitioner in the American movement of existential 

psychology and his principal publications are sometimes given 

mention also. Since, however, no major, detailed, philosophical 

studies (neither comprehensive nor aspectual) of May's work 

exist as yet, no quotations or supporting arguments from such 

studies can be offered in this thesis. 

To the present writer's knowledge, the only review of 

significance is the brief but synoptic critico-biographical 

25 Cf. i) Murray BILMES in American Journal of Psycho­
therapy. 18 (1964), p. 352-353. abstract of May's article 
"Dangers in the Relation of Existentialism to Psychotherapy" 
(cf. Bibliography, Part One, n. 22), one page of summary, no 
judgments or critique offered; ii) T.G. HARRIS, "The Devil and 
Rollo May" in Psychology Today. 3, 3 (August I969), p. 13-16, 
a four-page introduction of condensed version of Love and Will, 
three large illustrations take up most of the space, Harris 
expresses great admiration for May and his work, and offers 
some useful biographical material, cf. Appendix 1 (Biography); 
iii) Frank T, SEVERIN, "Sex Without Fun" in Contemporary Psycho­
logy, 15, 5 (1970), p, 325-326, a two-page review of R. May's 
Love and Will, offers mainly summary, one useful judgment (one 
sentence long) is quoted in Appendix 1 (Biography), n. 47; and 
iv) Bette M. SHAFF in American Journal of Psychotherapy, 8 
(1954), p. 598-599, abstract of May's article "A Psychologist 
looks at Mental Health in Today's World" (cf. Bibliography, 
Part One, n. 40), as in the case of i) above, consists of 
summary (one-and-a-half pages), no judgments or critique. 
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note on May written by Dr. Herbert Spiegelberg within the con­

text of his Chapter 5t "The American Scene i Beginnings" in 

his recent book Phenomenology in Psychology and Psychiatry i 

26 

A Historical Introduction . Given the nature of Dr. Spiegel­

berg's enterprise, the material referring specifically to May 

is necessarily concise and confined to a few pages and, more­

over, the volume itself was not available for study by the 
27 

present writer until this thesis was nearing completion • In 

these circumstances, the present writer is very happy to note 

how frequently his own independent judgments coincide with 

those expressed by Dr. Spiegelberg, e.g., on specific concep­

tions in May such as centredness and intentionality, on the 

position of Existence as a watershed in May's own development 

and on the relevance of proper philosophic evaluation of May's 

work particularly because of his position as a leading repre­

sentative of the American movement in existential psychology. 

The analysis and conclusions offered in this thesis, 

then, are the present writer's own original contribution in 

the light of the continuing responsibility of philosophical 

researchers to offer serious and comprehensive critique of 

26 Cf. H. SPIEGELBERG, op. cit.. Evanston, Illinois, 
Northwestern University Press, 1972, xlvi, 4llp.; Ch. 5, p. 
143-168; material specifically centring on May, p. 158-164. 

27 For interested readers, however, several helpful 
quotations from Dr. Spiegelberg's brief note on May have been 
offered in the course of this thesis' biographical appendix. 
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contemporary writers, particularly those whose work is very 

much in evidence and socially influential. Rollo May has pub­

lished a great deal and is widely read and listened to in 

28 
North America • In addition to his private practice and his 

writing, he has lectured at universities and colleges and has 

been a frequent contributor to conferences and professional 

journals. His book Love and Will has become a national best­

seller in America and earlier books have been reissued. A 

dominant figure on the American existential psychological scene, 

May seems to have a talent for presenting his conceptions to 

a wide audience, having developed a congenial style and con­

stantly referring to art and literature or finding examples in 

current affairs which, in his view, help to illuminate or 

support his point. In his note on May, Spiegelberg opines that 

he may well be "the mos?t influential native American spokesman 

for an existential phenomenology", adding that, in his view, 

May has "prepared the climate for a new approach to phenomeno-

29 
logical psychology, both creative and critical ." He has 

achieved this, says Spiegelberg, not only by his own writings 

but also by bringing together a considerable group of American 

thinkers sympathetic to existential ideas. The volume Existence. 

jointly edited by May, Henri F. Ellenberger and Ernest Angel 

28 Cf. Appendix 1 (Biography). 

29 H. SPIEGELBERG, op. cit.. p. 158. 
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and published in 1958, offered in translation for the first 

time in America some notable selections from European exis­

tential psychological studies while May's two introductory 

chapters presented the new movement of existential psycho­

therapy "in the light of his own original approach^ ." Not 

only because of his leading position and his social influence 

but also because of the nature and aim of his writing, May's 

work warrants, and indeed calls for, serious study by philo­

sophical researchers. It would seem to the present writer that 

what is first needed is comprehensive, detailed, structural 

study such as is presented here. And perhaps later other 

researchers might find a worthwhile area in the pursuit of 

comparative studies or the tracing of influences on May's 

work. 

Meanwhile, by virtue of its task as the first compre­

hensive and detailed critique of the ontological approach of 

Rollo May, the present study is centred on the phenomenological 

explication and evaluation of May's central notions and their 

interrelation in a whole ontological approach to man. To this 

end, it has been essential to allow May to 'speak for himself. 

The present writer has sought to enter into May's own thinking, 

to take what May himself says and to subject it to close scru­

tiny for inner consistency and clarity, in a continuing effort 

30 H. SPIEGELBERG, op. cit.. p. I63. 
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to be faithful to the philosophic exigence of returning 'to 

the things themselves'. Every effort has been made to study 

May as he presents himself (i.e., the phenomena or data as 

given in the original context, even as May himself would wish), 

seeking of him a consistent presentation of his own views, both 

in general as they are integrated into a whole view, and singly 

in each case as they are presented with illustrations, examples, 

definitions and connotations. It is hoped to present a concep­

tual clarification of the theoretical foundations which May 

proposes for psychotherapy, i.e., his ontological approach to 

man, his being, characteristics and needs. Our concern is not 

merely clarificatory but critical as well in that continuing 

attention is also paid to the determination of the philosophi­

cal adequacy and grounding of May's theoretical conceptions 

and to their basis and meaning in the 'lived' world of every­

day human existence or common experience since this is, for 

May, the fundamental, essential and inalienable context of a 

proper understanding of man, and hence of psychotherapy. 

It follows then that the chosen method of this thesis 

31 is that of internal critique • As applied in this study, the 

method of internal critique issues in two fundamental phases 

of enquiry. These are not consecutive but alternating and 

31 Cf. Gaston CARRIERE, O.M.I., Initiation au travail 
scientifique, Je ed., Ottawa, Editions de l'Universite d'Ottawa, 
1967, P. 103f• 
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interwoven. They are, however, clearly distinguishable as 

follows I 

i) The first phase consists in establishing what may 

be called the linguistic (or verbal, literal) interpretation 

of May's work. At this point the questions are i What did he 

say? What do his statements, illustrations, examples, defini­

tions etc., convey? Now as the present writer and the author 

being studied are contemporaries and share the same mother-

tongue, no difficulties of translation or of archaic idiom 

arise; in fact, there exist only inconsequential differences 

of accustomed spelling. Thus, in the present study, the con­

cerns of the first moment of internal critique are the linguis­

tic clarity and internal consistency of definitions, examples, 

connotations and illustrations, etc, 

ii) The second phase of internal critique is concerned 

with real (formal, objective) interpretation. In this phase 

there are three closely-related but distinguishable aspects 

to the enquiry, as follows i 

a) First, it must be established what the author inten­

ded to say. The questions here are i What did the author wish 

to convey as compared with what was actually literally said? 

What does he intend or understand by a particular conception 

or definition, and what does he wish to convey when he offers 

an example, illustration or analogy? Every effort is made here 

to understand the author's intention and, having indicated 
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anything that seems unclear, inconsistent or inappropriate, 

to restate, if necessary and if possible, what it seems he 

wished to convey, 

b) Secondly, the focus of the enquiry then broadens, 

going beyond grasping the meaning and scope of a particular 

conception offered by the author and showing how it relates 

to his other conceptions and to his work as a whole, to the 

overall tenor of his thinking, his pre-reflective existential 

option (or dominant intentional orientation) and his reflective 
32 

theoretical and practical experience • It is also sought to 

show how his views, singly and in general, relate to the 

living, everyday, common-experience 'fact* of human existence 

as individual-being-becoming-in-the-world, since this 'fact' 

is, for May, the inalienable context of all human meaning and 

understanding. 

c) Thirdly, since it is question of ontological con­

ceptions and of an approach to man on what May calls 'the 

ontological level', it is necessary to determine the meaning 

of this designation and its extent, that is, to ascertain the 

meanings of 'ontological' for May and whether an ultimate 

position is offered explicitly or implicitly or at all. The 

questions here are 1 whether May's ontological approach can be 

32 To the latter end, for example, the cases of 'Susan' 
and 'Preston' are taken up in a separate section of the fourth 
chapter of this thesis, cf. Ch, IV, Section 4, "Intentionality 
in Therapy » Wish, Will and Decision". 
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said to extend to a fully constituted theory of being, an 

ontology in the fullest sense of the term? Does he present a 

full understanding of the ultimate ground and goal of his . 

approach to man, and an epistemology and an ethic integrated 

and consistent with this? Or, finally, what is his ultimate 

position as he understands it? When May is found to rely upon 

an unquestioned realism based in common experience and to use 

the term 'ontological' in such manner as effectively and for 

the most part to restrict its scope to the narrower meaning of 

•characteristic of or inalienable from the being of the being 

being studied, namely man', the questions become i i) is there 

an ultimate position implied in his ontological conceptions, 

i.e., can one disengage implications for an ultimate position 

from his central conceptions, such as the sense of being, cen-

tredness and intentionality, and ii) whether and how clearly 

his stated but unexplored, essentially fiduciary assumption 

of realism is consistent with these ontological conceptions. 

While its phases can be abstractly considered, defined 

and placed in order of widening focus, the method of internal 

critique as employed in the present study actually alternates 

and interweaves the phases in a cumulative manner, exhaustively 

examining each conception from each angle or in each phase of 

that critique and establishing carefully what may be concluded 

from that examination. It follows, then, that a complete con­

clusion to such an internal critique does not seek to introduce 
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already-excluded comparisons with other authors but rather 

should and does present i) a concise recapitulation and syn­

thesis of May's whole view as it has now been examined and 

understood, and following this ii) a succinct statement of the 

meaning, scope, limitations and some implications of that view. 

It has already been pointed out that May's stated aim 

is to contribute to the formulation of a working science of 

man, that he pursues his philosophical reflections in order to 

grasp, express and communicate his understanding of man 'on 

the deepest levels of ontological reality', that his practical 

purpose and concern are for the attainment of a true under­

standing of what man is in order to return to psychotherapy 

with that true understanding. To this end he chooses those 

terms which for him best express that reality as he understands 

it. In so far as May is both an applied psychologist working 

in the field of psychotherapy and a comprehensive theorist 

studying the being of man, his nature or essence, his place in 

the world and the structures underlying his behaviour, May is 

necessarily interested in and uses ontological terms and con­

cepts. Such terms are useful for comprehensive integration and 

expression precisely because of their universality, their 

33 applicability to all men . Yet such borrowing of philosophical 

33 Cf. Adrian van KAAM, Existential Foundations of 
Psychology, Garden City, New York, Doubleday, Image Books, 
1969 (original copyright 1966 by Duquesne University Press), 
p. 224f. and p. 230-231. 
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terms does not of itself make of the borrower a philosopher, 

any more than the borrowing of mathematical or physiological 

concepts would of itself make of him a mathematician or physio­

logist. Therefore, it is important to state on what level May's 

reflections are conducted, i.e., whether those reflections 

constitute an act which is a scientific one, a relatively 

philosophical one or an absolutely (or radically) philosophical 

one. 

His reflections cannot be said to constitute purely 

and simply a scientific act, for he does not borrow philoso­

phical concepts purely as working hypotheses. From the earliest 

days, of particular concern to May was precisely the examina­

tion of his philosophical presuppositions and his enterprise 

radically broadened and deepened according as his natural, 

existential, implicitly ontological position grew into a 

reflective, explicitly ontological one. Therefore, while he 

shares and emphasises in his own approach the practical or 

pragmatic concern and criterion of the scientific theorising 

34 

psychologist , i.e., the consistent and meaningful integra­

tion of empirical data concerning concrete human behaviour in 

concrete life-situations, May is deeply concerned also with 

gaining insight into the nature of man in the light of what 

for him is a living fact, namely, man as individual-being-in-

the-world. 

34 Cf. A. van KAAM, op. cit.. p. 230f. 
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Yet May's ultimate philosophical matrix, born of com­

mon experience, is what he himself terms an "inbred realism^-5", 

an unquestioning acceptance that the world and man are really 

present to each other, interrelated, interdependent and mutually 

influential. This matrix, for May, is not a mere theoretical 

concept, but a given fact (i.e., an experiential, pre-theore-

tical 'given fact'), known and accepted in common experience 

or everyday human existence. The question, for May, is not 

whether this is so, but rather the nature and structure of 

that relationship, in general and in particular. His practical 

concern is that of exploring in what interrelated, essential 

structures does this relationship express itself, and given 

that individually this relationship is a challenge, what 

constitutes an integrated response or an unbalanced one in 

terms of those interrelated structures^". His work has, then, 

an empirical basis although it proceeds from a philosophical 

approach based in common experience or everyday human existence 

and understanding, rather than in scientific data resulting 

from special experience, e.g., controlled experimentation and 

investigation. As already indicated, May tends rather to view 

such special experience, e.g., aspectual clinical data, as 

35 R. MAY, Love and Will, p. 324. Cf. also this thesis, 
Appendix 2 (Terms), 'WORLD'. 

36 Cf. R. MAY, Love and Will. p, 20 t "It is the (arche­
typal qualities and characteristics which constitute the human 
being as human) which have gone awry in specific ways in a given 
patient and have resulted in .. his psychological problems." 
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corroborating and supporting his realistic acceptance of man 

as being-in-the-world and, correspondingly, of world as present 

to and formed by man. 

Philosophy, however, is a radical enterprise and were 

May's reflections to be pursued on the absolutely philosophi­

cal level, he would have to examine and justify not only his 

philosophical borrowings but also his ultimate philosophical 

matrix of man as individual-being-becoming-in-the-world. Now 

May appeals to facts which belong to common experience or 

everyday existence (e.g., consciousness of individuality) the 

deeper understanding of which is relevant to philosophy since 

it is philosophy rather than science which is concerned with 

the understanding of the structures of existence itself. Fur­

ther, May uses the facts or evidences of common experience as 

illuminating and integrating principles in the light of which 

derivative phenomena (such as anxiety) are to be understood 

and their meaning clarified. This is properly a philosophical 

activity. Philosophy explains not by deducing new facts from 

premises as in geometry, for example, but rather by seeking to 

interpret common experience and to disengage and understand 

its fundamental underlying structures. It is, then, properly 

a philosophical activity to examine how a particular attribute 

is related to the essence or being of the reality under inves­

tigation. In this case, the question being studied is how May 

sees as both the ground and goal of human existence the sense 
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of one's being-in-the-world (hence our formulation of the 

phrase 'ground and goal' in the title of our first chapter), 

and how the structures of existence such as anxiety, love and 

will, for example, are to be understood and related to the 

basic structure of being-in-the-world. 

Yet although he examines, defines, illustrates and 

gives the connotations for him of his own version of each 

ontological conception, May does not radically question them 

but simply assumes them on the basis that they are given in 

common experience and accepts them basically as they have been 

clarified through the philosophical tools of the phenomenolo-

gists and existential writers in general. He holds them to 

have been supported and aspectually illustrated or paralleled 

by theorising psychologists, biologists, litterateurs and 

artists. His acceptance of the work of these, however, is 

governed by how much they seem to him to support or illustrate 

his point and to accord with his own natural existential bent. 

The basic image of man, the 'inbred realistic' acceptance of 

man and world as mutually present, influential and interdepen­

dent which is May's ultimate philosophical matrix, is never 

questioned, clarified or justified in the light of a metaphy­

sical or radically ontological approach, namely, in the per-> 

spective of being. Although May states clearly that he under­

stands the word 'ontology' to mean etymologically 'the study 

of being', he uses the term in a less clearly defined manner, 
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now referring to all of being, now to 'all living beings', and 

more frequently still, with reference solely to the being of 

man-*'. In fact, May does not attempt to explicate and justify 

radically his own position, but while insisting that one must 

know and understand his own philosophical presuppositions, 

says that he is concerned in particular with the human being, 

man, and most particularly with what structures constitute 

man as man, as human, and how those structures can go awry and 

necessitate psychotherapeutic encounter and care-: • 

May's asserted position of 'inbred realism', then, 

remains unquestioned, unexplored and unjustified at the radi­

cal level. Correspondingly, his theory of knowing remains 

simply an acceptance of 'intentional presence' (or being-toward-

the-world) without ontological justification of the presence 

39 

of the other, whether object or person . Based in his realis­

tic acceptance of self and world and his practical, concrete, 

humanistic concern for human development and happiness, he 

assumes not merely the being but also the importance of the 

other person and emphasises participation and 'communion of 

37 Cf. Appendix 2 (Terms), in particular 'ONTOLOGY' 
and 'ONTOLOGICAL CHARACTERISTIC. Cf. also this thesis, this 
Introduction, n. 10, Ch. I, Section 4, and Ch. 5t Section 2. 

38 Cf. R. MAY, "Contributions ..." in Existence. R. 
May etal., eds., p. 37, and IDEM, Love and Will, p. 19-20 and 
p. 32T: 

39 Cf. Appendix 2 (Terms), 'INTENTIONALITY', 'KNOWING' 
and 'WORLD'. 
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consciousness'. Yet his ethics remain highly relative and un­

differentiated, reducible simply to a question of individual 

choice of what should be of ultimate importance or concern, 

bearing in mind that, as May sees it, if one professes to love 

the other, one should be as concerned for his being, value and 

40 development as much as one's own , and, as May sees it, one's 

own being and development as a being-in-the-world necessitate 

participation and, therefore, love of others, or of one other 

at the least. The ultimate ethical criterion of any act, for 

May, however, would appear to remain, a post-factum judgment 

of pragmatic success, which might be simply stated as *if it 

works, it is right', or perhaps better, 'if it has worked, it 

was the right course of action'. 

An absolutely philosophical enterprise (or radically 

ontological approach) would, however, have necessitated the 

exploration of his ultimate philosophical matrix in the light 

of being and this would, if conducted, have confronted May 

with the choice of espousing either an explicitly idealist or 

an explicitly realist position. That is, he would have had to 

choose between an ontology grounded in a transcendental sub­

ject or an ontology of being qua being. It emerges, however, 

that May is not prepared to explore the relation of man to 

being as such, that he is prepared simply to accept the world 

40 Cf. this thesis, Ch. Ill, "The Role of Love", p. 
170f. and R. MAY, Man's Search for Himself, p. 206f. 
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as given, to subscribe to a polarity of individuation and par­

ticipation and hence implicitly to subscribe to an uncritical, 

common-experience-realist position which is never finally 

grounded. His reflections, therefore, are conducted on a rela­

tively rather than an absolutely or radically philosophical 

level. None the less, his approach is validly to be called an 

ontological one. A relevant and helpful distinction is made by 

Ludwig Binswanger between theoretical reflections on man con­

ducted on the ontologico-phenomenological level and those 

41 conducted on the empirico-phenomenological level . Now even 

while employing an ontological terminology and concentrating 

on man in terms of ontological characteristics or the struc­

tures of his being, May's reflections are both firmly rooted 

in the experiential order and oriented to returning with 

greater understanding to that order. In terms, then, of the 

Binswanger formulation, May's work might well be characterised 

as empirico-phenomenological while employing an ontological 

terminology and examining the meaning and practical scope of 

that ontological terminology. Further, his approach is more 

problem-centred than method-centred, i.e., oriented to concrete 

understanding of man, in particular each patient, rather than 

oriented to elucidating the ultimate ground of his ontological 

41 Cf. L. BINSWANGER, "The Existential Analysis School 
of Thought" in Existence, R. May et al., eds., p. 192-193 and 
p. 206. 
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approach or to developing a precise psychotherapeutic metho­

dology based therein. 

Yet while May's reflections do not extend to an abso­

lutely or radically philosophical enquiry but remain rather on 

a relatively philosophical level, they are, none the less, of 

definite philosophical interest, as has already been indicated. 

The specific problem upon which the present study is focussed 

is that of tracing the diverse fundamental structures of man's 

being to their ontological roots, particularly the sense of 

being, as they are revealed to an empirico-phenomenological 

approach to man's being, all the while expressed in an onto­

logical terminology. The study seeks to bring out the philo­

sophical import of such an approach for a more integrational 

psychology that would constitute a better working science of 

man. The study proceeds by means of progressive explication 

of May's implicit, pre-critical, existential option and of the 

manner in which, with the publication of Existence, May's 

approach becomes reflectively and explicitly ontological as he 

understands, thematises, explains and develops his pre-critical 

position. 

There is in May a constant dialectic between experience 

and theory, as he reflects upon and confirms for himself what 

he intuits of the being of man. In the light of his pragmatic, 

problem-centred orientation his criterion of truth is simply 

to accept as true what would be most coherent with a common-

experience-realistic-synoptic view of experience, as it can be 
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42 
reasonably and meaningfully assented to by the individual . 

His findings, resulting from his realistic-integrational view, 

e.g., the intentional character of man, his freedom and respon­

sibility, are brought out as each central conception is examined 

and again in the concluding chapter of this thesis. Following 

a recapitulation and synthesis of his position, the conclusion 

seeks to go further and present a summing-up of the scope and 

meaning of that position together with some limitations and 

psychotherapeutic implications of it. It is pointed out that 

the limits of May's findings result precisely from the fact 

that he did not conduct his reflections on an absolutely or 

radically philosophical (or fully ontological) level, i.e., 

the limits of his findings are seen to result from the ambi­

guity of his unquestioned realist approach and lack of epis-

temological foundations. Although he does explore intentio­

nality at length and even brings up the question of the per-

spectivity of perception, he does not see these as questions 

but simply as facts the meaning and implications of which 

must be explored and borne in mind, particularly in the psycho­

therapeutic situation. For instance, in Love and Will, while 

explaining his understanding of intentionality, May uses the 

example of the house in the mountains to illustrate how any 

object can be seen (or perceived) from many different 'mental' 

42 Cf. Appendix 2 (Terms), 'ETHICS', 'TRUTH' and 
•VALUES'. 
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43 perspectives as well as physical angles J. In recognising that 

the meaning of the perception 'comes from' both the person 

perceiving and the house itself, May does not however question 

but simply asserts the experientially independent existence of 

the house. Yet he implicitly acknowledges also that for him 

the Cartesian dichotomy (which he seems to consider not as 

interpretation but as independent, existing fact) remains some­

thing of a problem. His practical and concrete interest and 

concern, however, centre firmly on the personal filters of 

pre-constituted meaning and figure-ground in the light of which 

each perception occurs. This discussion effectively illustrates 

May's recurring and predominantly though not exclusively con­

crete and practical preoccupation with the state of the rela­

tionship of individual and world. His theoretical concern, 

then, might be said to extend to understanding the fundamental 

structures of that relationship but not as far as the explo­

ration of the radically ontological ground of that understan­

ding and of the relationship itself. 

As has already been indicated, it is by virtue of its 

task as the first comprehensive and detailed critique of the 

ontological approach of Rollo May that the present study is 

centred upon the phenomenological explication and evaluation 

of May's central notions and their interrelation in a whole 

43 Cf. R. MAY, Love and Will, p. 224f. Cf. also this 
thesis, Ch. IV, Section 3. 
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ontological approach to man. It was also pointed out that to 

this end it is essential to allow May to 'speak for himself*» 

The study, then, centres upon close scrutiny of May's own 

writings, details of which will be found in the Bibliography, 

Part One, which part is devoted to primary sources, i.e., May's 

work alone. It will be noted that not all of the titles men­

tioned there are actually cited in the thesis. This is neither 

inappropriate nor unusual since all of the material has been 

taken into account in the preparation of this thesis and 

documentary references are constantly offered. Also, in the 

ordinary way, much of May's material has appeared in print 

more than once (e.g., in journals and accounts of conferences, 

etc,,) with peripheral changes or change of title or incorpo­

rated into books written or edited by May. For the reader, 

extensive cross-referencing of the material has been offered 

in the Bibliography, Part One, which compilation and cross-

referencing have been entirely the present writer's own work 

and therefore unavailable elsewhere. At the outset of prepa­

ration for this thesis, in personal correspondence with the 

present writer, Dr. May offered to compile and send a complete 

bibliography of all of his published writings to date, but has 

since written to say that, due to pressure of work, he has been 

unable to prepare the promised bibliography. In the absence of 

such an authorised bibliography, every effort has been made by 

the present writer to compile as complete and accurate a 
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bibliography as is possible in the case of a living author. 

It is also pointed out in the Note preceding the bibliographi­

cal entries that resulting from this detailed compilation, 

examination and cross-referencing, it is the present writer's 

considered opinion that the best and most integrated access to 

May's thinking is through his books and those edited by him 

since all of his ideas have been dealt with more than once 

and in the greatest detail in these. Accordingly, also, it 

might be noted in passing that it is to these publications, 

May's books and those edited by him, that the terminological 

appendix to this thesis confines its references, for the mul­

tiple purposes of brevity, clarity and order. 

Special mention must be made here of the two books of 
44 

May's which are not cited in the thesis. Power and Innocence , 

May's newest publication, is referred to only briefly in the 

final chapter. This book appeared too late to have been avai­

lable for detailed analysis within the present study. However, 

the present writer is satisfied that this book does not in any 

way vitiate the analysis or conclusions of the present study 

but rather is an application of May's whole approach, wherein 

he seeks to examine and expose the distortion of the structures 

of existence which underlies the contemporary phenomena of 

violence, power, hostility and of innocence misconstrued as 

ignorance or non-involvement in direct action. His study is 

44 R. MAY, Power and Innocence t A Search for the 
Sources of Violence, New York, Norton, 1972. 283p. 
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greatly linked to discussion of these matters in current 

affairs, e.g., Vietnam, American protest movements, ghetto 

living and the situation of minority groups in America, etc. 

Such distortion of existential structures and its theoretical 

foundations were already adequately examined at the ontologi­

cal level in May's study of the structure of anxiety seen as 

underlying repression, hostility and alienation from self and 

world. 

In the case of the second book, The Springs of Creative 

45 
Living , published in 1940, its exclusion from detailed ana­
lysis was the considered choice of the present writer for the 

following reasons t i) following The Art of Counseling (1939) 

46 
by only a year , the book is very similar to and repetitious 

of its predecessor in line, tone, content, terminology and 

conclusions without offering any furthering or grounding of 

the ideas in The Art of Counseling (while repeating much of 

May's already stated belief in religion as essential to per­

sonality health, and his personal (early) association of 

religion with Christianity) or anything that would change, 

develop or vitiate the extensive analysis and conclusions 

45 R. MAY, The Springs of Creative Living 1 A Study 
of Human Nature and God, New York-Nashville, Abmgdon-Cokes-
bury, 1940, 271p. Not reissued; cf. Bibliography, Part One, 
n. 8. 

46 Cf. Bibliography, Part One, n. 1 and n. 8, and 
Appendix 1 (Biography) for discussion of these books. 
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offered in the present study, both generally and with particu­

lar reference to The Art of Counseling; ii) The Springs of 

Creative Living, unlike The Art of Counseling, does not offer 

a 'picture of personality' or systematic personal view of 

human being as such, nor any exploration of psychotherapeutic 

attitudes and encounter. Thus, The Art of Counseling which, in 

addition to being May's first book, offers a more explicit and 

broader view of May's presuppositions in germ at their earliest 

stage, was chosen for in-depth study as being more pertinent to 

the present study. The reader may also be interested to learn 

that in personal correspondence with the present writer Dr. 

May stated that he has refused his publisher permission to 

reissue the book, The Springs of Creative Living, now out-of-

print. It seems clear, then, that May himself does not wish 

this book to stand on equal terms with his other publications. 

It is noteworthy, too, in this context, that The Art of Coun­

seling has recently been reissued with no change other than 

the omission (unacknowledged) of its original subtitle, How to 

Give and Gain Mental Health. Others of his books have also 

appeared in more than one edition and remain available. 

It was with the publication of Existence (1958) that 

May's writings first began to evince an explicitly and con­

sciously ontological approach. Indeed, his two essays in Exis­

tence constitute a kind of watershed in May's development, 

that is to say, Existence and all of his material published 
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thereafter reflect this consciously, explicitly ontological 

approach which was implicitly yet clearly foreshadowed in the 

writings preceding Existence. Four of the fourteen chapters 

of Psychology and the Human Dilemma (I967) are to be commented 

47 upon in this light as they antedate Existence i these are 

Chapters 4 and 5» both on anxiety, material previously examined 

within The Meaning of Anxiety (1950); Chapter 11, a Kafka-esque 

allegory on human freedom, repeated from Man's Search for Him­

self (1953); and Chapter 13, "Questions for a Science of Man", 

a statement of intent, material appearing also within Man's 

Search for Himself and recalls also May's introductory chapters 

in The Meaning of Anxiety, particularly on philosophical pre­

decessors. The reader is referred to the annotated Bibliogra­

phy, Part One, where a separate section is devoted to details, 

in order of chapters, of the material of Psychology and the 

Human Dilemma. The remaining ten chapters of this book post­

date Existence and have therefore been considered as such. May, 

however, states clearly his intention to regard the material 

of this book as having been carefully chosen, grouped and 

integrated into a book having an organic unity, rather than as 

isolated essays. Nevertheless, for the convenience of the reader, 

footnote references to this 1967 book are specially amplified 

with mention of the individual title and number of the chapter 

47 Cf. Bibliography, Part One, n. 7 and n. 16, 17, 23 
and 25. 
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wherein the material referred to is to be found. 

Articles and papers other than those collected and 

integrated into book-form in Psychology and the Human Dilemma 

are listed in Section E of the Bibliography, Part One, As the 

annotations and cross-referencing indicate clearly, this sec­

tion includes the titles of articles in books edited by May, 

and other titles which are found to include much repetition 

of material already listed. In each entry in the bibliography 

as a whole, the publication data given first is that of the 

edition used for the thesis. In the case of Existential Psycho­

logy, the edition deemed preferable is the second edition 

(1969) rather than the first (I96I). May says in his Foreword 

to the Second Edition that he has 'largely rewritten' his 

first article in this book, the article entitled "The Emer­

gence of Existential Psychology". The rewriting is found to 

consist mostly in reorganisation of the material, wherein the 

order of sections or paragraphs was changed and some four 

paragraphs removed to his second article, "Existential Bases 

of Psychotherapy". Since May offered some new material, though 

brief, (on James, Laing and Ramirez, for example) as well as 

reorganising the old, the present writer deemed it advisable 

and more appropriate in the light of the method of this thesis 

(internal critique) to cite from the author's own revised 

edition as more pertinent as well as more readily available. 

In consequence, reference is made to the paging of the second 
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edition only. These references can however without great dif­

ficulty be traced in the older edition. 

It now remains only to review briefly the structure 

of the thesis as it is listed in the Table of Contents. In the 

first instance, this Introduction has sought to present a 

clear statement of the nature, purpose, limits, specific pro­

blem, method and philosophical scope of this thesis, together 

with an outline of the structure of the study, the materials 

used and manner of reference thereto. 

The introduction is followed by four chapters of 

internal critique centring respectively upon the sense of being, 

and the related structures of anxiety, love and will. The 

original contribution of this study is to undertake a task of 

fundamental reconstruction and integration of May's seminal 

insights (i.e., sense of being, anxiety, love and will) which 

in his work remain, for the most part, scattered and without 

sustained, detailed explication, grounding or explicit integ­

ration, whether those insights be considered separately or in 

terms of an integrational understanding. The structure and 

development of the present study, then, were neither imme­

diately suggested by nor easily discernible in May's writings, 

but had to be formulated on the basis of making explicit what 

was only implicit throughout May's work. 

Each chapter opens with a perspective on the particu­

lar conception on which the chapter centres. In the first 
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chapter, the 'Perspective' offers a brief survey of the emer­

gence of the existential attitude in psychology and psychiatry, 

and thereby in psychotherapy. Such a brief survey would seem 

essential for contextual understanding as this movement is 

the one to which May has been a leading contributor in North 

America and in which context his enquiries are conducted. 

Also offered for the sake of contextual understanding, 

the 'Perspectives' on anxiety, love and will, in the second, 

third and fourth chapters respectively, consist in the present 

writer's attempt to give very brief, synoptic expression to 

his understanding of some strong, contemporary, pre-critical 

trends in Western everyday thinking on the subject of each of 

these structures. These 'trends' are merely commonly-held 

'beliefs' or misunderstandings which are constantly found and 

expressed in ordinary or common experience or everyday human 

existence, and this is precisely the context out of which May's 

deliberations are born. These 'trends* or salient, commonly-

held notions are not representative in any way of highly ref­

lective thinking or specialist studies of these structures 

(anxiety, love, will) but are merely, in the present writer's 

view, the uncritical attitudes most commonly encountered in 

everyday experience. Mention, then, is not made of specialist 

studies nor of abstract, detailed, more reflective, rounded 

views as these would be irrelevant to the nature and purpose 

of the 'Perspectives' which are not scientific sociological 

or historical studies, nor to be seen as exhaustive views of 
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all attitudes to anxiety etc., but rather as a simple view of 

the most salient and most extreme of the commonly-held mis­

understandings and overemphases on the subjects of anxiety, 

love and will. For the most part, then, footnote references 

would not only be unnecessary but out of place. 

In these 'Perspectives', some brief historical refe­

rences to the origins of these commonly-held conceptions in 

highly reflective interpretations of existence are offered for 

the simple purpose of showing how, particularly in contempo­

rary society bombarded by printed material of all kinds, an 

abstract interpretation which was originally highly reflective 

and theoretical can become so widely, uncritically and sim-

plistically accepted as to lead a life of its own not as inter­

pretation or hypothesis or premise but rather as 'indisputable 

fact' which 'everyone knows'. For example, in the 'Perspective' 

on love, the ideal of chivalric perfection or courtly love 

and the Freudian notion of sexual energy as motive force are 

briefly shown to be such interpretations which have by some 

people been accepted in an uncritical and over-simplified 

manner as fact. 

It is the present writer's firm conviction that the 

professional philosopher, like the psychologist and sociologist 

and in a not unimportant part of his social role, bears a con­

tinuing and urgent responsibility for the examination, eluci­

dation and disclosure of the meaning, scope, limitations and 
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implications of such common-experience attitudes as those 

mentioned in the 'Perspectives', since these are highly in­

fluential in the formation of man's world at many levels. The 

particular pre-critical 'accepted facts' chosen for very brief 

summary and discussion in the 'Perspectives' are, of course, 

only those which relate closely to the thesis study. Yet, in 

the present writer's view, they are also those attitudes which 

seem to surface most frequently in contemporary social exis­

tence, perhaps because they are concerned with the ontological 

structures of human existence itself. They are, then, fundamen­

tally to be reckoned with in common experience and therefore 

also must be taken into account, however simply and briefly, 

in a philosophical study such as the present one, centring as 

it does on a philosophical approach beginning in common expe­

rience. 

The main part of each chapter consists in the internal 

critique of the particular conception which is the subject of 

each chapter. The main part consists of two or more sections 

centring on how May works his way toward an ontological con­

ception of the sense of being and each related structure in 

turn, anxiety, love and will. It is sought to examine May's 

earliest position, its meaning, growth, change, development, 

then his mature position, its scope and implications. In the 

case of anxiety and love, the seminal influence of Freud, 

Kierkegaard and Plato (as already discussed) is explored and 
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the extent to which May interfuses them in his own developing 

position is established. The method being that of internal 

critique, the examination of each conception is fairly lengthy 

and therefore each chapter has its own summary and conclusion. 

The fifth and final chapter recapitulates and synthe-

sises May's whole position and continues with an extensive 

concluding appraisal of the scope and meaning of that position 

together with a concise statement of some limitations and 

psychotherapeutic implications of it. 

The annotated bibliography which follows is divided 

into two parts, the first dealing exclusively with primary 

sources or the writings of Rollo May, the second listing 

secondary sources or all other authors cited in the thesis. 

Only those secondary sources actually cited are listed. As 

May is the author under study, the first part of the biblio­

graphy is cross-referenced in detail and presents as complete 

and accurate a bibliography of May's writings as possible. 

Reference material necessary for proper understanding 

of the thesis is offered in two appendices i) biographical 

and ii) terminological. This material is gathered in appendices 

since it is too cumbersome to be included in the body of the 

thesis and would distract the reader and interrupt the flow of 

the main text if included therein. 

The first appendix, entitled Rollo May t A Biographi-

cal Note, offers an extensive biographical review which pays 
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special attention to May's intellectual life, background and 

influences. This appendix is also the present writer's own 

original integration of biographical material on May obtained 

from many sources (as indicated in the appendix' first footnote 

and singly in the notes thereafter) and is therefore unavai­

lable elsewhere. The discussion of influences, however brief 

and referential, may interest the reader particularly as the 

thesis, with its emphasis on detailed analysis and its method 

of internal critique of the work of Rollo May as it presents 

itself, has already been shown to preclude by its very scope 

and method comparative studies of influence exerted on May by 

his contemporaries. 

For an internal critique of a particular psychothera­

pist's approach to the question of the philosophical founda­

tions of psychotherapy, a rounded grasp of his central terms, 

their scope, meaning, connotations and limitations, is essen­

tial. In the case of May, what is needed is not merely a list 

of definitions from the author himself, since his definitions 

do not always fully de-limit the scope and meaning of his 

terms. Rather, what is needed is a full grasp of the connota­

tions for him of each of his central terms, in particular any 

changes, developments (broader or narrower reference), or even 

new meanings. Hence, Appendix 2 is entitled » A Comprehensive 

Compilation of Definitions and Connotations of Central Terms 
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as Appendix 2 (Terms), just as the other appendix is cited as 

Appendix 1 (Biography)), Eighty terms, with cross-references, 

are comprehensively surveyed in May's most representative 

writings as discussed earlier in this Introduction. Once again, 

this appendix is the present writer's original compilation and 

will be found to be very useful as it offers, without comment, 

May's own understanding of each term. It is also a comprehen­

sive index to the location of discussion of the various terms 

and concepts in May's work, up to and including Love and Will 

(1969). This appendix is doubly useful as some of May's books 

are not indexed or only briefly so, and, in those books which 

are indexed, the indices do not always offer references to the 

philosophical terms under close examination here. Throughout 

the thesis, footnote references to specific terms within this 

appendix are offered for the sake of facilitating quick cross-

referencing between May's various writings and ready access to 

more detailed or lengthy quotations deemed relevant to and 

illustrative in the course of the discussion under way in the 

thesis text. 

A third appendix concludes this study and consists of 

a succinct statement or abstract of the content of the thesis 

as a whole, i.e., indicating briefly the problem studied, the 

method used, structure of the study, conclusions reached and, 

in sequence, the outline of each chapter. 



CHAPTER I 

THE SENSE OF BEING AS GROUND AND GOAL 

"We keep searching for an embracing 
whole within which the fact can be 
understood as a partial phenomenon." 
Ludwig BINSWANGER, "The Existential 
Analysis School of Thought". 

I. PERSPECTIVE. 

"The effectiveness of counseling with human beings 

depends upon our understanding of what those human beings 

really are1." This statement, apparently so simple, is in 

fact a concise expression of the whole project of the work 

of Rollo May, both in his theoretical deliberations and 

practical psychotherapy. Written in 1939 in his first book, 

these words underlie the quest of a man in search of clear 

formulation of his own therapeutic attitude and of his own 

philosophical presuppositions regarding the nature of man. 

Grounded in his clinical experience, May's enquiry seeks to 

contribute to the elucidation of those specific, distin­

guishing, i.e., ontological, characteristics of man which 

make possible the deeper understanding and enlivening of 

psychotherapy. 

1 R. MAY, The Art of Counseling, p. 44. Cf. also R. 
MAY, "Emergence ..." in Existential Psychology, p. 24-25, 
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In his first book, The Art of Counseling, May was 

already expressing the view that the wise therapist does not 

rely upon unconscious or unwitting assumptions about what it 

is to be human. Instead, he must begin by examining his own 

presuppositions, by determining conscientiously and reaso­

nably what his concept of personality is and, as a direct 

corollary, what exactly is the goal of psychotherapy. 

The urgent need for this kind of enquiry was borne 

in upon many European and American psychiatrists and 

psychotherapists when it was found that as social mores in 

the twentieth century became more and more permissive, 

people did not, as expected, have fewer psychological 
2 

problems . On the contrary, the number of people seeking 

help increased, although the incidence of repressions and 

inhibitions was not as high. The more prevalent problems 

2 Cf. L. BINSWANGER, "Existential Analysis and 
Psychotherapy" in Psychoanalysis and Existential Philosophy, 
H.M. Ruitenbeek, ed,, New York, Dutton, 1962, p. 17-23; H. 
ELLENBERGER, "Psychiatric Phenomenology and Existential 
Analysis" in Existence, R. May et al., eds., p. 92; R. MAY, 
"Historical and Philosophical Presuppositions for Under­
standing Therapy" in Psychotherapy t Theory and Research, 
O.H. Mowrer, ed., New York, Ronald, 1953, p. 9-43; R. MAY, 
"Origins ..." in Existence, R. May et al., eds., p. 3-10; 
R. MAY, Man's Search for Himself, New York, New American 
Library, Signet, 1967, p. 13-40; and IDEM, Love and Will, 
p. 13-33. 
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rather seemed to be a puzzling loss of feeling and an 

apprehension of insecurity despite the new 'freedom' of 

'self-expression'. According to the theory of repression,the 

person who was not restricted or inhibited by the conformity 

of his 'superego' to the narrow demands of social morality, 

should never have developed such psychological difficulties. 

Instinctual self-expression should have led to complete 

'natural' fulfilment of the needs and desires of the human 

organism. But this was not the case in practice. And however 

helpful psychoanalysis had been and still was in disclosing 

theoretical explanations of the environmental factors in the 

aetiology of the problem, the question remained one of iden­

tifying the precise meaning and character, rather than causes 

alone, of the patient's problems. 

From the patients themselves came pre-theoretical, 

spontaneous expressions of dismay at their own diminished 

ability to feel moved or enthusiastic about anything, at the 

continuing disappointment of loneliness, boredom, isolation. 

Somehow these patients' experiences of the so-called 'new 

freedom' had not lived up to their expectations. Social 

living, which, though no longer 'constricted' by various 

3 Cf. Medard BOSS, Psychoanalysis and Daseinsanalysis, 
English trans, by L.B. Lefebvre, New York, Basic Books, 1963, 
Chapter I, "A Patient who taught the Author to see things 
differently", p. 5-27. 
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prohibitions or superego repressions, as in Freud's day, 

ought to have been free and vital, had become instead a flat, 

dull, meaningless round of routine where nothing held even 

the spurious attraction of being forbidden or even dis­

approved for very long. These problems did not at all fit 

the old physical-medical analogy of finding and releasing 

the repressed material in the patient's past, as though 

•lancing' a psychological 'abscess' would enable the patient 

to recover and live a psychologically 'healthy' life. The 

new type of problem could not easily be categorised as 

repression or inhibition but seemed to be more an all-

pervasive loneliness, a constantly nagging anxiety and 

disappointment, a kind of spiritual atrophy , In some cases 

it expressed itself as a sense of being 'swallowed up' in 

a frantic rushing-around to avoid realisation of one's own 

boredom. Far from solving the problem of man's psychological 

difficulties, the new 'freedoms' of affluence, sexual per­

missiveness, educational and moral experimentation, seemed 

to have generated a whole new range of problems, from anxiety 

and disorientation to apathy and complete loss of interest. 

Patients were bringing to analysis or psychotherapy, therefore, 

4 Cf. D. RIESMAN, "The Search for Challenge" in New 
University Thought. Spring i960, p. 3-4, quoted by H.M. 
RUITENBEEK, op. cit.. p. xix. 
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not psychosomatic illness, nor ultimately a precisely psycho­

logical problem, but rather a philosophical question, namely, 

the question of meaning. For them it was and is question of 

attempting to discover a constructive answer to the meaning-

lessness which they experience so intensely. And so, while 

fully accepting the importance of understanding of specific 

mechanisms and dynamisms and the explanatory capacity of 

particular systems of therapy, many psychiatrists and psycho­

therapists began to re-examine the presuppositions of all 

therapy in the hope of finding new techniques and new answers 

for the solution of the new problems''. Their intention, which 

May shares, was to reinvestigate, in the light of these new 

problems, their own understanding of the role of psycho­

therapy and of the nature not primarily of abnormal or 

mentally ill man, but of man as such. Their hope in this 

investigation was to find a new, more basic structure on 

which all specific systems of therapy could be based, in 

order thereby to return to the concrete with new light on 

the therapeutic process in general, and on the new problems 

in particular. Hence, their aim was "not to be less but to 

be more empirical ." 

5 Cf. H. ELLENBERGER, art, cit.. p. 92. 

6 R. MAY, "Origins ..." in Existence, R. May et al.. 
eds., p. 8. May's italics. 
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In the work of Rollo May, in particular, there is 

discernible an abiding preoccupation with the theoretical 

foundations of psychotherapy. Indeed, one could characterise 

his considerable literary output as a continuing effort to 

give substance and form to this basic theme. It is these 

theoretical foundations, May is convinced, which must be 

examined and explicated if psychotherapy is to become properly 

self-conscious, that is to say, cognisant of what precisely 

is taking place in the therapeutic situation, of what is 

happening in the patient's existence, of why certain therapy 

is or is not effective. What is equally evident in May's 

work, however, is a basic commitment to the existence of the 

individual patient and to the concrete practice of psycho­

therapy. His theoretical reflections, then, are in a sense 

secondary and derivative, and are conducted in order to 

illuminate his psychotherapeutic pracice. May is primarily 

concerned with human existence as lived, as experienced, and 

his theoretical deliberations on the structure of human 

existence are subservient to that basic concern. 

When, therefore, May embarks on theoretical enquiry, 

there is evident an underlying practical concern, a 

preoccupation with its relevance for human existence in 

actu exercito. Indeed, May is rather 'uneasy' with 

theoretical projects which are not obviously and clearly 
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rooted in the practical order, or which cannot show at each 

moment how they apply. For May, theoretical enquiry must be 

careful to avoid slipping its practical anchorage, i.e., 

becoming dissociated from the practical concern out of which 

it arises and in the service of which it is undertaken. Not 

surprisingly, therefore, May asserts the necessity for a 

'working'science of man' which will not fragmentise man, which 
n 

will "study man scientifically and still see him whole ." On 

such a comprehensive scale alone can psychotherapy find a 

secure base. 

By 'science of man' May does not have in mind any of 

the particular human sciences, e.g., psychology, sociology, 

anthropology, etc., nor indeed any agglomeration of these 
8 

sciences . He is thinking rather of a comprehensive theory 

which would make possible the understanding and clarification 

of the essential, constitutive, defining (i.e., ontological) 

characteristics of man. For May, the condition of possibility 

for the elaboration of such a theory is to place at the 

source of that theory the concrete, existing human being. 

Only on condition of such a foundation, May is convinced, 

will it be possible to conduct a study of man which does not 

7 R. MAY, "Origins ..." in Existence, R. May et al.. 
eds., p. 36. Cf, IDEM, Psychology and the Human Dilemma. Ch, 
10, "Dangers ...", p. 156 and Ch. 13, "Questions ...", p. 199-

8 Cf. R, MAY, Psychology and the Human Dilemma. Ch. 
13, "Questions ..,", p. I83, 
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•fragmentise' him in the process, but envisages him as a 

•whole'. With deceptive simplicity, May considers that since 

psychotherapy is concerned with man, it must perforce ground 

that concern in a 'human model* - a model adequate for its 

purpose. With his insistence on the foundational role of the 

concrete, existing human being it is not surprising that 

neither a medical nor a behaviouristic model, for example, 
9 

satisfies the criterion of adequacy . May, of course, does 

not seek to depreciate either the medical or behaviouristic 

model nor to detract from the importance of the human sciences 

in general. But he is convinced that none of these separately 

nor all of them collectively can give to psychotherapy the 

theoretical basis it requires. For May, these particular 

sciences presuppose the concrete, existing human being who 

consciously assumes the scientific point of view, who 

deliberately assumes the interrogative disposition of science. 

The sciences, then, are secondary and derivative : 

secondary, because they presuppose the existing human being; 

derivative, because their existence is contingent on the 

reflective activity of human consciousness. As reflective, 

conceptual elaborations, the sciences contribute to the study 

of man by offering limited, aspectual, causal (mechanistic, 

9 Cf. R. MAY, Psychology and the Human Dilemma. Ch. 
13, "Questions ...", p, 183-191. 
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efficient) explanations. But no particular aspectual study, 

as May sees it, can claim to account for and offer an under­

standing of the human being in his uniqueness. We may throw 

considerable light on human behaviour patterns, for example, 

by applying analogies from the higher primates or on human 

biology and physiology by comparative studies in the animal 

world. But such illumination is strictly analogical. For May, 

the reality of self-consciousness makes of man a whole new 

Gestalt , and therefore inaccessible in his uniqueness if 

approached exclusively with the conceptual tools of the 

particular sciences, whether 'human* or 'natural'. 

The study of man, as May sees it, is undoubtedly 

promoted by the disclosure of discrete mechanisms, the 

formulation of drives and concern for the reality of 

conditioning. May does not wish to deny "the validity of 

dynamisms and the study of specific behaviour patterns ," 

He is, however, deeply convinced that the meaning and 

significance of mechanisms and drives must be sought 

ultimately in terms of the person and not vice versa. It is 

10 Cf. R. MAY, "Existential Bases ..." in Existential 
Psychology, R. May, ed., p. 78, and IDEM, Psychology and the 
Human Dilemma, Ch. 6, "Context ...", p. 95-96. 

11 R. MAY, "Contributions ..." in Existence, R. May 
et al., eds., p. 37. 
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the structure of the existence of the person which confers 

meaning on mechanisms, drives and conditioning. This, of 

course, represents a veritable transformation in the more 

usual scientific approach to the study of man. It represents 

a direct contravention of a generally accepted principle in 

science, namely, that the more complex is to be understood 
12 

in terms of the more simple , that organisms and activities 

higher on the evolutionary scale, for example, are to be 

explained by those lower. For May, the reverse is true : the 

simpler is to be understood precisely in terms of the more 

complex. Given the reality of self-consciousness, the human 

being does not merely engage in reproducing his own species, 

for example, but consciously assumes an attitude to his own 

sexuality and exteriorises meaning through it. 

The 'science of man' of which May is thinking and to 

which his theoretical deliberations seek to contribute, is a 

science which refuses to confine itself to the methods of 

experimentation, quantification and measurement. It is a 

science the favoured method of which is descriptive or 

phenomenological. By this is meant a disciplined, experien-

tially grounded, descriptive elucidation of those essential 

characteristics of man which can give to psychotherapy its 

12 Cf. R. MAY, "Existential Bases ..." in Existential 
Psychology. R. May, ed., p. 73. 
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theoretical basis. Such a science, while remaining rigorously 

empirical, extends the horizon of scientific 'fact' and makes 

possible the understanding of those structures of human 

existence, e.g., love and will as experienced, which are 

inaccessible to the methods of the particular sciences. For 

May, the pursuit of this science places the scientific enter­

prise in a broader context. 

At the source of May's contribution to this science 

of man lies an insight which inspires and directs his 

thinking. This insight is the 'sense of being', or the 

experience of one's own existence. It is the 'sense of being' 

which unifies our individual existence and makes it coherent. 

Hence the development of a strong 'sense of being' must be 

the goal of therapy. To this fundamental insight are closely 

related the other defining (ontological) characteristics of 

human existence upon which May's theoretical deliberations 

depend, individuation and participation being the polar 

structure upon which one's being-in-the-world and hence 

'sense of being' are built. The constitution of one's being-

in-the-world is expressed quintessentially in the symbols, 

myths and dreams which mediate individual and participatory 

meaning. The constitution by the self of its being-in-the-

world may be dominated and constricted by the mode of anxiety, 

or the self may have succeeded in confronting anxiety and 

have attained a coherent constitution or sense of its being 
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in an ordered participation, in love and will. May is, then, 

concerned with the articulation of these modes of existence 

and their relevance to the individual in therapy. He is 

concerned with the relation of the individual to his own 

existence, or his 'sense of being', which is concretely 

grasped in the symbols which he holds most dear. At the basis 

of health or illhealth, May believes, is the patient's ability 

or inability to experience his own existence as real, as 

13 

worthwhile . Hence, each of these insights, e.g., indivi­

duation, participation, and the dominant 'mode' of the 

patient's existence, e.g., anxiety, love, will, must be 

articulated and explored in the continuing effort to aid the 

patient to attain balance and integration of all of the 

ontological (or defining, fundamental) structures which 

characterise human existence. The 'sense of being' is the 

integrating, unifying structure which the patient, together 

in encounter with the therapist, seeks to develop and to 

strengthen. These decisive insights and their interrelation­

ship with the 'sense of being' must, then, be explicated and 

13 Cf. R. MAY, "Contributions ..." in Existence. R. 
May et al.. eds., p. 85-87. "The aim of therapy is that the 
patient experience his own existence as real ..." p. 85, May's 
italics. "The cure of symptoms - obviously a desideratum - ... 
is not the chief goal of therapy. The important thing is that 
the person discovers his being, his Dasein," p. 87. May's 
italics. 
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articulated in order to throw clear light upon the notion 

of man which, in May's view, must subtend all effective 

therapy. 

Hence, the purpose of this first chapter is to trace 

the growth and development of the fundamental, unifying 

insight in May's work as a whole, namely, the sense of being. 

Its relation to the polar structure of individuation and 

participation will be examined and its relation to the modes 

of anxiety, love, and so forth, will be briefly sketched, the 

purpose of such an outline being to show the overall inter­

dependence of these upon the sense of being. 
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2. TOWARD A SENSE OF BEING. 

In 1958, in Existence, in an essay concerned with 

the basic theoretical contributions of existential therapy, 

Rollo May announced the view that the 'central process' of 

therapy was to "help the patient recognise and experience 

14 his own existence ." To do this, the therapist would have 

not only to identify the individual patient's difficulties 

but to understand the patient's world. Hence, the task of 

the therapist was not primarily to offer a technical name 

for the problem and an automatic, prescribed cure as though 

the patient were an automobile in need of a simple new part 

or an efficient 'tune-up' or overhaul, but to find with the 

patient the key to his world and to understand and clarify 

with him the structure of his individual existence. The 

context, then, could not be the patient seen as a conglo­

meration of dynamisms and mechanisms of fixed meaning and 

breadth, but as a human being whose particular mode of 

sensing his own being was the key to his world, his choices, 

his actions. The patient's sense of his own being was the 

measure of his freedom, his potentiality to form his own 

future, his recognition of the limits of his possibilities 

14 "Contributions ..." in Existence. R. May et al., 
eds., p. 77* Cf, also Ibid., p. 85. 
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and the range of his choices. Therapy, then, must be related 

to existence, existentially oriented, that is, it must not 

only be oriented toward participating and understanding 

with the patient the mode of his being-in-the-world (in all 

his relationships, his affinities and dislikes, in his 

daily living), but also to an experientially grounded 

understanding of human existence, of what it is to exist 

humanly in the world, of what constitutes man as man . 

This was not, however, the first time that Rollo May 

had expressed his conviction that therapy must be existen­

tially oriented and that technique must be subordinate to 

this understanding. Twenty years before the publication of 

Existence, May had already firmly stated in his first book 

that "personality is never static. It is alive, ever-

changing, mobile ... ." He went on to assert that since the 

human being was always in a state of becoming, perfect 

•balance' or 'equilibrium* (once considered, by analogy 

with physical well-being, to be 'normal' as opposed to 

'unbalanced' or 'insane') was neither attainable nor 

15 "Psychotherapy reveals both the immediate 
situation of the individual's 'sickness' and the archetypal 
qualities and characteristics which constitute the human 
being as human. It is the latter characteristics which have 
gone awry in specific ways in a given patient and have 
resulted in the former, his psychological problems." R. MAY, 
Love and Will, p. 20, May's italics, 

16 R. MAY, The Art of Counseling, p. 29. 
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desirable since to be static was in this instance synonymous 

only with death. Personality, then, was a continuous achie­

ving of states of balance, or 'adjustment of tensions' to 

meet new situations, and the source of personality problems 

was the failure to make a new 'adjustment* where such was 

called for by a new situation.•'Adjustment *, however, must 

not be seen as mere automatic adaptation to environmental 

factors. It is a creative, free, inner process, that is to 

say, one which takes place 'within' the individual, and 

environment is seen as the arena or circumstances of that 

creative process. May rejects both Freudian instinctual 

determinism and Adlerian 'social adjustment' as ultimate 

criteria of personality health since neither of these 

theoretically allows for human responsibility and indivi-

17 duality . May specifically states that since one of the 

first presuppositions of all therapy is that eventually the 

patient must assume responsibility for his own life, 

determinism or social pressure as ultimate criteria would 

work against his regaining mental health by undermining 

and destroying his sense of responsibility. Instead, May 

17 "Freud's 'natural science' psychology ... is led 
astray in its theories of ultimate determinism in 
personality." R. MAY, The Art of Counseling, p. 49, May-
attributes this error to a "failure to recognise the limits 
of the scientific method." p, 49, Cf. also p, 48-51 and p, 
61-67. 
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is firmly convinced that the individual alone has the final 

decision about his own attitudes. 

It is clear, then, that even at this early stage in 

his work, May was already holding for a free, social, 

individual personality, a human being 'choosing' and 

'committing' himself, controlling his own destiny even 

though within the limits of contingency. The simple descrip­

tion of personality which May offers in this his first book 

already contains in germ the view he will articulate and 

deepen in his later work. In defining personality as "an 

actualisation of the life-process in a free individual who 
l ft 

is socially integrated and possesses religious tension ," 

May is setting the stage, so to speak, for a rapprochement 

between psychotherapy and ontology. Although he does not yet 

use the term 'ontology*, it will be clearly shown in this 

analysis that his earlier work grows toward the possibility 

of coherent structure when it is seen to depend upon the 

sense of being or ontological awareness. May consistently 

views psychotherapy as necessarily seeking to achieve a 

scientific understanding of what it is to be human as such, 

in order thereby better to comprehend what are the scope 

18 R. MAY, The Art of Counseling, p. 45. 
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and aim of psychotherapy. It is noteworthy that while May 

is aware that the term 'ontology* means, etymologically, 

the 'science of being' 1^, his use of the term, because of 

the range of his particular field, has mostly but not 

exclusively the effect of restricting the import of the 

term to the fundamental structures of being human, "what 
20 

it is that constitutes man as man ," or "the structures 

21 
that are given to every one at every moment ." At this 

point, however, it must be remembered that May's primary 

purpose is more immediately psychotherapeutic than radically 

philosophical. His primary aim is to identify, assert and 

'grasp' the inalienable structures of human existence in 

their everyday expression. Thence, he seeks to clarify and 

illuminate the mode of existence of each individual patient 

and to aid him to a heightened awareness of his own being 

and what it is to be human. 

The key word, therefore, in May's early definition 

of personality, is 'free*. Without freedom, there are only 

efficient, causal, deterministic principles such as those of 

19 Cf. Appendix 2 (Terms), 'ONTOLOGY'. 

20 R. MAY, Love and Will, p. 290. Cf. IDEM, "Origins 
..." in Existence, R. May et al., eds., p. 36. 

21 Love and Will, p. 112. Cf. IDEM, "Contributions., 
in Existence. R. May et al., eds., p. 37. 
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strictly-understood Freudian or Darwinian theory • Human 

potentiality and responsibility are interdependent with 

ontological freedom, i.e., freedom as an integral, defining 

component of human existence, or as May puts it, rather 

loosely at this point, freedom as a "quality of (man's) 
23 

total being ." He further states that firm belief in 

creative willing, in possession of creative potentialities 

or even merely in the ability to decide which impulse to 

choose, is an essential prerequisite of therapy and the 

sole basis for the ultimate aim of having the patient 

assume responsibility for himself, for his choices and for 

his own actions. 

This freedom does not imply that nothing about man 

22 "(Freudian therapy) succeeds precisely because it 
does not bind itself to the strict causological theory. But 
the danger lies in the influence of Freudian theory in 
setting up a mechanistic, deterministic view of personality.," 
R. MAY, The Art of Counseling, p. 48-49. 

23 Ibid., p. 52. Cf. Allport's discussion of relative 
freedom as dependent upon self-insight coupled with the 
•frame of destiny' » "To state the point paradoxically, a 
person who harbours many determining tendencies in his 
neuropsychic system is freer than a person who harbours few. 
Thus a person having only one skill, knowing only one 
solution, has only one degree of freedom. On the other hand, 
a person widely experienced, and knowing many courses of 
conduct has many more degrees of freedom." G.W. ALLPORT, 
Becoming. Basic Considerations for a Psychology of Persona­
lity, New Haven, Yale University Press. 1955, P. 85. Hence 
we speak of education as opening up greater possibilities, 
as freeing the person, and the consequences for any society 
of the lack of it in its political, social and moral leaders 
must be obvious. 
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is determined. It is a self-evident fact that one is spatio-

temporally situated, i.e., that one is, in Pascal's words, 

'here rather than there ... now rather than then'. A certain 

time and place are allotted to each individual. Yet within 

the simultaneously determining factors of his existence, such 

as race, country, time, social rank and financial state, each 

individual is free at all times to make his own choices about 

how he will deal with these existential data, and whether he 

will do this rather than that. Human freedom is precisely the 

capacity to relate to the historico-cultural situatedness 

which is the condition of human existence. Regardless of how 

many determining forces are at work in the life of the 

individual, he still possesses the creative possibility of 

choosing, while retaining awareness of these limiting forces, 

how he will mould his own existence out of the clay of 

heredity and environment. 

Authentic realisation of human freedom has two 

aspects which at this early stage May calls individuation 

and social integration. Each individual self is different 

from every other self and must accept himself as such before 

his unique 'life-form' can be realised. The individual 'real 

self is found by "uniting (the) conscious self with 

24 various levels in his unconsciousness ." May here agrees 

24 R. MAY, The Art of Counseling, p. 57. Cf. p. 53-61. 
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with Freud and Jung in their postulation of unconscious 

levels and 'collective unconscious'. But although May 

asserts the unconscious to be a dynamo which produces 

instinctual impulses and the 'collective unconscious' to hold 

material absorbed from one's national group and racial world, 

he holds firmly that it is the whole man, the free individual 

who, having accepted all of these levels or influences or 

factors within himself, is able, by exercising his freedom, 

to find and affirm his true self. The concept of 'unconscious' 

is thus relocated within a comprehensive, ontological 

envisioning of human existence, not in a deterministic, 

biological realm alone. 

To maintain his self, this free individual must be 

socially integrated. It is noteworthy here that May speaks 

of integration, an entirely different attitude from the 

Adlerian norm of social adjustment. While May accepts the 

insights of Adler into neurotic maladjustment to society 

and the possible consequent anti-social 'striving for power* 

in order to allay a fear of other people, he does not accept 

that the 'normal* man is therefore characterised by his 
2< 

•successful adjustment* to society J, May holds that the 

'normal* man is characterised rather by his ability to 

25 Cf. The Art of Counseling, p. 198, where May 
points out the inadequacy of the 'Adlerian social norm by 
itself. ' 
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accept society and, while remaining free and individual, 

by his ability to find socially constructive and acceptable 

ways in which to express his being. Earlier, May warned 

against 'the mischievous error' of assuming that one's own 

particular type is the only healthy type, whether predomi­

nantly 'extrovert' or 'introvert', and is insistent that the 

person must 'be himself*. Being himself, or his individuality, 

is interdependent with community or participation with others. 

This 'social setting' is the world in which individual 

personality creates and finds its meaning. In itself, then, 

the goal of self-realisation is at once dependent upon a 

strong individuality and a mature responsibility to one's 

world. May agrees with Alfred Adler that the healthy person 
26 

"realises and cheerfully accepts his social responsibility ." 

The egocentric individual is not free precisely because he 

has over-emphasised his individuality and runs the risk of 

loneliness and isolation in a world of one. 

Although the individual is free, and his 'life-form' 

is in a sense 'given', freedom, individuality and social 

integration are not achieved once and for all, but must be 

constantly renewed. This might be characterised as man's 

daily struggle with his fundamental nature as free, auto­

nomous and therefore responsible, and the call of selfish, 

26 R. MAY, The Art of Counseling, p. 66. 
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momentary whim or the easier path of conformism. Here May 

rejects the reductionist efficient causality and determinism 

of Freud and the rationalistic faith of Adler and Rousseau 

that man, if unobstructed, will grow naturally toward a state 

of perfection. Since May envisages human personality in an 

existential perspective and has already stated that persona­

lity is never static, he must reject this oversimplification 

27 and calls it "a romantic faith lacking sufficient realism ." 

Since the individual in his freedom has creative 

possibilities, he is constantly challenged not only to choose 

but to act. Here, entering May's 'picture of personality', is 

a new element i this is the perception of a 'gap' between 

what is and what could be. May speaks of this tension as 

religious, i.e., as man's deepest moral sense, as a funda-

mental conviction of meaning in human life . There is in 

every experience of challenge and creation an element of 

guilt feeling, as the aspiration toward perfection of an 

imperfect existing individual, as the other aspect of 

27 The Art of Counseling, p. 69. Cf. Appendix 2 
(Terms), 'RELIGION'. 

28 Cf. Ibid., p. 69-74, p. 202 and p. 212. Specific 
discussion of 'neurotic' guilt feeling, cf. p. 219-223. Cf. 
also Appendix 2 (Terms), 'GUILT FEELING'. 
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challenge. However we attempt to explain this guilt feeling, 

as challenge of perfection imperfectly realised, as the 

conflict between the unconditioned and conditioned aspects 

of man, May holds that no explanation can rationalise guilt 

feeling out of existence altogether. There is, he asserts, a 

normal element of guilt feeling which is not only compatible 

with but necessary for personality health. May posits guilt 

feeling as an 'ultimate tension' which is in effect a proof 

of the great possibilities and destiny of man. Hence it can 

be positive and constructive, not necessarily morbid and 

destructive, which Freud affirmed. Man cannot attain a bliss­

ful state wherein no guilt feeling will ever enter to disturb 

his happiness because his possibility is never exhausted in 

realisation but remains to challenge him over and over again. 

The neurotic person who relapses into morbid guilt and self-

defeating egocentricity in order to avoid the tension of 

freedom and the pain of guilt becomes static, constricted and 

unproductive while all the more crushed by guilt in his own 

unproductivity. The healthy individual creatively accepts his 
29 

own limitations and develops the "courage of imperfection ", 

that is, he is enabled by courage and hope to accept and 

affirm that he is human and therefore imperfect and capable 

29 R. MAY, The Art of Counseling, p. 141. 
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of creating only imperfectly. He is and will remain guilty, 

i.e., finite, always short of perfection in his living, 

thinking, doing, always open to error and accident. But with 

courage and hope, he becomes willing to walk the knife-edge 

of insecurity. 

It is clear that May already holds in this his 

first book for both anxiety and guilt as ontological, as 

inalienable, defining characteristics of man, although he 

does not yet explicitly use the term 'ontological'. His 

conviction of the importance of freedom in his original 

definition of personality as free, individual, socially 

integrated and possessing religious tension (or creative 

acceptance of meaning within imperfection) has been carried 

through to its logical conclusion in the acceptance of 

anxiety, imperfection and error. The individual self affirms 

itself freely and constructively in encounter with other 

persons while accepting creatively its own limitations and 

imperfection. This creative acceptance or 'courage of imper­

fection' is, in effect, the courage to live, to overcome the 

little fears, the everyday anxieties that confront every man 

in his daily life. Yet May added that although many of the 

little fears and worries which hold people back from full-

hearted, creative living are unnecessary and useless, there 

is "reason for the deep anxiety inherent in the tragic 
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30 
possibilities of living ." Implicitly, then, he already 

holds for anxiety as a fundamental, defining, ontological 

characteristic of man. 

What is this creative living, this free affirmation? 

At this point, May speaks of it as 'healthy self-expression' 

but he has not done much more than to give a general outline 

of the characteristics which are the structures of human 

existence. In his later work, his focus will broaden to 

include deeper consideration of the modes of existence such 

as anxiety, love and will and their symbolic expression. In 

The Art of Counseling, he had clearly already laid out the 

foundation for such considerations, however brief his outline 

of personality. In an obvious attempt to give greater content 

to his definition of personality, he names, somewhat belated­

ly, certain features of the person who has 'achieved healthy 

31 self-expression' as spontaneity, genuineness and originality 

It would appear that there is an overabundance of terms here 

since he explains each of these characteristics in the same 

way, as acting with 'more of one's whole self, or from the 

'depths' of oneself. While one may cavil at such repetition 

and perhaps over-insistence, it must be appreciated that May 

is trying to identify and describe what it is that constitutes 

30 The Art of Counseling, p. 193. 

31 Cf. Ibid., p. 190-192. 
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man's existence as specifically human and what constitutes 

the fullness of 'maturity' of that existence. Because of his 

therapeutic involvement as a counsellor, this concern extends 

naturally to the relation between an understanding of mature 

free living and of neurosis as a distortion or renunciation 

of that mature responsibility, or as an abdication of freedom. 

As yet, however, May's outline of personality has not attained 

the unifying principle in function of which all other onto­

logical characteristics are interrelated and upon which they 

depend. The articulation of the goal of integration and the 

courage of maturity which are May's positive preoccupations 

has not yet been achieved. It will be the purpose of the next 

section to analyse and explicate the search for and discovery 

of the principle which will henceforth ground all of his 

theoretical deliberations on the nature of man and the goal 

of therapy, namely, the sense of being. 

3. THE SENSE OF BEING AS EXPERIENCED. 

In The Art of Counseling, as has been seen, May 

identified freedom as the first and most essential presup­

position of human personality. "For it is," he asserts, "by 

this characteristic that we separate human beings from 
32 

animals •" It was also shown in the analysis that this 

32 The Art of Counseling, p. 51. 
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freedom was finite, limited, that it necessarily implied 

acceptance of and responsibility toward the human situation. 

May spoke of the realisation of this as instinctual, struc­

tured self-expression, a response of the total self to the 

worth and dignity of human existence as such. Inhering in 

this freedom or possession of creative possibilities was the 

'deep anxiety' which May mentioned only briefly here but went 

on in his book, The Meaning of Anxiety, to explore in detail. 

Of crucial significance to that study was May's reading of 

Kierkegaard's Concept of Dread in which May singled out as 

33 "keystone idea ... the relation between anxiety and freedom ." 

He noted also the new importance of the individual considered 

as a living, experiencing unity, whose freedom depended 

basically upon how responsibly he related to himself. It was 

not a simple accretion but depended upon autonomous and 

responsible choices which affirmed one's individuality or 

'centredness' within community. The more one was aware of 

one's self, the more freedom one had, the more possibilities 

were open and the greater the inherent anxiety. May asserted 

that only when the threat was great enough to involve the 

total self was the experience one of anxiety and his 

33 The Meaning of Anxiety. New York, Ronald, 1950, 
P. 32. 
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theoretical and clinical study resulted in his definition of 

anxiety as the apprehension cued by some basic threat to one's 

existence as a self . 

In seeking the roots of contemporary malaise, in 

Man's Search for Himself, May first ascribed the prevailing 

unease to loss of believable values and goals in a rapidly 

changing society-^, values and goals which the individual 

held to be essential to his existence as a self. This loss 

of values, said May, was closely linked with the loss of the 

'sense of self, of the worth and dignity of the human being 

in general, and of one's own individual being in particular. 

May still held that freedom was the possession of creative 

possibilities, tha capacity to decide and mould one's own 

life within the limits of one's particular existence, but 

now he specifically located freedom within consciousness of 

self . From this point on. May will relate every characte­

ristic to this consciousness of self, or sense of being, and 

will develop a coherent view of what this sense of being is, 

how precisely it grounds human existence as such and, hence, 

why the patient's development of a strong sense of being must 

be the goal of therapy. 

34 Cf. The Meaning^of Anxiety, p. 190. Also IDEM, 
Psychology and the Human Dilemma, Ch. 5» "Anxiety ...", p. 72. 

35 Cf. Part One, "Our Predicament", p. 13-69. 

36 Cf. Man's Search for Himself, p. 138. 
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At this stage, it is important to note that while 

May spoke of the 'sense of self in his earlier work, this 

sense is, in fact, the 'sense of being' as defined in his 

later work. Although his definition does not change, he does 

refer variously to the 'sense of being', experiencing one's 

being or Dasein, sensing one's existence. Despite the 

seeming multiplicity of synonymous terms, the most felicitous 

and apparently preferred term becomes 'sense of being', and 

it must be stated that there is no confusion as to its import 

nor as to its foundational role and significance. 

The stronger the sense of being and the deeper the 

consciousness of self, the larger the range of choices for 

the person. The greater his ability to 'stand back' and see 

himself 'in perspective', the more possibilities can be 

envisioned and examined, and the less clouded his judgment 

and choice. Hence, the more articulate and strong the sense 

of being, the more creative and responsible the person's will 

and decision and the greater his control of his own destiny. 

And so one's task must be to deepen consciousness of self, 

to find inner strength in order to gain control of one's life, 

to find new values and goals, to be spontaneous and original 

rather than sunk in stultifying anxiety, despair or apathy. 

May asserts that the first important step in gaining 

this inner strength, in becoming a person, is the realisation 



SENSE OF BEING 31 

"that it is I, the acting one, who is (sic) the subject of 

37 what is occurring ," This interrelationship of heightened 

self-consciousness or self-awareness with greater aliveness 

is the basis of mature creative living. Not freedom now, but 

the capacity to have a strong sense of being, or sense of 

self, is here identified and affirmed as the most fundamen­

tal and uniquely human characteristic upon which freedom 

itself, individuation and social integration all depend. To 

experience one's existence or to sense one's self or identity 

or centre or being is not merely to think of oneself, or to 

feel emotions, to be a doctor, teacher, scientist, nor is it 

the sum of the thinking, acting, feeling roles of one's 

life. The sense of being is rather "the capacity by which 
38 

one knows he plays these roles^ ." It is the capacity which 

is the basis for being a scientist or doctor or teacher. It 

37 Man's Search for Himself, p. 100. 

38 Ibid., p. 80, May's italics. "(Man's) sense of 
personal identity distinguishes him from the rest of the 
living or non-living things," Ibid., p.63. Cf. Ibid., p.73-84. 
May remarks also that the sense of humour which is born in the 
capacity to 'stand outside' oneself, to see oneself in a 
situation, is an important means of preserving the sense of 
being, of retaining a healthy distance and perspective in the 
balance between self and world. This self-awareness is "the 
capacity by virtue of which we can be scientists in relation 
to nature t that is, we can think of nature 'out there', can 
temporarily separate subject and object, and can think in 
abstract, universal laws with respect to nature." Psychology 
and the Human Dilemma. Ch. 13, "Questions ...", p. 195. May's 
italics. Cf. Appendix 2 (Terms), 'SENSE OF BEING', 'SELF'. 



SENSE OF BEING 32 

is the simplest awareness of one's own identity or centre, 

the capacity which underlies the normal, blind insistence on 

'being myself or "being a person in my own right'. It is 

beautifully illustrated in the tiny child who first speaks 

of himself in the third person, as 'Baby', for example, or 

uses his own name as though it were outside of him, and who, 

through interpersonal relationship, learns to speak very 

insistently of himself as 'Me'. He 'pre-exists' his discovery 

of himself, to use Marcel's phrase, but it is precisely his 

growing sense of himself as a self which makes possible his 

future development by bringing together his previous aware­

ness of body, of needs, of desires and by welding them into 

the composite awareness of himself as a centre, of himself 

as his own self, and by extension, of his toys and dolls as 

his toys and dolls. In the sense of self or sense of being, 

then, is born our freedom, our conscious responsibility to 

and affirmation of our self. This affirmation is the constant 

achieving of the freedom, individuation, social integration 

and religious tension of May's earliest definition of 

personality. 

In the achieving of consciousness of oneself, May 

speaks of being more alive, feeling more vividly. This, for 

39 May, means "no longer separating the body from the self ," 

39 Man's Search for Himself, p. 94. 
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no longer 'detaching' one's bodily existence or treating it 

as a means of sensation. He proposes that the self must be 

actively central in experiencing the body, e.g., 'I feel', 

'X hunger'. Thus consciousness of self means embodied 

consciousness, a unitary, indivisible approach rather than 

an 'impersonal, separated attitude', as though one could 

speak of *my vocal chords wanting to speak to my friend' or 

'my feet wanting to walk or run'. It is precisely not the 

organ of hearing, speaking, walking which 'wants' anything, 

but rather the person who experiences his own wishes in a 

unitary, embodied awareness. It is the whole person who 

conceives of food for his hunger, for example, who can call 

certain substances momentarily tasty or repugnant. It is 

not the stomach alone which 'wants' particular substances, 

but the person who in awareness of his hunger and of his 

own taste decides exactly what he would like to eat. Thus, 

in speaking of awareness of one's self in illness and in 

health, May is at pains to overcome the dichotomy or arti­

ficial separation of body and mind, which tends to the 

consideration of the diseased organ as a thing apart, an 

object for medical cure. And in his thought on love, too, 

for example, May identifies the modern tendency to separate 

sex and love as an instance of such an artificial dichotomy 

and therefore detrimental to the whole self. 
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Attaining such integration in one's self-awareness 

and self-expression involves making choices of values and 
40 

goals . There is, therefore, a strong relation between the 

individual's sense of self and the values held by the indi­

vidual as essential both to his being and to society. The 

degree of the individual's inner strength and integrity will 

depend upon his conviction of these values. Since a man does 

not exist in a historical or cultural vacuum, these values 

will be greatly influenced by and reflective of the age and 

society in which he exists. Yet the measure of his self-

awareness or free sense of being or self is not passive but 

active; it is his ethical awareness, his reflective, respon­

sible judgment and decision. These are rooted in the person's 

own power to choose and affirm his values, to live by his own 

convictions. 

Language is the means of communication, of expression 

of the individual's sense of his own existence, of his being-

in-the-world. The loss of the sense of self, says May, is 

directly related to a loss of language for deeply personal 
41 

meanings . He attributes this loss of effective language to 

the change in connotation of such basic concepts as 'love', 

•justice* and the consequent degeneration of values once 

40 Cf. R.. MAY, Man's Search for Himself. Ch. 6, "The 
Creative Conscience", p. 150-190. 

41 Cf. Ibid., p. 56f. 
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commonly-heId. The resulting failure in interpersonal 

communication compounds the disorientation and disruption 

felt by the individual. Language is the expression of the 

capacity for self-consciousness, of the individual's sense 

of being as a self and in community with other people and in 

the natural world. May later identified the linguistic 

expression of self-consciousness as the capacity to symbo­

lise, to relate to oneself and one's world in terms of 

symbols, to 'bridge the gap' between inner meaning and outer 

42 existence , Conscience, then, was "one's capacity to tap 

deeper levels of insight, ethical sensitivity and aware-

43 ness " wherein traditional beliefs and one's own experience 

were interrelated in a responsible, meaningful, personal 

integration, Man's ethical awareness is born in his capacity 

to symbolise, to affirm the worth and dignity of the 

individual and to find meaning in life in an ultimate concern 

or value or goal or symbol. Hence, May defines religion as 

fundamentally whatever the individual takes to be his 

ultimate value, as creative relation to one's existence. 

The power to affirm or believe in any value is itself 

42 Cf. R. MAY, "The Significance of Symbols" in 
Symbolism in Religion and Literature, R. May, ed., New York, 
Braziller, I960, p. 21-22. 

43 R. MAY, Man's Search for Himself, p. 184. May's 
italics. Cf. Appendix 2 (Terras), 'CONSCIENCE', 'VALUES'. 
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dependent upon the strength of one's experience of oneself 

as a self. May does not deny that religious fervour, though 

positive in its aim, can become so constricted in its 

following that it issues in evil, in hatred and violence, 

and he cites the example of Nazi Germany which was founded 

in a 'religious' surge of nationalism, but issued in such 

restriction on those eligible that only complete destruction 

of 'enemies' could satisfy the religious exaltation generated 

by that nationalism. Ultimately the symbol of Nazi domination 

became so strong as to deny the individual his sense of being, 

to submerge him and his self-expression under the swift 

current of the all-important race; hence, as in the case of 

the Pax Romana, the individual's sense of being had, from the 

psychological viewpoint, to be reasserted or lost entirely. 

It follows, then, that human time is not mere 

44 ticking of moments, but the quality of those moments , The 

emphasis falls on duration and meaning rather than on 

chronological passages of time. Again, the intensity and 

vivid immediacy of our experience, of our present, is 

dependent upon consciousness of oneself, upon the sense of 

being. Yet the chronological passage of time is also of 

fundamental importance in that man is mortal, in that his 

chronological time is limited and that he does not know 

44 Cf. R. MAY, Man's Search for Himself, p. 219-232. 
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what his personal limit will be. The process of ageing is a 

constant reminder that at every moment he is vulnerable, and 

his past moments cannot return. The qualitative significance 

of time is born precisely in man's capacity to experience his 

own existence and to symbolise his own end as 'death'. The 

duration and meaning of each moment are coloured not only by 

his consciousness of it but by his inner certainty of his own 

mortality. The quality of man's present, then, is dependent 

upon the strength of his sense of being and is, therefore, 

closely related to the attaining of inner freedom and 

integrity. 

The human being, then, must not be viewed as a 

"collection of static substances or mechanisms or patterns 

but rather as emerging and becoming, that is to say, as 

existing 5." May had always held that personality was dynamic 

and ever-changing; now in Existence (1958) he deepens that 

view and explains that the term 'existence', from ex-sistere, 

means literally to stand out, to emerge, and that for him 

the term 'being' is not a static noun, but an active verb 

participle. Existence, then, means coming into being, it 

means becoming. This orientation toward the understanding of 

man as being, as becoming, does not deny the importance of 

45 R. MAY, "Origins ..." in Existence. R. May et al.. 
eds., p. 12. Cf. also IDEM, Existential Psychotherapy. Six 
Talks for CBC Radio, Toronto, Canadian Broadcasting Corpo­
ration Publications, 1967, p. 1-4. 
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understanding of dynamisms and patterns but places them as 

subordinate in the broader context of the individual 

patient's own being or existence. Neurosis, then, is to be 

defined in terms of what destroys or inhibits man's ability 

to fulfil his own being. Thus, human being, for May, is 

always dynamic, alive, in process; that is, to be human is 

to become, to be continually in a state of becoming. 

It follows, then, that the therapist can understand 

and aid another human being only as he sees what that human 

being is moving toward, is becoming, and not merely in terms 

of efficient explanations of drives and causal factors. To 

grasp the being of another person is quite different from 

knowledge of single specific facts about him, such as age, 

sex, race, family circumstances. To focus upon certain 

mechanisms, to adopt what May calls 'the theoretical view' 

will only isolate therapist from patient and radically 

distort the reality of the individual person of whom specific 

46 data are only expressions or aspects . Hence it is of the 

greatest importance that the psychotherapist be capable of 

encountering the patient or subject willingly, entering into 

an understanding of the whole existence of that patient, that 

is, of the patient's total relationship to the world by which 

he constitutes his being. 

46 Cf. R. MAY, "Contributions ..." in Existence, R. 
May et al,, eds., p. 38f. 
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To illustrate what he means by the sense of being, 

May cites a specific case study wherein a patient described 

the explicit act of contact with and acceptance of her 

47 existence and of her right to exist ', She first sheared 

away the non-essential facts which had dogged and haunted 

her existence, that at birth she was illegitimate and 

unwanted. Her later education through her own initiative, 

and her lack of family support, these non-essential facts 

fell away by her relentless reduction until she was left 

solely with the fact of her existence. Since she existed, 

she had a right to be and could no longer be reduced or 

lessened with the old formula of illegitimacy or unwanted-

ness. For the first time, the fundamental experience of her 

own aliveness caused her to 'cease to feel like a theory 

toward herself, to cease to try to make up to others for 

her origin or to herself for her family's ill-treatment of 

her. The concrete, existential immediacy of her own being 

was, for the first time, suddenly borne in upon her and that 

certitude became, for her, the 'touchstone' of existence in 

general, to borrow Marcel's phrase. Hence, the bearing and 

direction of her life, what she wanted to be, could hence­

forth be seen concretely in relation only to the fact that 

47 Cf. R. MAY, "Contributions ..." in Existence. R. 
May et al.. eds., p. 42-43. Cf. also R. MAY, Existential 
Psychotherapy, p. 2-4. 



SENSE OF BEING 40 

she existed and what she herself wanted to make of that 

existence. The sense of being which now underlay her choices 

and actions could not be reduced merely to a wish to rise 

above miserable beginnings nor to a desire to expiate or 

cast off a sense of guilt about her illegitimacy. Her being 

was henceforth oriented toward positive fulfilment. 

May emphasises four points with regard to the 

48 experience of the sense of being , First, it is not itself 

the solution to particular problems, but rather the pre­

condition, the basic conviction or root upon which one's 

choices or decisions will rest. Second, the experience 

cannot be encompassed solely in: terms of transference of 

trust to the psychotherapist; such a transference would, 

more probably, minister rather to increased passivity on the 

part of the patient. Acceptance by the therapist should 

rather enable the patient to see himself as acceptable to 

others and should thus free him to experience his own being 

and to become aware of his freedom and responsibility for 

his own existence. May's third point is closely related to 

the second i the experience of one's existence cannot be 

reduced to a mere mirroring of social and ethical norms, 

since again this would tend toward rigid moralism in 

48 Cf. "Contributions ..." in Existence, R. May et, 
al,, eds., p. 44-47. 
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function of social validation rather than the conscious, 

responsible development of one's own ethical awareness and 

convictions. 

May's fourth point is perhaps the most important for 

psychotherapy, although he does not say so. The emergence of 

awareness of one's being must not, says May, be identified as 

a mere phase in the development of 'the ego'. He describes 

the ego as relatively weak, negative and defensive, a mirror 

reflection from outside, whereas the sense of being has to 

do with one's whole existence, conscious and unconscious. At 

this point, it is worthwhile to remember May's previous 

definition of the self as "the organising function within 

the individual and the function by which one human being can 

relate to another 9." N 0W in Existence, he categorically 

states that the sense of being is not merely the capacity to 

see and measure the outside world, to assess situations and 

people. These are precisely the organising functions of which 

the self is capable; here he speaks of them as functions of 

the ego. The sense of being or sense of self as he termed it 

in Man'8 Search for Himself, is rather "my capacity to see 

myself as a being in the world, to know myself as the being 

who can do these things ." The sense of being is a necessary 

49 Man's Search for Himself, p. 79. 

50 R. MAY, "Contributions ..." in Existence. R. May 
et al.. eds., p. 46. May's italics. 
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precondition for ego development or the organising capacity. 

The sense of being or sense of oneself as an embodied, con­

scious whole, is experienced 'prior' to the dichotomy of 

consciousness and body. It is precisely an artificial 

bifurcation, a fragmentation, which makes possible the 

envisioning of the human body as a determined natural object 

and of consciousness as solipsistic, encapsulated subject. 

The Freudian passive buffeted ego is, as May sees it, a 

profound symbol of that very fragmentation of man. Such 

fragmentation was the result of overstressing either the 

unconditioned, thinking aspect of man or the conditioned, 

determined, vulnerable bodily aspect of man. The human 

'dilemma', as May calls it, is precisely the integration of 

the two aspects in a grasping or sensing of one's being as 

a whole, indivisible, unitary structure. 

The individual's sense of his own being or existence 

is not merely the product of environmental conditions or 

social norms but is born in self-awareness, in the freedom 

to be purposeful and responsible for the continuous achieving 

of his being. The human being does not experience his being 

in a vacuum. His self is interrelated with his world in a 

dialectical relationship in that "self implies world, and 

world self." In The Art of Counseling, May had spoken of 

51 R« MAY, "Contributions ..." in Existence. R. May 
et al., eds., p. 59. 
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personality requiring a 'social setting'. Now he treats of 

'world' in far greater depth and detail. The person and his 

world. May believes, are a unitary, structured whole. The 

person is continually forming, reforming, designing his world, 

being influenced by it, acting, reacting. It is 'openness to 

the world' which chiefly distinguishes man's world from the 

'closed' world of plants and animals. A person's world is 

not static and automatic, not merely a matter of adjusting 

and surviving. It is rather a dynamic process in which the 

individual is involved. He is in the process of forming or 

changing it, thus putting his specific human impress on it, 

while limiting factors and accidental modifications are 

exerting their influence on him. 

To be in the world, says May, is not primarily a 

spatial relation, although man is factually present in a 

given space in the world. Man's space is 'oriented' space, 

that is, space toward which man has taken up an attitude, 

space which has a meaning for man and toward which he is 

related. Prior to any reflective plan, the structure of 

embodied existence constitutes a meaning for space. Man, 

therefore, is not merely in the world, but is related to 

that world. 'Human' space, therefore, is existentially prior 

to the space spoken of by the physicist, to the space wherein 

man is envisioned as an object among objects. A priori, man 

constitutes his world in a threefold manner, which May terms 
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52 

the three modes of world^ . After the manner of existential 

therapists, May names the threefold relationship of man's 

being-in-the-world Umwelt, Mitwelt and Eigenwelt. 

Environment or Umwelt (literally, world-around) is 

only one mode of world, albeit important and influential. 

May describes as the 'natural world', the world of laws and 

cycles, of sleeping and waking, of hunger, thirst, heat and 

cold, birth and death. In delineating Umwelt as this 

finite, biological, determined world, May has implicitly 

omitted the artificial factors of the man-made environment 

in which a great proportion of people live. Although May 

has referred briefly to the Umwelt as the 'thrown' world, he 

does not seem to have grasped that the 'situatedness' of a 

human being in his environment or surroundings comports a 

great deal more than the biological realm alone. One's 

country of origin, one's century, place one in a situation 

wherein a particular culture, language and financial 

circumstances condition and determine to a great extent the 

manner of one's existence. The complete artificiality 

('man-madeness') of urban surroundings, the virtual absence 

of natural trees, plants, grass, the ever-presence of 

52 Cf. "Contributions ..." in Existence, R. May et 
al., eds., p. 55-65. 
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artefacts, of concrete and brick, of man-made roads and 

streets, of noise and speed, all these factors, though 

strictly man-made, are in many cases the everyday surroun­

dings, and hence 'natural world', of many people. In 

describing Umwelt as the biological realm and in ignoring 

many of the environmental factors which influence the 

quality of a man's biological existence, May has implicitly 

reduced the comprehensiveness of meaning which Umwelt ought 

to have. Hence, the interrelationship and reciprocal meaning 

and influence which are the true import of being-in-the-

world qua Umwelt have been virtually reduced to a conception 

of man as 'having' biological needs, e.g., sleep, food, etc. 

May is, however, careful to insist that the meaning of the 

Umwelt for the individual is precisely in how he relates at 

any given moment to his need for sleep or food, for example. 

This could also be extended to consideration of how the 

individual relates to the man-made world. But what May does 

not say, and this is a crucial consideration, is that it is 

not basically a matter of how man relates to his environment, 

or to his self as biological, but precisely that man cannot 

not relate at every given moment to his environment and to 

his condition of embodiment. It is this reciprocity of man 

and world which constitutes his world as Umwelt rather than 

mere environment or surroundings as for animals, or the mere 

having of the body as an instrument of sensation, as a means 
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through which man exists. 

While the categories of adjustment and adaptation to 

hunger, noise, need for sleep, for example, are quite accu­

rate in Umwelt, the category in Mitwelt (literally, with-

world) is relationship. This aspect of being-in-the-world, 

which May calls "the world of interrelationship with human 

53 beings^", must not be confused with notions of 'group 

influence* or 'collective mind'. The distinctive quality of 

Mitwelt is, for May, that the meaning of the group will be a 

meaning for each individual and will be in part constituted 

by his own way of relating to the others in the group and to 

the group as a whole. Hence, the different levels of relation 

between persons, e.g., functional, friendly, loving, depend 

upon the choice and commitment of the individuals involved. 

Adjustment or adaptation to weather, hunger, noise, for 

example, is in function of an objective problem or need which 

must be resolved or satisfied. To speak of adjustment between 

persons may be analogically illuminating only, but cannot be 

the true category of Mitwelt since this would be to treat 

oneself or the other person as object or problem, not as a 

person. Relationship, says May, involves mutual awareness; 

in encounter, both persons are affected. 

53 R. MAY, "Contributions ..." in Existence, R, May 
et al,, eds., p. 62, 
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To be capable of creative relationship with other 

people, of social integration, as May broadly termed it in 

The Art of Counseling, the individual must be spontaneous, 

original, genuine. May spoke of these as characteristic of 

the uniquely creative person who had achieved healthy self-

expression. Now, in Existence, he identifies the third mode 

of world as Eigenwelt (literally, own-world) or the mode of 

relationship to one's self. Eigenwelt. or the awareness of 

oneself, the capacity to relate to oneself is even more 

obviously related to a strong sense of being than either 

Umwelt or Mitwelt. To be spontaneous and whole in one's 

responses, one needs a strong centre; hence, Eigenwelt 

"presupposes self-awareness* ." It consists of one's relation­

ships with oneself. It is the 'for-me' aspect of things, their 

meaning, their colour and smell, for example, the whole gamut 

of intimate likes and dislikes. The experience of isolation 

and alienation, which May earlier identified as consequent 

upon the loss of the sense of self-*, is now seen to be a 

distortion of Eigenwelt, while abstract, arid, unyielding 

intellectualism and repudiation of personal involvement are 

seen as submersions of Eigenwelt, Further, without a strong 

54 R. MAY, "Contributions ..." in Existence. R. May 
et al,, eds., p. 63. 

55 Cf. Man's Search for Himself, p, 49. 
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Eigenwelt. interpersonal relations tend to become empty, 

functional, lacking in vitality. This is necessarily so and 

follows upon the point made with regard to Mitwelt that 

relationship is between persons. Between objects, or person 

and object, the category is one of adjustment, while mere 

reflected appraisal of what the other or group of others 

expects of one would hardly be sufficient for full human 

individuation. 

May insists that the three modes of world are inter­

related and simultaneous. Freud's genius, says May, lay in 

his incomparable study of man in the Umwelt. the mode of 

the biologically determined, of instincts and drives^ . But 

traditional psychoanalysis had only a shadowy, epiphenomenal, 

derived 'Mitwelt' in that some social interaction was 

necessitated by the positing of libidinal drives and outlets. 

And the mode of Eigenwelt "was the aspect of experience 

which Freud never saw-'?." Sullivan, too, May goes on, while 

opposed to mere social conformity, went to great pains to 

define the self in terms of reflected group appraisal and to 

argue against the concept of the individual, thus denying 

Eigenwelt. May, on the other hand, insists that the sense of 

56 Cf, "Contributions ..." in Existence. R, May et 
al., eds., p. 63. 

57 Ibid., p. 64. 
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being is a sense of being-in-the-world in a simultaneously 

threefold manner and that its reality is lost if one of the 

modes is emphasised in an attempted exclusion or reduction 

of the others. 

If one's being-in-the-world is continuous, emerging, 

changing, developing, becoming, then it follows that time for 

the human being is not the mere chronological passage of 

moments all equal to each other like the ticking of a clock. 

As has already been pointed out, the emphasis falls rather 

upon the quality of meaning or duration which enables the 

person to envisage 'before' and 'after' according to the 

significance which certain events have for him personally, 

Man can transcend time and space in imaginative projection 

of future plans, in remembering past events and former 

relationships. Clearly, as May sees it, this capacity to 

transcend time is distinctively human and wholly dependent 

upon the capacity to know one's own existence, to have a 

sense of one's own being. Earlier, however, the decisive 

temporal ecstasy, for May, was the present, and to be aware 

of oneself as the experiencing 'I* was a prerequisite for 

courageous confrontation of a vivid, immediate present. 

"The future," he had written, "is born out of and made by 

the present ." Upon full realisation of human being as 

58 Man's Search for Himself, p. 229. 
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becoming, emerging, however, he now asserted in Existence 

that personality is intelligible only as it is envisaged on 

a trajectory toward its future. The decisive, dominant mode 

of time is now the future in the light of which the human 

being chooses and acts. This is not to disparage the 

immediacy and vividness of the present, but to state that 

the key to the particular way in which the present is 

immediate and vivid is the future-orientation, the purpose, 

which underlie human choice and action. Hence, even "the 

deterministic events of the past take their significance 

59 from the present and future ." The significance of this 

view for therapy is obvious. The implication of such-a view 

of time for memory, for example, is that the selection of 

memories, attitudes, past influences and events is neither 

purely random nor determined but is made largely on the 

basis of what has significance for one, or of what one wishes 

to become. Thus, insight is described as the sudden grasping 

of the meaning of some important event, the sudden dawning 

of a new possibility, a new orientation which will call for 

future decision or a change in attitude. 

The capacity to transcend the given situation, to 

project future attitudes and plans is "exemplified in the 

59 R. MAY, "Contributions ..." in Existence. R. May 
et al., eds., p. 69, May's italics. 
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human being's unique capacity to think and talk in symbols^0 

Symbolising, May believes, is man's way of expressing the 

quintessence of his experience as an embodied consciousness. 

Symbols are the language of man's capacity to question him­

self, his whole existence, to think in terms of the possible, 

to represent and communicate his thoughts and experience, to 

reach beyond his individual, concrete experience and relate 

it to his world and his world to his experience. Symbols are 

the language of man's sense of his own being, the language of 

his capacity to understand and take responsibility for his 

own being, to care for his own being. Symbolising is basic to 

personal identity since the individual's sense of being is 

experienced both generally within his culture and history and 

particularly in his own psychological and biological world. 

His image of himself is born both of culture (racial, histo­

rical, etc.,) and personal (individual, family, etc.,) 

symbols, arising out of the capacity to envisage himself, to 

sense his being, to find meanings and values which he can 

hold as fundamental and necessary and, as is said collo­

quially and very accurately, with which he can 'identify 

himself* 

60 R. MAY, "Contributions ..." in Existence. R. May 
et al., eds., p. 73. Cf. IDEM, "The Significance of Symbols" 
in Symbolism in Religion and Literature, R. May, ed., p.20-22, 
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Inherent however in the perception of possibilities 

and the positing of goals and values is the knowledge of 

finitude, of mortality. Anxiety is the apprehension of 

potentiality, of freedom, of having to make a move into the 

unknown or untried, of the possibility of failure. Yet the 

human being who, lost in anxiety, denies himself the chance 

to move, to change, or does not 'live up' to his inner 

evaluation or image of himself, is guilty both toward himself 

and toward his world. Since every choice negates certain 

other possibilities (omnis affirmatio negatio est) man is 

constantly guilty. Consistent with his view that human free­

dom inheres in self-consciousness, May holds that anxiety and 

guilt are ontological, that is, fundamental and defining 

characteristics "rooted in (man's) very existence61". 

It has been established that for May, to be is to 

be-in-the-world in a simultaneously threefold manner. Man 

cannot choose to remain in existence and not be-in-rthe-world. 

To be in the world is necessarily to be faced with choices 

and decisions, whether to implement or deny a particular 

possibility, whether, in a particular instance, to 'throw 

one's weight' on the side of individuation or participation. 

Underlying this capacity to weigh (deliberate) and decide is 

man's capacity to envisage himself and his world, to form a 

6l "Contributions ..." in Existence. R. May et al.. 
eds., p. 50. 
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sense of his own being-in-the-world. In that man must choose, 

he must do so in terms of values (symbols) and concern (care) 

for the outcome, and this, for May, implies the necessity for 
62 

commitment . Commitment on a positive basis (toward desired 

goals, not merely away from undesired evils) is a prerequisite 

for the gaining of insight, understanding and the power to 

decide. Not merely the capacity to transcend, to go beyond, 

to exercise one's freedom, but the readiness to do so, the 

acceptance of one's being and possibilities grounds the very 

perception of what those possibilities are. Deliberation and 

decision, then, are, for May, ontologically rooted in human 

freedom and in the individual's sense of his own being. Deci­

sion for its own sake is seen to be mere adjustment to ex­

ternal pressure, while decision in accord with one's sense of 

being is the root of properly integrated human action. 

Hence, the therapist pays especial attention to the 

symbols which the individual consciously holds dear, while at 

the same time taking careful note of the explorative quality 

of the patient's dreams wherein his unconscious, and hence 

more direct, relation to his world, to himself and his future 

is expressed . Again, the predominant quality of his 

62 Cf. "Contributions ..." in Existence, R. May et al.. 
eds., p. 87. 

63 Cf. Ibid., p. 88. Cf. also IDEM, Existential 
Psychotherapy, Ch. IV, "Will and Decision in Existential 
Psychotherapy," p. 31-40. Cf, Appendix 2 (Terms), 'WILL'. 
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orientation toward his existence, whether decisive or in­

decisive, whether insightful or blind, whether culturally 

conditioned or independently integrated, will be interdepen­

dent with the quality and strength of his sense of his own 

being, with the extent to which he takes his own existence 

seriously as a creature of worth and dignity. 

Having analysed May's view of the theoretical concepts 

which he proposes as decisive in existential therapy, e.g., 

modes of world, time, oriented space, it is apparent that the 

unifying principle underlying all of them is the sense of 

being. From his first tentative exploration of personality 

as free, individual, social and possessing religious tension, 

May's thought has clearly undergone a progressive deepening 

and maturation. Lack of clarity has occasionally detracted 

from the conceptual adequacy of the comprehensive view which 

May seeks to attain, as in the case of Umwelt. and the 

belated introduction in The Art of Counseling of 'spontaneity' 

etc., as characteristic of health. The development of May's 

conception of human being, has, however, been seen to be 

structurally coherent and capable of sustaining further 

exploration with specific regard to the modes of anxiety, 

love, will and the role of symbols. 

It will be the purpose of the next section to analyse 

and evaluate the structure and conceptual adequacy of the 
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processes of individuation, social integration, etc., which, 

upon further deliberation, May specifically organises in an 

'ontological approach'. In May's view, these processes, which 

are interdependent with the sense of being, can become the 

structural base of psychotherapy, and provide the "base for a 

science of man that will not fragmentize and destroy man's 
64 

humanity as it studies him •" 

4. ONTOLOGICAL PROCESSES AS STRUCTURAL BASE. 

Thus far, this analysis has examined the growth and 

development, over a period of about twenty years , of the 

characteristics which May holds to be specific, distinguishing, 

i.e., ontological, characteristics of human being, and essen­

tially related to and linked by the human being's experience 

of his own existence, or sense of being. Now, in the late 

fifties and early sixties, May undertakes further considera­

tion of the structure and relation of those characteristics 

or processes, naming them centredness, self-affirmation, 

participation, awareness, self-consciousness and anxiety , 

64 R. MAY, "Existential Bases ..." in Existential 
Psychology, R. May, ed., p. 83. 

65 This period refers to the publication dates of 
The Art of Counseling (1939) and Existence (1958). 

66 Cf. R. MAY, "Toward the Ontological Basis ...", p. 
5-7, (1959); IDEM, "Existential Bases ..." in Existential 
Psychology. R. May, ed., p. 72-83 (1961); and IDEM, Psychology 
and the Human Dilemma. Ch. 6, "Context ...", p. 93-98, (I96I). 
In the latter, only the first five processes are discussed. 
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In the context of discussion of these ontological 

principles, the meanings for May of the term 'ontological' 

are briefly indicated in the 1959 article "Toward the Onto­

logical Basis of Psychotherapy" where he says that for him 

ontology means "something general" or "the study of being", 

as well as "something specific" or "the question, what are 

the characteristics which constitute the human being as human, 
67 

without which he would not exist as a human being? " The 

first four characteristics are spoken of as 'characteristic 

of all living beings', thus providing the term 'ontological', 

for May, with three meanings « i) pertaining to being; ii) 

pertaining to all living beings; and iii) pertaining to 

human being as such. 

To be is to be centred, to be completely separate and 

distinct in one's own unity or identity from other beings in 

their separateness and distinctness. May had always held that 

each person is unique, that the person cannot assume any other 

self and that health depends upon the acceptance of one's 

68 

uniqueness , It was the function of the counsellor or psycho­

therapist to help the patient to recognise and be his real 

self. Now, in the light of the principle of centredness May 

redefines neurosis, no longer considered a failure to adjust, 

67 See p. 5. Cf. also Appendix 2 (Terms), 'ONTOLOGY'. 

68 Cf. The Art of Counseling, p. 55-57 and p. 61, 
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but as an adjustment itself, an attempt to preserve one's 
69 

centre by protecting it from seemingly imminent threats . 

Neurosis, says May, is a way of refusing to cope with some 

aspect of one's being in order that one's centre may be saved 

from destruction and that one may, on a reduced scale, be 

adequate to the demands of that centre. 

Centredness, says May, is a characteristic which man 
70 

shares with all living beings, e.g., plants, animals • He 

does not explicitly exclude non-living things such as rocks 

and stones, but seems implicitly to have done so. Although, 

as has been pointed out, May does understand the term 'onto­

logy' to refer 'generally' to 'the study of being', he seems 

here to confine centredness as an ontological characteristic 

to living beings only and hence to refuse centredness as 

ontological to non-living beings. One is reminded of May's 

insistence on 'being' as dynamic, as 'becoming', emerging, 

as an active verb participle rather than a static noun. He 

seems to be unaware that he has in this instance, thereby, 

moved from his original conception of centre or self or 

identity or unity to consideration of the vital affirmation 

of that centre. For example, he speaks of a tree, which, 

having had its top pruned, "sends up a new branch from 

69 Cf. "Existential Bases ..." in Existential Psycho­
logy, R. May, ed., p. 75. 

70 Cf. Ibid., p. 74. Cf. IDEM, "Toward the Ontological 
Basis ...", p. 5. Cf. Appendix 2 (Terms), 'IDENTITY', 'SELF', 



SENSE OF BEING 58 

71 heaven knows where to become a new center ." This is to aver 

that without its top, the tree is no longer centred and its 

new shoot somehow gives it back its centredness. The analogy 

in human beings would be to assert that a person who loses a 

limb is no longer centred. Now to be centred is to be dis­

tinct and separate entitatively. Thus, whether the top is 

lopped off or not, whether the tree is visually balanced and 

symmetrical or not, the tree is centred. Whether the human 

being loses a limb or not, he is centred. Neither tree nor 

human being can be otherwise since they cannot be and, at the 

same time, not be centred. Quite simply, this is what it means 

to say that centredness is an ontological characteristic, in 

May's own terms, inalienable to the being of the person or 

thing being discussed. 

In "The Context of Psychotherapy", May states that 

"all human beings are potentially centered in themselves' ," 

Now, as illustration of 'automatic' centredness, May proposes 

"a tree's centredness - which is marvelously developed in 

balance and unity, as anyone looking at a well-grown tree can 

73 tell ." A human being's centredness, says May, is not given 

automatically but depends upon his courage to affirm it. 

71 "Existential Bases ..." in Existential Psychology. 
R. May, ed., p. 74. Italics mine. 

72 In R, MAY, Psychology and the Human Dilemma. Ch.6, 
p, 94. Italics mine. Cf. p. 110, n, 8. 

73 Loc. cit.. p. 94. Italics mine. 
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If in themselves human beings are only potentially 

centred, then no human being can be completely separate or 

fully distinct from any other. He can never have the expe­

rience of personal identity which May earlier stated to be 

"the basic conviction that we all start with as psychological 

74 beings' ." If centredness in human beings depends upon the 

courage to affirm it, two questions arise. First, does this 

mean that there are two kinds of centredness which are both 

ontological, the 'automatic' centredness and that dependent 

upon courageous affirmation? Second, if centredness in human 

beings is only potential, how can it ever affirm itself? If 

it is asserted that it can affirm itself, then not only must 

it be in order to affirm itself (hence it is not potential), 

but it also renders tautological May's second ontological 

process which he calls self-affirmation. It would otherwise 

be a case of a centre endlessly centring and affirming itself. 

Change, development, existing as emerging, becoming, 

are incomprehensible without the reality of that which changes, 

emerges, becomes. At thirty I am greatly changed from the 

person I was at the age of five; yet I am, and am conscious 

of being, the same individual who has changed and developed. 

The 'basic conviction' of which May spoke, is indeed the 

awareness of identity, the sense of one's own being. Thus May, 

74 Man's Search for Himself, p. 78, 
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in asserting that centredness can 'break down' or be distor­

ted in conflict, is confusing the nature or being of the 

person with the existing, becoming individual person. 

With regard to the example of the tree's centredness, 

its balance and unity, it seems clear that this is more ap­

propriate to the notion of visual symmetry than to centred­

ness. A stunted tree is still a tree, albeit not well-grown. 

Again, the implication inherent in the example of the tree 

seen as fully centred as it is balanced and well-grown, is 

serious when the analogy is applied to human beings whose 

centredness can be, as May sees it, distorted in conflict or 

courageously affirmed. The mentally retarded and physically 

handicapped are somehow, by implication, less than centred 

and thus less than human; the former cannot be courageously 

self-affirming nor the latter fully complete, e.g., having 

grown a new limb to complete their centre. In the light of 

May's conviction of human freedom and the centrality of the 

sense of being, this position would clearly be untenable. Also, 

in neurosis, it is not man's nature or centredness which is 

distorted in conflict but the expression or affirmation of 

the individual person which has become distorted and conflicts 

with his nature or centre. Even if a human being is deprived 

of one or more senses from an early age, as was Helen Keller, 

he remains a centred human being. He does not, and can never, 

become other-than-human or non-human. A human being cannot 
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exist in a cat way nor in a dog way; he can, however, exist 

on a sub-human level in that he does not know and use his 

human powers. Nevertheless, he remains a fully centred, 

separate, distinct, human being. He may be subjugated in a 

collectivity, a primitive tribe, and may not have developed 

a sense of his own individuality. Even this cannot take away 

from his humanity. A human being can be inhuman, e.g., cruel, 

sadistic; he may even invoke his human powers in the service 

of the inhuman. But he cannot be non-human. It is not the 

human being's centredness, then, but the sense of that 

centredness, the sense of identity, which is born in and 

depend* upon the quality of that human being's affirmation 

of that identity. 

The courage to maintain that centredness May calls 

75 self-affirmation, or the courage to be oneself . This is 

very clearly correlated with his earlier thought on indivi­

duation in The Art of Counseling, In fact, it is noteworthy 

here that individuation, the earlier term, was probably a 

more felicitous choice than the term self-affirmation, because 

May has always been at pains to point out the polar structure 

of a self and world in human existence. Now, if the import of 

75 Cf. "Existential Bases ..." in Existential Psycho­
logy. R. May, ed., p. 75-76. May also generally directs the 
reader to Paul TILLICH's 1952 book The Courage to Be. (New 
Haven, Yale University Press, 1970, cf. particularly p. 86f,) 
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the term self-affirmation is reduced or contracted to the 

affirmation of the self alone, the interdependence implied in 

the self-world polarity is to a great extent obscured. Even 

the subsequent introduction of the third ontological process 

under the name of participation does not restore the emphasis 

on the polarity. The courage to be oneself, to individuate, 

is one aspect of the authentic realisation of human freedom. 

The function of the counsellor or therapist, then, is to aid 

the patient to discover this real self, to envisage his own 

centredness or identity and to help the patient to affirm 
76 

this self courageously . 

If the self is separate, distinct, individual, it is 

so precisely because of its separateness from all other 

beings, and because of its distinct individuality among other 
77 individuals in the world. Participation , or May's third 

ontological characteristic, is the more fundamental view of 

what May earlier called 'social integration' and later on 

explored in greater detail in the formulation of his three 

modes of world. If to be is to-be-in-the-world, the person 

is situated in participation with others in a web of inter­

dependence and interrelationship at various levels. If either 

76 Cf. R. MAY, The Art of Counseling, p. 53-61. 

77 Cf. R. MAY, "Existential Bases ..." in Existential 
Psychology, R. May, ed., p, 76, 
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self-affirmation (i.e., individuation) or participation is 

over-emphasised, the balance and perspective of the person's 

life becomes distorted. It is such a distortion which can 

result in neurotic symptoms of withdrawal or its opposite, 

the 'outer-directed' man, as May describes him. It is pre­

cisely with the level of his participation in encounter with 

the therapist that the neurotic seeks to redress that balance. 

In order to affirm his self in a fuller way, he seeks to 

overcome his difficulty with participation by means of a 

fuller, more integrated and open encounter in therapy. It is 

the development of the integrating sense of one's being which 

will restore the perspective of self and world relationship. 

To be in the world is not only to be a participating, 

self-affirmimg, centred self, but to be aware. "The subjec­

tive side of centeredness is awareness7"," says May. Here 

May correlates this with vigilance in animals and links it 

with the apprehension of attack which in human beings becomes 

a state of anxiety. He proceeds no further concerning aware­

ness, but goes immediately to the fifth ontological charac­

teristic, consciousness. Elsewhere, with specific reference 

to stages in therapy, May examined more closely awareness as 

78 "Existential Bases ..." in Existential Psychology. 
R. May, ed., p. 77. May's italics. Cf. IDEM, Psychology and 
the Human Dilemma. Ch. 6, "Context ...", p. 95• 
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experience of wishes and sensations, of bodily desires and 

needs7^. At this point in his discussion of ontological 

characteristics, it might have been appropriate briefly to 

indicate the distinction between awareness and consciousness 

which warranted positing these two as separate ontological 

characteristics. May does not do this, however, and further 

clouds the matter by stating that "the uniquely human form 

of awareness is self-consciousness ." 

Awareness as the experience of sensations, of wishes, 

of bodily needs and desires is obviously of crucial moment 

in therapy, the aim of which, as May sees it, is to aid the 

patient to experience his own being. The person who tries to 

deny the needs of his body, for example, or who tries to 

reduce to mere physical need the human desire for loving 

encounter, is guilty toward himself of seeking to ignore or 

repress what he is, namely, embodied consciousness in the 

world. Awareness is also the realm of 'automatic' or learned 

actions such as driving a car, typing, writing, most of 

which become suddenly difficult when one focuses attention 

on the actions involved. Awareness is thus more direct than 

79 Cf. Existential Psychotherapy, p. 37-39, and Love 
and Will, p. 262-266. 

80 R. MAY, "Existential Bases ..." in Existential 
Psychology, R. May, ed., p. 77. May's italics. 
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consciousness, i.e., it consists of a more vitally immediate 

experience of embodied existence. The cited instances of 

awareness are, of course, specifically human instances. The 

original range of awareness which made possible the acquisi­

tion of the skills of driving, typing, writing involved an 

initial selective concentration on the various actions and 

their sequence. The specific quality of human awareness is 

always, whether nearly or remotely, tempered by consciousness. 

The uniquely human form of awareness, says May, is 

self-consciousness. The fifth ontological characteristic is, 

then, consciousness . This must not be confused with aware­

ness. The latter, together with centredness, individuation 

and participation, is characteristic of all living beings, 

says May, and speaks of these four as biological levels, yet 

holds with Teilhard de Chardin that the emergence of self-

consciousness in man causes the whole Gestalt to change, and 

the organism to become comprehensible only in terms of the 

•new pattern'. Thus, May undertakes almost immediately to 

qualify his assertion that the four characteristics are 

•biological levels* with the statement that the simpler 

biological functions must, in man, be understood in terms of 

81 Cf. R. MAY, "Existential Bases ..." in Existential 
Psychology. R. May, ed., p. 77-79. Cf. IDEM, Psychology and— 
the Human Dilemma. Ch. 6, "Context ...", p. 95-96. May uses 
self-consciousness and consciousness synonymously, and 
occasionally even substitutes self-awareness and self-rela-
tedness for self-consciousness. Cf. Appendix 2 (Terms), 
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the whole man, and specifically, in terms of self-conscious­

ness. This evokes the earlier discussion of the three modes 

of world. Whereas plants and animals are in a closed world 

or environment, man alone has the capacity to envisage and 

relate to himself and his world, to his biological nature and 

environment. Hence, man has a world or Umwelt; while being in 

it, he can relate to it, transcend it and transform it by 

putting a specific human 'face' on it. 

Again in evidence is the centrality of the sense of 

being, the awareness and consciousness of oneself. The 

emergence of consciousness of self, of the ability to 

envisage oneself as free, thinking subject and as limited, 

determined object is, for May, the specific human dilemma 
82 

within which all persons must live . But if this dilemma is 

the source of our ability to come to terms with ourselves, 

to imagine, remember, symbolise, create, it is at once the 

source of the painful realisation of our mortality, of our 

precarious existence. May identifies this apprehension of 

possible loss of one's being as anxiety, the "sixth and last 
83 

characteristic ." 

82 Cf. R. MAY, Psychology and the Human Dilemma. Ch, 
1, "Introduction ...", p. 9, and IDEM, The Art of Counseling, 
p. 73. 

83 "Existential Bases ..." in Existential Psychology. 
R. May, ed,, p, 81. 



SENSE OF BEING 67 

At this point one must take issue with the words "and 

last" since such characteristics as guilt, love and will 

which May earlier identified (in Existence) as fundamental, 

defining structures of human existence have not been included 

in the six ontological characteristics. Now however one may 

argue that love is involved in the ontological characteristic 

of participation, it is so by implication only, just as anxiety 

is already implied by consciousness, in the ability to project 

possibilities and to apprehend one's vulnerability. Yet May 

chooses to specify anxiety separately while choosing not to 

specify separately love, guilt, etc. These latter characte­

ristics May has previously stated to be ontological, i.e., 

fundamental, defining structures of human existence, and 

their absence renders redundant the inclusion of anxiety in 

May's list of six. 

It is also noteworthy that when May treats of these 

ontological characteristics in Psychology and the Human 

84 Dilemma, , having devoted some earlier chapters to the 

discussion of anxiety, he omits any mention of 'six' and 

actually refers only to the first five characteristics. It 

might appear, then, that he was not entirely certain of the 

place of anxiety in relation to these characteristics. However, 

in the revised 1969 edition of Existential Psychology. 

84 Cf. Ch. 6, "Context ..." p. 93-98. Cf. also Ch. 7, 
"A Phenomenological Approach ...", p. 117-127. 
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anxiety remains specifically indicated in his second article 

as the "sixth and last characteristic". 

There remains only the question of care which was 

not mentioned in Existential Psychology but seems to have been 

gradually emerging in May's thinking on participation, 

particularly as instanced in therapeutic concern and levels 
8 ̂  

of encounter , Previously, May had mentioned care in a very 

brief reference to Boss, Binswanger and Heidegger and had 

described it as man's capacity "for understanding his being 
86 

and taking responsibility for it ," May's most recent 

exploration of love and will, which issued in his book Love 

and Will, did not evince any fundamental changes in his 

envisioning of human existence, and he did now state clearly, 

toward the end of the book, that the structure of being-in-

the-world was characterised by concern or care. Thus, a 

further dimension of understanding and another integrating 

factor comes into May's thought with recognition of care as 

an ontological characteristic. 

85 Cf, Psychology and the Human Dilemma. Ch. 7, "A 
Phenomenological Approach ...", p. 121f. Cf. also IDEM, 
"Contributions ..." in Existence, R, May et al.. eds., p. 74. 

86 "Contributions ..." in Existence. R. May et al.. 
eds., p. 75« Cf. "Indeed, the whole existential approach is 
rooted in the always curious phenomenon that we have in man 
a being who not only can but must, if he is to realize him­
self, question his own being." Ibid., p. 74. May's italics. 
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May described care as "the state in which something 

does matter; ... the opposite of apathy '." Although he is 

quite accurate in identifying care as the necessary or basic 

source of tenderness, as the joint source of both love and 

will, he does also rather inconsistently speak of it as a 

'necessary addition' to Eros, and which provides the "psycho-
88 

logical side of Eros ." This is somewhat confusing since care 

cannot be both the source of love and a later 'necessary 

addition'. In stating that care is the source of will, however, 

May quite accurately adds that it is caring about a situation 

which involves one in doing something about the situation, in 

formulating and carrying out decisions. May shows clearly 

that he agrees with- Heidegger's conception of care as "onto-
89 

logical in that it constitutes man as man ," and, further, 

states that he holds care to be the ground or source of the 

human capacity for sympathy, concern, involvement with other 

persons and things. Yet May does also speak of care as a 

90 91 
"state ", and of a person as being "in care " as opposed 
to sentimentality or to 'not-caring'. Such phrases lead one to 

8 7 Love and Will, p. 289. May's italics. 

88 Ibid., p, 289. Cf. Appendix 2 (Terms), 'CARE'. 

89 Love and W i l l , p , 290. May's i t a l i c s . 

90 Ibid>> p . 289. 

91 I b i d . , p . 2 9 1 . 
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wonder whether May does actually envisage care as co-extensive 

with being human or whether he is more primarily oriented to 

considering care in terms of its psychological expression in 

particular situations. 

Care as ontological is not merely something which 

'fights cynicism and apathy'. On the contrary, even apathy 

and cynicism, which are psychological, are grounded in care 

as ontological since they are precisely manifestations of 

care as expressed in the desire to reduce vulnerability and 

to preserve one's being. The misunderstanding which would 

oppose care to apathy is perhaps based on the overtones 

which the word 'care' has acquired in ordinary use and not 

on a true understanding of care as co-extensive with being 

human in the world, being oriented toward self and others, 

toward individuation and participation. It is care as onto­

logical which is the basis or ground of caring about one's own 

existence as well as that of others. Hence, it is not only 

at the source of such self-preservative defences as apathy 

and cynicism and even hatred, but is also at the base of love, 

of concern for others, of law and justice. It is also the 

source of individuation, participation and the other struc­

tures which have been the fundamental elements in May's 

articulation of a structural base for psychotherapy. Care is 

also at the source of the sense of being. In Existence, 

speaking of care in Heidegger, May spoke of it as the 
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capacity to understand and be responsible for one's own 

existence. The sense of being is precisely the measure of 

that understanding and responsibility. 

5. SUMMARY. 

The purpose of this chapter, realised through close, 

documented statement and methodical examination, has been to 

articulate in internal critique the decisive moments of May's 

work and to disclose the fundamental insight which serves as 

the unifying principle in his envisioning of human existence. 

This principle, the sense of being, was shown to be the base 

upon which is built May's 'working science of man', his 

•structural base for psychotherapy', and his ontological 

approach to man. Disclosed as the touchstone of therapeutic 

encounter, it is the sense of being which, in May's view, is 

the ground and goal of all therapy. 

In the first section of this chapter, the need, felt 

by many psychiatrists and psychotherapists both in Europe and 

America, for reexamination of the ground and aim of therapy 

was briefly noted. May's conviction that the counsellor must 

examine his own philosophical presuppositions was also noted 

and his rejection of specific scientific models as inadequate 

for psychotherapy was examined. While clearly acknowledging 

the explanatory capacity of behaviouristic and medical models, 
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May insisted that the ground of therapy must be comprehensive 

rather than aspectual and must encompass what it is to be a 

human being in all of the aspects of that being. May's parti­

cular orientation to finding this more comprehensive approach 

in a descriptive analysis of human existence was stated and 

its moments briefly articulated. 

In the second section, an analysis was undertaken of 

his early view of personality. It was observed that he placed 

freedom squarely at the root of his envisioning of human 

existence and his emphasis upon existence as changing and 

mobile was also noted. 

The third section of this chapter sought to examine 

the notion of the sense of being, its first appearance in 

May's work as the sense of self, or experience of one's own 

existence, and its later articulation with regard to the 

modes of anxiety, love and will, time and the three modes of 

world. The expression of the sense of being was briefly noted 

as man's capacity to symbolise, to question and relate to his 

existence. The method of this section was to witness critically 

the unfolding of the idea of the sense of being and its cen-

trality to the structure of existence as May envisions it. 

In the fourth section, May's attempt to identify and 

articulate the structure of human existence in terms of the 

most fundamental characteristics was given in detail and 

examined. The individual conceptions of the early view of 
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personality were seen to have been deepened and relocated 

and the relevance of this structural envisioning for therapy 

was also closely regarded. Finally, May's later assertion of 

care as ontological was also examined. 

Through a descriptive account, then, of the psycho­

logical problems of the mid-twentieth century, May's earlier 

concept of personality developed quickly toward its eventual 

and deeper relocation within the context of considering the 

basic structure of human existence. His conception of therapy, 

which he always viewed as a process of involvement, a con­

cerned assistance, rather than the expert application of some 

automatic technique and cure, became specifically a process 

of loving encounter, itself made possible by the very 

ontological structures the expression of which had become 

distorted in the patient. Neurosis which he originally viewed 

as failure to adjust, was now more comprehensively envisioned 

as precisely a protective adjustment caused by the failure 

properly to integrate the expression of those structures. 

Hence, May views as mere substitution of a new protective 

adaptation any therapy which would seek to 'condition' the 

patient not to feel anxiety or guilt. 

May's efforts, however, to give ontological expression 

to those structures which he analysed so clearly in the 

psychological order, have been shown to be somewhat confused. 


