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The concept of the therapeutic within the humanities has a long and 

contested history. In late Wittgenstein, the therapeutic designates a logico-

linguistic practice aimed at dissolving conceptual confusions [19]. Rorty 

assigns to it an anti-metaphysical role, describing it as a “treatment” for 

representational paradigm [16]. Yet in these approaches the therapeutic 

remains confined to the domain of philosophical argumentation and does not 

reach the level of a cultural-historical regime of knowledge. 

By contrast, Pierre Hadot develops another perspective: he interprets 

ancient philosophy as a therapeutic form of life, embodied in spiritual exercises 

and practices of self-transformation [10]. Michel Foucault undermines this idea 

on the same grounds, showing that practices of self-formation are always 

embedded in apparatuses of power-knowledge that produce regimes of 

subjectivation [7]. Here the first rupture emerges: between therapy as spiritual 

perfection and therapy as a technique of disciplinary integration. 

Judith Butler radicalizes this rupture. In In The Psychic Life of Power she 

stresses: “Subjection consists precisely in this fundamental dependency on a 

discourse we never chose, but which, paradoxically, initiates and sustains our 

agency” [4]. This implies that the therapeutic cannot be reduced to the pursuit 

of the subject's authenticity. It simultaneously constitutes and constrains, 

consolidating those structures of power that determine the conditions of 

possibility for cognition. Thus, the therapeutic is not an auxiliary instrument 

but an epistemological condition of subjectivation. 
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In contemporary humanistic knowledge, heterogeneous theoretical 

models of conceptualizing the therapeutic have crystallized. The cultural-

decline model conceptualizes the therapeutic as the symptomatology of 

cultural disintegration, determined by the erosion of traditional forms of 

authority, moral axiologies, and social solidarity. This theoretical paradigm, 

delineated in the works of Philip Rieff, Christopher Lasch, Frank Furedi, and 

Byung-Chul Han, interprets "therapeutic culture" as a manifestation of 

narcissistic individuation and the affective vulnerability of the contemporary 

subject in the context of atomized social existence [15; 13; 8; 11]. 

The social-control model frames the therapeutic as a modality of “soft 

power” that implements social control operating through the psychologization 

and individuation of socio-structural antagonisms. This theoretical matrix, 

elaborated in the works of Michel Foucault, Nikolas Rose, Jacques Donzelot, and 

Edgar Cabanas, emphasizes the normalizing function of therapeutic practices 

and their structural correlation with neoliberal governance [7; 17; 6; 5]. 

According to the reflexive-modernity model, the therapeutic is explicated 

as a response to ontological contradictions of late modernity, determined by 

processes of radical individuation, detraditionalization, and multiplication of 

social risks. This theoretical paradigm, articulated in the works of Anthony 

Giddens and Ulrich Beck, conceptualizes therapeutic practices as forms of 

reflexive work on the self in the context of the ontological "precarity" of the 

late-modern subject [9; 1]. 

The model of democratization of emotional life conceives of the 

therapeutic as a mode that integrates diverse forms of emotional experience 

(previously excluded) into societal discourses on normality and well-being. In 

this context, Katie Wright shows how the therapeutic facilitates the inclusion 

of previously invisible groups [20]. 

At the same time, the described tendencies pertain to humanistic 

knowledge itself, as in contemporary humanistic discourse, the therapeutic 

also serves as an epistemological criterion: the truth or value of knowledge is 

evaluated by its capacity to effect transformation of subjectivity. In this sense, 

the therapeutic becomes a mode of epistemological validation that permeates 

disciplinary boundaries. 

Eva Illouz notes: "Emotional competence has emerged as a new form of 

cultural capital, integral to individual performance in the workplace and 

relationships" [12]. Accordingly, the therapeutic becomes a marker of 

epistemological legitimacy: "true" is that which is capable of producing an 
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affective effect of inclusion, healing, and flourishing. In this direction, Lauren 

Berlant poses the critical question: "What does it mean for the theory and 

practice of social transformation, when feeling good becomes evidence of 

justice's triumph?" [2]. Knowledge here is assessed by its emotional 

productivity. Nikolas Rose extends this thesis, asserting: "The vocabularies of 

the therapeutic are increasingly deployed in every practice addressed to 

human problems." [17]. 

To better understand the epistemological foundations of the therapeutic, 

it is worthwhile to turn to embodied and artistic practices (for example, within 

the interdisciplinary field of Health humanities) and the ways in which their 

functioning is described. They demonstrate that the therapeutic is not 

reducible to a medical or psychotherapeutic framework but emerges as an 

autonomous mode of knowledge production. Dance therapy, as Barbara Erber 

observes, "Movement of this type awakens my body as knower and enables me 

to transform the movement into dance through elicited images, sensations, and 

thoughts… Generally, for me embodied knowledge comes into awareness 

during movement transitions while moving improvisationally [3]. In this case, 

dance does not merely "heal" — it articulates knowledge that previously 

remained inaccessible. Similarly, art therapy generates "a space for the 

emergence of the new." Shaun McNiff emphasizes: "The artistic image not only 

expresses but also forms experience" [14]. This means that drawing, collage, or 

sculpture open access to forms of knowledge that are not reducible to logos but 

exert a real influence on the subject's self-constitution. Narrative therapy 

inscribes into this context the dimension of narrativity, drawing on a long 

genealogy that extends back to psychoanalytic attention to life stories and the 

symbolic organization of experience. Michael White emphasized: "When a 

person retells their own story in new terms, they create new possibilities for 

action in the world" [18]. In such a case, the therapeutic narrative becomes an 

epistemological act: it not only "reflects reality" but defines the possibilities for 

reflection. 

Conclusions. Before engaging in the study of the therapeutic from the 

perspective of its epistemological foundations, it is necessary to separately 

assess how the therapeutic immanently influences the humanistic field under 

study. Without this clarification, any attempts to work with the "epistemology 

of the therapeutic" risk remaining tautological, failing to account for  

the fact that the the therapeutic has long ceased to belong exclusively to the 

therapist. 
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