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Chapter 1

Opening Pandora’s Box:
Values and Beliefs in
Psychotherapy

The soul unto itself

Is an imperial friend,

Or the most agonizing spy
An enemy could send.

(Emily Dickinson, 1994: 46)

So, what is the role of therapy in our elusive quest for happiness? What is it
that people hope to get from counselling and psychotherapy? Do they seck to
meet a friend who has their best interests at heart and who will help them live
a happier life? If so, are their expectations realistic and is therapy up to the
challenge? Is therapy a refuge where people come to create the illusion that
they may be able to overcome all their troubles and live happily ever after?
What is happiness anyway?

The Cambridge Dictionary defines happiness as a feeling that causes plea-
sure or satisfaction. The internet based encyclopaedia, Wikipedia, defines
happiness as ‘a prolonged or lasting emotional or affective state that feels
good or pleasing’ (Wikipedia, 2006). Is therapy meant to achieve such a positive
pleasurable and lasting emotional state for clients? In other words should
therapy make things better and people feel good? If so, is therapy based on
wishful thinking and does it conjure up a kind of utopia, which is ultimately
unobtainable or unsustainable? We need to find out whether therapy deals
with the real human questions or whether it deals with ephemeral and short-
term effects of suggestion only. Does therapy tackle the fundamental human
issues of good and evil, life and death, anxiety and despair for instance? We
shall start our journey of understanding therapy and its quest for happiness by
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looking at the ideclogy and belief systems on which our society and its new
therapeutic aspirations are based, for they define our expectations of happiness.

Culture and ideology

Every culture entices or forces people into its dominant ideology, even when
it tolerates varied beliefs and leaves some people to live in the margins of
society. It teaches us to believe certain things and to disbelieve others. It pre-
scribes certain fundamental rules of conduct and it demands a usually fairly
strict obedience to these principles and their code of honour. It does so by
giving us a set of prohibitions on the one hand and a set of injunctions and
objectives in the form of ideals and aspirations on the other hand. These
conventions and values are usually neatly wrapped in the culture’s religion,
which links people together. It does so by being centred around one or more
holy texts, which can not be questioned, since they are defined as divine or
holy. Such adherence to a prescribed worldview magically transforms chaos
into order and confusion into meaning.

This sacred link uniting the culture can be many different things, but if it is
to acquire religious and sacred status it has to be rooted in a mythology which
refers to the culture’s origin and which cannot be questioned and has to be
taken on faith. We can only truly belong to a culture to the extent that we
accept its framework of reference. Its ideas, rules, beliefs and conventions are
effectively distributed through the network of families and institutions that
form the substratum of the culture. They are passed on in the form of values
and these values may change somewhat from one generation to the next
according to the times and mores and depending on what is most desirable and
sought after at any particular moment. Cultures draw their power from these
underlying beliefs and give direction to the individual’s actions by aiming for
certain defined ideals and standards, which are themselves derived from the
ideology of the society. Values are the principles that dictate what something
is worth in comparison to everything else. Values allow people to evaluate their
experiences or possessions and put a price on them. Values are the measure of
what people come to expect for and of themselves and they provide clarity
about the objectives and characteristics of a well lived life. Values are deter-
mined by how much we are willing to give up in order to acquire or keep the
thing we value. An ultimate value is something you would give everything up
for, including your own life. The ultimate value is the ultimate good of our
society and this is opposed by its ultimate evil: its arch enemy, that which we
fear most. Evil is essentially that which actively undermines or threatens the
good that we value. Usually it appears to do so gratuitously.

Each culture incorporates a view about good and evil. This is necessary if
people are to have a definite sense of what is desirable and undesirable so that

—b—



Van Deurzen-Ch-01:Van Deurzen-Ch-0l.gxp 6/2 008 7:49 PM Page 15

Opening Pandora’s Box

Ideals Religion

Aspirations
Myths

Conduct
Beliefs

Values
Figure I.1  The cycle of ideology

they know how to act and what to aim for in life. The image of good and evil
is graphically represented in the myth of creation that exists in a society, since
this myth defines the fundamental conflicts out of which their world has
grown. As such it lays the foundations of the sort of life an individual in this
society can come to expect. So our lives are anchored from the outset in a
clear and unambiguous explanation about the origin and purpose of human
beings: we are told in no uncertain terms what the good and bad ways of act-
ing are and how we should behave. We are offered a sequence of myths,
values, beliefs and aspirations that keep us within a safe circle of good behav-
iour and which are summarized and organized by the edicts of our ideology
or religion. We operate our lives within these parameters and find our evalu-
ations within their boundaries.

Religions and their myths of creation are the magic circles within which
cultures thrive. A myth of creation exists in every culture, but may not be
present in an obvious way. In Western culture, in the twenty first century, we
are divided in our mythology, for we are absorbing many varied myths and
there are diverse groups amongst us, each living by their own legends and
holy stories. Mostly our societies are still well embedded in the old estab-
lished Judeo-Christian narratives about the origin of mankind in the Garden
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of Eden. Since Islam is also derived from the Old Testament, it too is compatible
with that myth. Whilst Hindu and Buddhist notions are very different they
have generally taken up a less prominent position in the Western world, quite
likely because they do not include the same evangelical aspirations as the
monotheistic religions do.

The core mythology and a new
contender for the throne

Much of Western living is still set against the backdrop of our expulsion from
an imagined paradise and the sense that things could be so much better if this
had not happened. Deep down we attribute our fall to human frailty and fail-
ure. The purpose of existence remains that of the struggle with original sin
and people hanker after a time when all will be forgiven and they will be
admitted to a heavenly abode and rewarded for their hard work on earth. This
myth is still written into most of our memories and drives us forward to great
and small achievements and the best behaviour we can muster. We seek
redemption and expect positive results if we do our best, aiming for better
times to come later, either in this life or after our death.

What we often seem to forget is that in our cultural myth this endless striv-
ing is the result of Adam and Eve’s inability to resist temptation; not the temp-
tation of exquisite pleasure though, but rather the temptation to follow a
natural curiosity and taste the fruit of the tree of knowledge. Their exodus
from paradise is cleverly engineered by the seductive serpent who reminds
them of their capacity to choose and eat the forbidden fruit. And they get pre-
cisely what they asked for: outside of the Garden of Eden they are exposed to
the immediate knowledge of the gender differences between them, feelings of
shame, regret and guilt and awareness of the contrast between life and death.
They are confronted with human suffering, labour, conflict and responsibil-
ity. And so it is that human history and culture begin, in suffering; for outside
of the Garden of Eden we have to survive by our own wits and at the sweat
of our brow. As soon as human beings come into the real world they have to
learn to survive and record their learning to pass it on to the next generation.
They also have to learn to suffer.

It is precisely because we have had to deal with all these existential prob-
lems over many millennia that we have evolved various ingenious ways of
survival. And it is that same ingenuity that has ultimately led to a new global
value system and a new set of beliefs, namely that of science and technology
and its concomitants of industry and consumerism. All these are generated
from the same desire to reduce suffering and achieve an easier way of life by
applying our intelligence. The emphasis is now firmly on the human capacity
for knowledge and understanding and the desirability of achievement and
competition. Since the late nineteenth century Darwinian evolutionary theory
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has finally produced a suitable alternative myth of creation for this new religion,
one that fits with the new spirit of optimism and belief in mankind’s great
capacity for scientific observation and technological prowess. Evolution is
what we are about. The Big Bang theory of early twentieth century physics has
at the same time provided the necessary cosmological backdrop to the new
ideas and so the scene is set for a complete overhaul of our dominant ideology.

Science as religion

Few people are aware of the extent to which the contemporary scientific spirit
has gradually taken on the guise of an ideology. It has been a gradual and sur-
reptitious take-over bid. But it has been an extremely successful one, because
the tenets of the new scientific belief system can be so easily distributed through
the new churches, schools, media and universities and are so easily absorbed
and so eminently sensible. Of course the new religion confuses us more than
the old ones, for it is far less stable and commands a formidable authority based
in the facts and products that it continuously generates. No church has ever been
able to do such compelling magic. Science comes up with new ideas, data and
theories on a regular basis and demands that we stay informed at all times: the
objective is for us to evolve and to stay in touch with the latest inventions, the-
ories and gadgets, lest we become outmoded, outdated and out of touch. The
objective is to live ever smoother and more dynamic lives, striving to achieve as
much of our potential as possible by basing our everyday activities on scientific
data for maximum success. No wonder the culture of youth has got the upper
hand. No wonder we are obsessed with longevity, fitness and happiness. The
age of information has firmly replaced the age of knowledge, which had previ-
ously already replaced the age of wisdom. While wisdom can only emerge from
maturity, fast changing information relies on immediacy and fits better with the
vitality of youth. So now we no longer adjust our conduct to the old values and
well established routines of our ancestors and forebears nor in terms of the word
of our gods, but rather in line with the new evidence provided to us by the latest
research. We live evidence-based lives and we take our cues from the media to
keep us informed of the latest fashions and values to follow. One day we are
told to eat or do one thing for a longer, healthier life, the next the evidence has
changed and we are advised to pursue another new fad. Politicians have also
learnt to use and manipulate scientific data to their advantage: they all dance to
the same tune and propose new legislation in line with the new evidence avail-
able. No wonder they do not come up with widely differing views any longer.
They steer a course between the scientific data and the popular opinions formed
by the media.

And so we no longer worship the symbols of divinity and eternal life nor
do we aim very much to emulate our elders. They are far too much out of date.
We are not nearly as interested in universal values, but attracted by the glitter
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