Phronēsis 
 “Every psychotherapist not only has his own method – he himself is that method.”  C. G. Jung, CW16, §298.

“It has been believed for too long that psychotherapy can be used ‘technically’ like a recipe or an operational method or a dying process . . . But psychotherapy cannot be used in such a way.” C. G. Jung, Psychological Reflections ed. J. Jacobs, Pantheon, 1953, p. 77.

“The personality of the patient demands the personality of the doctor and not artificial technical procedures.” C. G. Jung, Psychological Reflections ed. J. Jacobs, Pantheon, 1953, p. 77.

For Jung the therapist is as much “in the analysis” as the patient.  Both must become involved fully in the movement of the psychological conversation.

For what the therapist does in his practice is partly a reflection of his self-understanding, of how he conceives his practice.  

Self-knowledge arises not as the result of applying technique, but out of that ethical tension we call conscience, which is always an interiorization and conflict.  How can matters of psyche be resolved, if resolved they can be, by technique?

. . . depth psychological practice has an inherently moral, pragmatic basis to it.

Feeling values [what the Greeks would call phronēsis] 
 are always present in every act of understanding.

The requirement of self-knowledge is . . . the distinguishing characteristic of phronēsis as ethical practice and marks it off from technical knowledge.  We understand much not only by what we do, but also that by which and for which something is done.  Phronēsis is therefore in this sense indispensably psychological: self-knowledge, the “Know Thyself,” means “knowing” the daimones who inhabit the soul-world and how they express themselves through our attitudes, experience and behavior.  For this reason among others depth psychology insists on a personal analysis in order to practice: not to learn techniques, but to develop that reflex of interiority which is self-knowledge, to evolve a practice wisdom out of one’s own encounter with the psyche.

In depth psychology values are understood in terms of psyche, and their criterion is depth.

Technique differs from phronēsis in another sense as well.  Though we can change our techniques, our being does not itself need to change.

The understanding of phronēsis [also] rests on a concern for the other, understanding based upon an empathy and insight derived from fellow-feeling.  We come to know the other through an act of solidarity with him.  The ancient Greek work koinonia, meaning “communion,” “fellowship” and “intercourse,” describes well the nature of this feeling [of phronēsis].  It refers to that level of feeling between oneself and another as sharing a common human lot, the apportionment of fate we call mortal.  We are able to understand the other because we can feel for and with his predicament.  One relates to the other always through the presence of value.  This thoughtful concern is never an element of technique in itself.

Any practice involves a core of virtues: justice, courage and honesty.

A practice is therefore not based upon technical knowledge, but upon ethical consciousness.

Whereas technique works on behalf of determinacy [a given end], the tēlos [finality] of depth psychology is open.  Therapeia means waiting, attending, but leaving open what one is waiting for.  Just here, the uncertainty of feeling plays a major role, for the ethics of practical wisdom, phronēsis, cannot seek certainty by referring outward to any system.  Hence uncertainty lies at the heart of depth psychological practice based on the encounter with psyche in all its paradox of depth and finitude.  Experiencing soul, we experience depth, but also learn the limits, as Heraclitus said, of our understanding.  Though we may better sense the unfathomability of things, we lose our certitudes.

To paraphrase Joseph Conrad, the question is not how to fix psyche, but how live it more deeply.

This material was taken from “On the Nature of Practice”, Michael Herts, Archetypal Psychology, Spring 1987, Spring Publications, p. 77, by John Burns, March, 2011.

� Phronēsis can be translated “prudence,” “practical wisdom” or “practical common sense.” Aristotle identifies it specifically with moral knowledge.  It means to deliberate on what is “conducive to the good life generally.”  Phronēsis contrasts with scientific knowledge (epistēme) and with art or technical skill (technē).


� “Man is only too ready to hide the poverty and neediness of his existence in history.  He does not like the risks faced by the prophet, the dire poverty of hope, the life of a person who finds his support in the intangible promise of a provisional present.”


Metz, Johannes B., “ Poverty of Spirit” Paulist Press, p. 40.











