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In the Spirit of Play: Applied Existential
Psychotherapy
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A b s t r a c t

This article discusses Applied Existential Psychotherapy (AEF), a therapeutic approach
founded by Betty Cannon and grounded in the philosophy of Jean-Paul Sartre. AEP is a
synthesis of existential and psychoanalytic insights with interventions drawn from Gestalt
therapy, body-oriented psychotherapy, and other experiential approaches. Interventions are
intended to be 'playful' and to facilitate movement from what Sartre refers to as the 'spirit of
seriousness' to what the authors have named the 'spirit of play' - that is, from a viewpoint
that denies freedom and responsibility to one that acknowledges and values one's own and
the other's freedom. Discussions of play, drawn from Winnicott and Huizinga, augment the
ideas of Sartre. The importance of holding a space for 'existential anxiety' as a client moves
from the spirit of seriousness to the spirit of play is emphasised. Brief examples from client
notes and demons t ra t i on v ideos fi l l ou t the theore t i ca l ma te r ia l .
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Im Geist des Spiels: Angewandte Existentielle Psychotherapie

Zusammenfassung: In diesem Artikel wird der therapeutischen Ansatz von Betty
Cannon, welcher in der Philosophie von Jean-Paul Sartre wurzelt, die .Angewandte
Existentielle Psychotherapie' (AEP) vorgestellt. AEP ist eine Synthese aus existenziellen und
psychoanalytischer Erkenntnissen, vermischt mit Interventionen aus der Gestalttherapie,
korperorientierten Psychotherapie und andere experimentelle Ansatze. Interventionen
sollen spielerische sein und die Bewegung auf das hinzu ermoglichen, was Sartre als ,Geist
der Schwere' bezeichnet und die Autoren als den ,Geist des Spiels' nennen. Von einem
Standpunkt ausgehend, der die Freiheit und die Verantwortung verweigert zu einem der den
eigenen Freiheitswert und der der anderen respektiert. Die Diskussionen des Spiels in Bezug
auf Winnicott und Huizinga erganzen die Ideen von Sartre. Die Bedeulung einen Raum fiir
« Existenzangst « offen zu halten, wenn der oder die Klientin vom Geist der Schwere zum
Geist des Spiels heriiber bewegt, wird betont. Kurze Beispiele von Klienten Notizen und
Demonstrationsvideos erganzen das theoretische Material.

Schliisselworter: Geist der Schwere , Geist des Spiels , das Nichts, Freiheit, Existenzangst,
N a c h d e n k l i c h
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For our purposes here, we might summarise the direction of our particular synthesis,
which we realise is one among many existential approaches, in this way: Practitioners of AEP
focus on experiencing the present moment — in all of its bodily-lived fullness and immediacy
— as the primary avenue to change. At the same time, we take into account the past (as
ground) and the future (as giving meaning to contemporary dilemmas). Interventions are
intended to be playful and to facilitate movement from the spirit of seriousness to the spirit
of play.

Psychotherapy as Play

What then is play, and how does it become a basis for therapy? Many writers on play,
including Sartre (1972), define play as 'gratuitous' activity (p. 740). Johan Huizinga (1950),
in his seminal work Hwno bidet's, gives a definition that is strikingly similar to Sartre's. He
says that play is 'a free activity standing quite consciously outside "ordinary" life as being "not
serious" but at the same time absorbing the player intensely and utterly' (p. 13). Calling play
'gratuitous' means that it is activity not called for by circumstances — lying outside the chain
of practical causality. It might be useful in the long run because it encourages creativity and
allows us to try on new ways of acting and being. But, in terms of daily life, it has no practical
goal. Play points us toward freedom because it is the activity in which we are least absorbed
in the 'serious world — and least convinced that we are pawns of circumstances.

Sartre (1972) calls for a 'special study' of play as an antidote to the 'serious attitude that
is heavy with awareness of the limitations and demands of the bio-socio-material world. He
says that play 'releases subjectivity' (p. 742) because it acquaints us with the 'nothingness' that
differentiates embodied consciousness from mere objects in the world. It is this 'no-thing-
ness, our own existence as a vantage point on being that may shift and change, that is the
source of our freedom. Because play has no practical goals, it releases us from the exigencies
of the given. Similarly Winnicott (1971) thinks that play opens up the 'intermediate space'
between the subjective and objective worlds so that we can come to feel more 'real' and 'alive'
and to live more creatively and authentically (pp. 104-110).

How might a playful psychotherapy look? First of all, there are no established protocols
delimiting 'playful psychotherapy. It is 'gratuitous' in the sense of lacking a practical agenda.
It is flexible, spontaneous, and improvisational. It leaves room for an 'area of formlessness'
that provides space for recovering the capacity to play and the 'freedom to choose' (Winnicott,
1971, pp. 33-37). Playful psychotherapy is the container for surprise: the end cannot be fully
known. Since play often involves physical movement, it engages the body as well as the mind.
While sensitive to human suffering, there is room for laughter, humour, and the pleasure
of creating. Playful psychotherapy provides a space for trying on new possibilities. It is
transformative, allowing us to see new meanings and discover different ways to experience
reality.

According to  Huizinga (1950), play requires a special space, a 'magic circle: I n
psychotherapy, that space may be suggested by the ritual of going to the therapist's office or
other therapeutic milieu. Yet. when we talk about therapeutic space, we are not merely talking
about the set-up of the office, though items in the venue (such as the couch in psychoanalysis
or the empty chair in Gestalt therapy) may be part of creating a space 'outside of ordinary
life' (p- 13). In AER we minimally require a third chair, some pillows, and enough space to
move around. Yet creating the magic circle requires more than a physical set-up. It requires
playful interventions and a therapist who knows how to use those interventions to open up
the space for therapeutic play.








