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Foreword

The challenge of writing about culture and family therapy practice

Peter Rober


“Universal humanity is visible at the edges”

(Buck-Morss, 2009, p. 151)



In our Western societies, multi-culturalism is not an option any more. For some years now, it has become a reality. The time when the question “should our society be multi-cultural or not” had any relevance is long past. The relevant questions now are “how are we going to be a multi-cultural society?” and “how are we going to deal with the tensions multi-culturalism evokes?”

Although racism, colonialism, and cultural insensitivity are still present in our society, the dominant societal norm seems to promote being respectful towards others, enjoying the richness of cultural diversity, and being tolerant of differences. In practice, this societal norm is very tricky, especially when this norm conflicts with other values we hold dear. We have fought for social equality, for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) rights, for the rights of children, for animal rights, and so on. Whenever our cultural openness collides with instances in which these values are not respected, this leaves us confused and in doubt, especially because many of us carry with us the burden of a historical debt of our colonial pasts, with their exploitation, atrocities, and genocides. Whatever the cost, we do not want to make the mistakes our ancestors have made and, if possible, we want to show ourselves being the exact opposite of a colonizer: humble, self-critical, generous, and respectful towards others. Such fears of cultural imperialism might result in an attitude of cultural relativism that makes it difficult to represent any practice or belief as oppressive or at odds with our values of equality, personal integrity, and freedom (Phillips, 2007;Žižek, 2008a). While we can enjoy cultural diversity, defend the rights of cultural minorities, and be open to difference, at the same time we cannot but reflect on areas of tensions: what about female circumcision, bull fighting, polygamy, honour killing, whale hunting, and so on?

For many years, talking about the tensions multi-culturalism evokes was not done in liberal circles. Just mentioning these tensions made you liable to be suspected of being a racist wolf in sheep’s clothing. The only discourse allowed was the celebration of difference and tolerance. By now, the taboos implied in such politically correct practices have been exposed. The concept of tolerance, for instance, has been subjected to a critical evaluation (e.g., Hansson, 2007; Nehushtan, 2007), and some writers have arrived at surprising, even unsettling, conclusions. Brown (2006), for instance, writes that while in our multi-cultural society tolerance is seen as a solely benign virtue, her analysis shows that in our post-political world (Mouffe, 2005) the concept of tolerance often masks shady political agendas, inequality, injustice, and, indeed, intolerance. She gives the example of The Simon Wiesenthal Center Museum of Tolerance in Los Angeles, which hides its pro-Israel position behind the discourse of tolerance. Jews are presented as the ultimate victims of intolerance, and, as such, their voice is privileged to speak with moral authority about tolerance. Brown exposes the power relations inherent in such a discourse of tolerance: some are positioned as tolerant (the Israeli, the American), and others are positioned as intolerant. In the museum, examples are given of people taking the responsibility of fighting against intolerance (e.g., American soldiers fighting in Iraq), unmasking the tolerant as being intolerant for the intolerant. Like Brown,Žižek frames the concept of tolerance in the context of the post-ideology era we are living in (Žižek, 2008a,b). According to him, a plea for cultural tolerance is a plea for a status quo in the neo-liberal economic system celebrating freedom, globalization, and profit.


Why are today so many problems perceived as problems of intolerance, not as problems of inequality, exploitation, injustice? Why is the proposed remedy tolerance, not emancipation, political struggle, even armed struggle? The immediate answer is the liberal multiculturalist’s basic ideological operation: the ‘culturalization of politics’—political differences, differences conditioned by political inequality, economic exploitation, etc., are naturalized/neutralized into ‘cultural’ differences, different ‘ways of life’, which are something given, something that cannot be overcome, but merely ‘tolerated.’ [Žižek, 2008a, p. 660]



Žižek explains that the promotion of the virtue of tolerance fits nicely within an overall capitalist project of turning the whole world into a global marketplace in which all values are relative and in which everything has a price. By stressing the importance of tolerance, conflicts and tensions are psychologized and individualized (‘if only he/she would be more tolerant there would be no problem’). Furthermore, the concept of cultural tolerance is problematic, since it seems to mask a patronizing attitude (Brown, 2006). Being tolerant to others can be read as: “We accept that you remain connected with your cultural traditions, but we—enlighted as we are—see the relativity of cultural beliefs and practices. So, we are flexible and suspend our own cultural connectedness in order to be tolerant, and respect you in your cultural traditions.” A view of tolerance as a preferential way to deal with cultural differences betrays an underlying Western liberal view of culture as personalized and privatized (Žižek, 2008a): in our Western view, culture is not a public network of norms, rules, taboos, and prohibitions in which we are born, but, rather, a set of personal beliefs and practices that we are free to choose and enjoy. This view of culture is very different from the view of culture as public and binding. Implicitly, we consider our view superior and we tolerate the other’s view. Could it be that exactly what we try to avoid is implicitly engendered in some of the ways in which we try to avoid colonialism and imperialism? It seems that the divisions between tolerance and intolerance, between being culturally sensitive and being colonist, between right and wrong, are not so clear-cut.

In a societal context in which questions like these about dealing with cultural differences are front of stage in the public debate, also, in the field of family therapy, more reflection is needed on how to deal with cultural differences. However, in our field, we already have an excellent track record in promoting cultural sensitivity, cultural competence, and culturally informed therapy (Abu Baker, 1999; Bean, Perry, & Bedell, 2002; Weisman, Duarte, Konery, & Wasserman, 2006). It is clear that being culturally sensitive is highly valued in our field. In a variety of ways, it has been promoted as a correction of ethnocentric ideas and practices (e.g., Di Nicola, 1997; Falicov, 1995; McGoldrick, 1998). While extremely important, nowadays this is not enough any more. In addition to the promotion of cultural sensitivity, we need a better understanding of the challenges the multi-cultural project poses for practising family therapists. To mention just one example of such challenges, we can refer to the tension a family therapist might feel between his/her cultural sensitivity and his/her resistance to patriarchal gender practices when dealing with families in which traditional patriarchal gender roles are considered the cultural norm. We need deeper reflection on the complexity of issues like this and, in particular, we need more reflection on ways to deal with it in practice. Promoting cultural sensitivity is not enough in these difficult situations, and it might even have negative consequences for the quality of the therapeutic encounter. If the therapist only has the idea of cultural sensitivity to hold on to, the risk is that, in his/her resolution to respect otherness, he/she would be desperately careful not to offend, which might result in a kind of passivity—a not-knowing what to think or say—in which the therapist as a person disappears. The therapist is then absent, rather than respectful.

This is what this book does: to reflect deeper on culture in family therapy practice, and especially on ways to deal through reflexivity with difference and sameness in the construction of intercultural therapeutic relationships (Malik & Krause, 2005). Writing about family therapy and culture is a challenge these days, in at least two respects. First of all, because the field of family therapy seems to be leaving behind the old theoretical paradigm that has inspired practitioners in our field for many years, while it is not yet clear what will be the new paradigm. Second, it is also a challenge because writers writing about culture have to avoid some important pitfalls. One of these pitfalls, for instance, is cultural stereotyping, in which a person is seen only as a representative of a cultural group, rather than as an individual. This also means that it is important to try to explore the complexity of dealing with culture beyond the obvious issues of racism, discrimination, and colonialism that, in a certain sense, can be considered stereotypes in their own right.

Let me first consider the present state of the field of family therapy. Family therapy is a practice in search of a theory (Andersen, 1991). The history of family therapy can be told as a history of practitioners exploring the usefulness of concepts, models, and theories in order to talk and think about their practices. In general, there is a paradigmatic evolution in the field from cybernetics to a narrative/postmodernist paradigm. It is important to note that the narrative/postmodernist paradigm implies an anti-essentialist perspective that highlights the importance of cultural differences. While such a perspective sounds promising for a book on culture, today a vague unease with social constructionism as a theoretical foundation for family therapy is building up, especially because of its radical anti-realist stance and its strong emphasis on the local and the particular. Because the narrative paradigm has become the dominant discourse in the field, and the postmodernist perspective is often presented as the one and only right perspective from which to look at family therapy practice, in the field, voices can be heard that suggest that it might be time for something new.

But, if the narrative/postmodernist paradigm has run its course, then what now? What comes next? This is not at all clear, and here lies the challenge. Family therapy writers in these times have to have the courage to let go of some of the old certainties, and explore what lies beyond the simplistic division modernist/postmodernist. In this book, the concept of reflexivity is central in trying to get beyond this division. While, in myriad ways connected with the history of family therapy, the use of this concept can be a big step in shaping the future of the field of family therapy, it stresses the importance of using ourselves to learn about how to position us towards others, and, in that sense, it is an significant move away from the postmodernist idea of “not-knowing”. In fact, such a step might possibly reconnect us with the rich psychodynamic tradition in which the therapist’s reflections have been subject to exploration and thought for decades. This also opens space for reflection on what is present in the therapist but out of his/her immediate awareness; what is expressed in his/her fantasies, in his/her body, in his/her emotions, and in his/her breathing while he/she is present in the moment.

There is also a second challenge in writing a book on culture and family therapy practice, and this has to do with the concept of culture itself. How can we talk about culture when we are culturally situated ourselves? To deal with this, in our talking we often qualify our words, saying something like, “whatever I say/think is not the truth, but has to be situated in cultural and historical context”. In that way, we immediately distance ourselves from what we say/think. We apologize for our thoughts and we do not take full responsibility for the position we occupy in the world. How does one write about culture and go beyond the apology for one’s cultural situatedness? This is probably the biggest challenge, as it is connected to our Western history as colonizers and our historic debt to the less privileged. However, moving on in to the future and trying to give shape to our future society, we will have to come up with new ideas about ways for all of us (whatever our colour) to be culturally situated without being pinned down as frozen images of our cultural labels and stereotypes, such as “Muslim”, “African”, “racist”, “colonizer”, and so on. How can we avoid this kind of cultural stereotyping? How can we find a way to be who we are and to be who we are together, without fear, without reservation, and without apology? This is a central question addressed in this book and, although the answers offered by the different authors are quite diverse, their contributions paint a picture of creating an intercultural therapeutic relationship as more than just a question of good intentions and cultural openness. Intercultural therapy involves dealing with the constant tension between sameness and difference in new ways each time. It often necessitates leaving our own comfort zone and venturing into unexplored territories, not only of the family’s strange culture, but also of our selves, as well as of our own culture. In this process, the therapist’s reflexivity is central as a kind of turning to ourselves in an attempt to get an orientation towards others. The aim of this reflexivity is not to maximize sameness through the toning down of our own culture; being “other” is our contribution to the mutual process with the family of trying to find a way in the complexity of cultural differences, of historical debts, and also of a sense of shared humanity. This idea of a sense of shared humanity is at odds with the narrative/postmodernist paradigm that adopts an anti-essentialist perspective, stressing the importance of cultural differences. A postmodernist perspective highlights the local and particular, being suspicious of universality. However, while cultural differences are indeed not to be neglected, it is important to realize that particularity can mask universality (Žižek, 2008a). Besides cultural differences, there is also a shared humanity that can rise out of the particular moment, especially in our therapeutic work with stressed or despairing families. Here we can refer to Buck-Morss’s (2009) definition of the universal as that which emerges at the point of rupture:



It is in the discontinuities of history that people whose culture has been strained to the breaking point give expression to a humanity that goes beyond cultural limits. And it is in our empathic identification with this raw, free, and vulnerable state, that we have a chance of understanding what they say. Common humanity exists in spite of culture and its differences. [Buck-Morss, 2009, p. 133]





In a previous publication, I and a colleague articulated this sense of shared humanity as being in contact with our mortality (Rober & Seltzer, 2010). Mortality is something we share with all human beings, whatever their culture. However, whenever we try to talk about this shared universal, the particulars move in and fill in the universal in contingent ways that always, necessarily, fail to really capture the universal. The universal can never be observed except through the veil of cultural differences. In that way, there is an insoluble tension between the universal (that is always there) and the particular.

The importance of the dialectic between the universal and the particular can be captured in the metaphor of a bridge. Differences can only be bridged if the bridge can rest on two strong foundations, one on each riverbank. The wider the river, the stronger the foundations have to be.
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Introduction

Along with other traditions of Western thinking about how to find order in the world, systemic psychotherapy has been preoccupied with reflexivity. That is to say, assumptions about how I, the subject, am able to access the world of things and other persons, or assumptions about the connections between persons, their behaviour, and communications have, in one way or another, been fundamental to the discipline. Existentially, such assumptions are, of course, fundamental in all cultures, and in systemic psychotherapy they have tended to be articulated in practical techniques and in theories about practical techniques, rather than as clearly articulated theories about what we take “humanity”, “culture”, “persons”, or “the subject” to mean. The position that the systemic psychotherapist consciously takes or unconsciously occupies thus tends to be expressed in and through practice, and, for some at least, theory has tended to come “after” practice (Andersen, 1991, p. 167). So, for example, one significant paradigmatic shift in systemic psychotherapy since its beginning has been articulated in terms of the position (sometimes literally) of the therapist/observer vis-à-vis the family or clients and her/his possible move from the outside to the inside of the therapeutic system. This move affected the way therapists thought about reflexivity and was in turn affected by it. One way or another, reflexivity has featured as fundamental to a systemic understanding through the entire life of the discipline, and has been expressed in different concepts, each time recognized as a significant development: schismogenesis (Bateson, 1936), feed-back (Bateson, 1972), ecology (Auerswald, 1968), joining (Minuchin, 1974), curiosity (Cecchin, 1987), circular questions (Selvini Palazzoli, Boscolo, Cecchin, & Prata, 1980), prejudice (Cecchin, Lane, & Ray, 1994), observing systems (von Foerster, 1982), not-knowing (Anderson & Goolishian, 1992), reflexive questioning (Tomm, 1987, 1988), reflecting teams (Andersen, 1987, 1991), safe uncertainty (Mason, 1993), taking it back—practice (White, 1997), the self of the therapist (Real, 1990), relational reflexivity (Burnham, 2005), inner conversations (Rober, 1999), and dialogue (Bertrando, 2007; Rober, 2005; Seikkula, 2003; Seikkula, Arnkil, & Eriksson, 2003). These are all ways in which systemic psychotherapists have captured the notion that differences which make up a thought, a feeling, a meaning, an action, a relationship, a dialogue, a communication, a pattern, or a process, are turned back or turn back on the subject or subjects in such a way that the relationship, dialogue, communication, thought, action, etc. is maintained or changed.

This book is a journey through this territory with the widest possible frame: culture. It starts with culture and strives to consider everything else through a cultural lens. It seeks to explore the way in which it would make a difference to the worlds we systemic psychotherapists know to acknowledge our own as well as other cultural perspectives. This means that cultural dimensions will weave in and out of human and ontological concerns, and it includes politics because race and culture are contiguous in so far as they might both function as markers upon which discrimination can be, and frequently is, justified. The travellers are systemic psychotherapists and, as is the way with travellers, they feel and experience the impact of embodied, linguistic, cognitive, semantic, spiritual, economic, and political differences through their selves and on their selves and must find a way of accommodating, existing, and moving on. It is this process that they write about.

The book aims to contribute to two significant shifts in family therapy practice and theory. First, a shift from a position where race and culture appear salient only to those who are different and in minority to a position where the culture and race of the therapist, whatever his or her background, are part of, and integrated with, the discourse and process in therapy (Hardy, 1996). Second, a shift away from a position in which race and culture are approached solely within an ethnic focused frame of reference (McGoldrick, Pearce, & Giordano, 1982) in which cultural populations are seen as homogenous and stable with well-defined boundaries and where information about cultural patterns tend to be given in separate culture-focused lectures and seminars. Most systemic psychotherapists know how to criticize such an approach (Falicov, 1995), but it still provides the frame for much training within the discipline and it is not easy for either trainees or trainers to transfer this approach reflexively and recursively into the clinical setting. The second shift is, therefore, towards more integration of cultural aspects of experience with all other experiences that therapists observe, think about, feel, act, communicate, and work with in the consulting room. This means that culture and discrimination might be located where we least expect it.

Placing culture at the centre also highlights what might be unconscious and outside awareness. That is to say, there is more of ourselves, of our relationships, of our experiences and our feelings which are culturally constructed than we know or realize. This is a result of social, economic, and political patterns and the “imprints” these leave on our bodies, minds, our capacities for language, for relating and experiencing (Bourdieu, 1977). This influence takes place through our earliest relationships and developments, throughout our lives in our relationships, and through ideological and physical structures, which constrain as well as facilitate our social contexts. We do not see, comprehend, or experience these patterns as a whole, even though our actions might be based on a presumption that we do (Hastrup, 2007),1 much in the way our clients in families might not see the full extent of the patterns in which they participate. But we also do not see, comprehend, or experience the extent to which our own motivations, inclinations, and aversions are culturally and, indeed, politically constructed (Fanon, 1952). What is obscured in ordinary every-day life is the full extent to which our existence is relational. From this point of view, of a relational understanding (Flaskas, 2002) of the cultural and social content of the unconscious, systemic psychotherapy could have an important contribution to make to psychotherapy generally.

An emphasis on practice is admirable as well as necessary in a therapeutic discipline. After all, application poses one of the most difficult challenges to ideology and thought. However, an emphasis on practice also runs the risk of missing those aspects of life and experience which are not obvious, but which, nevertheless, constitute the background for, and sometimes the very nub of, what a person or persons might want or need to communicate. In other words, what happens in the therapy room is contingent, and although this in itself is not news to systemic psychotherapists, the full extent of this contingency might be. This is where a de-emphasis on concepts, ideas, or theory might be unhelpful. Although I agree that we must check our theories in practice, I also believe that too little emphasis on theory indicates an absence of thinking and reflection in the discipline and that this shows up particularly where race and culture is concerned. In this spirit, the contributors to this volume aim to make theory–practice links central to their thinking and their writing.

Together, the chapters combine theoretical explorations with personal reflections and clinical accounts and can be read singly or together as so many examples of how we might think about, use, and practise reflexivity if we truly aim to place culture, race, and politics at the centre of it. Most of the chapters are written by systemic psychotherapists from majority white backgrounds. Persons from white majority backgrounds, including psychotherapists, tend to have less practice in confronting the cultural, race, and ethnic aspects of their own subject positions than do those from minority backgrounds. As a consequence, this is also the category of persons who need the most practice in thinking about themselves in relation to these issues (Dempster, 2000; Frankenberg, 1993; Krause, 1998, Steyn & Conway, 2010). The choice of contributors was made with this in mind. In addition, several of these authors are well known for having made important contributions to the field, but had not addressed the issues of race and culture in their writings directly before. Again, this was a deliberate choice made in order to highlight, first, that theories in systemic psychotherapy have reflected the identity of their authors, and second, that, as a consequence, culture and race have been neglected in generic approaches as if these aspects of identity and social relations do not in themselves make a difference to the way theories are conceived, developed, extended, and put into practice. Thus, the important message of the book as a whole is that theories and practices (however generic these might seem to be) always require questions to be asked about the role of culture and race in their origin, development, and contemporary use.

The volume comprises an introductory chapter, followed by three parts, and ends with a postscript. In the introductory chapter, I argue for the development of a comprehensive reflexivity, one which encompasses recursiveness between the different aspects of meaning, interpretation, and experience held or expressed by persons (either clients or therapists), as well as the self-reflexivity of both the therapist and clients vis-à-vis their own history, development, and background and the contexts in which they participate. I discuss the kind of assumptions implicit in ideas about the “subject”, or the “person”, in systemic psychotherapy and explore what we might mean by culture in the contemporary context. I argue that placing culture at the centre of contemporary approaches means paying attention to patterns and continuity as well as agency and social construction in the lives of both therapists and clients. The implication of this is that recognition must be given to aspects of subjectivity and personhood (of ourselves and our clients), which, on the one hand, are unconscious and outside awareness and, on the other, historically, politically, socially, and culturally generated, behind which lie ideas and points of view that might be difficult for us to comprehend, but that, nevertheless, reflect the premises or the background understandings against which we all live our lives. I attempt to capture this complexity with the notions of “perspective” and “the contemporary”.

Part I contains three papers, which address the role of culture and race in the “intersubjective space”. Campbell writes about the use of positioning in cross-cultural supervision. More generally, he notes the need to persevere with conversation despite being faced with conflict and difficulties arising from social and political contexts. To “keep on talking”, to never let the conversation cease, is a matter of survival, and alerts us to the need for commitment; for the authors of the chapters and the readers of this book, it is poignant to be reminded about this by Campbell, who himself did not survive to see the publication of this volume. Flaskas (Chapter Three) begins with her own lived experience: contemporary Australia, consisting of a white population and a history of migration from many different European countries (this also applies to herself) and an Aboriginal population with a history of subjugation and denial of belonging and ownership. In this setting, she explores the limits of what she can and cannot know and understand in relation to her own imagining about the similarities and differences between herself and her clients. She refers to this as an “interactional slide”, which interferes with our practices of curiosity, and her own example encourages us to hold on to, even to nurture, humility. Building on previous work, Flaskas highlights the realness of the specific historical and social contexts which form the background to, and influence, what we know and imagine in our (crosscultural) psychotherapeutic practice. In Chapter Four, Pocock picks up the dynamic of differences and similarities in intersubjective processes, arguing that cultural essentialism implicates the extreme pole of “objectification of the other”. He advocates a fluid continuum of intersubjective processes in which he suggests that we think of “relationship” as a small intersubjective domain and “culture” as a bigger one. In both areas, it is required that conscious and nonconscious assumptions break down, and, with his case examples, Pocock shows that it is by no means predictable how this process is going to be played out in the therapy process.

Part II also contains three papers. In these, the authors expand on previous thinking about reflexivity in systemic psychotherapy. Their writing shows how thinking about “culture” and “race” necessitates an expansion into other aspects of psychotherapeutic work, which either have not received much recognition or might be seen to stand in an awkward relationship to these issues and, therefore, have not inspired the development of coherent theories or frameworks for practice. Daniel (Chapter Five) highlights the difficulties of how to reconcile “gender” and “culture”, but also points out that both these themes of difference share the central issue of how to engage with processes of “othering”. She draws on feminist writers in order to help us to develop this thinking in relation to culture, race, and power. She wonders how majority therapists can engage with ideas about “otherness” in ways which facilitate a view of themselves from the vantage point of (minority) others in such a way that they do not lose their own subject positions, without which reflexivity cannot emerge. Daniel urges a commitment to “cultural reflexivity” and to the fostering of a deep awareness of “othering”, of what Levinas (1969) refers to as “ethics”. Minority therapists are better at engaging with these processes than are therapists from the majority, and the specifics of these processes are also influenced by their historical, contemporary, and local contexts, as Daniel shows in her case examples. Bertrando (Chapter Six) takes inspiration from Gregory Bateson and from anthropology and makes a case for the role of emotions in the process of reflexivity. This is because emotional communication is the most immediate and least intentional form of communication. Bertrando summarizes the anthropological literature on the social construction of emotions and draws a parallel between the anthropologist and the systemic psychotherapist. He explores, in several case examples, the usefulness of being “other”, or “different”, to clients in order to provide different points of view and the way this challenges much writing about cross-cultural therapy. For Bertrando, this “other” is someone who takes seriously the idea of deep prejudices, which, like “premises”, as Boscolo told him, “are like the soles of your feet: you cannot see them, because you are standing on them”, and whose “otherness” is a condition both for dialogue and communication and for inexhaustible variation. The ability to feel emotions as a consequence of communication with others constitutes the bedrock for specific therapeutic communications and, at the same time, offers the therapist an opportunity to be wary of them. In the final chapter of this part of the book, Burnham develops his thinking about the Social GRRRAAACCEEESSS by including visible, invisible, voiced, and unvoiced aspects of these in his, by now, well-known paradigm. Burnham traces the history of the “graces” and their place on the continuum between rigour and imagination in systemic approaches inspired by Bateson. He discusses the challenge of keeping these aspects of our lives in mind while, at the same time, not essentializing them and taking them for granted. Using clinical examples, Burnham explores the dimensions of voice–unvoiced and visible–invisible. He notes the specific challenge of the unvoiced–invisible dimension and how this alerts us to the limits of curiosity because of the very premise (Bertrando, this volume; Krause, this volume) that this curiosity might take for granted. He advocates relational curiosity, a curiosity about our own curiosity, and relational hypothesizing, hypothesizing about our own hypotheses.

In the final part of the book, Part III, the three chapters explore therapy and healing as a social relationship. In Chapter Eight, Mason explores different influences, deriving from his childhood in northern England, on his own values and the way he explores and makes use of these in the therapeutic process. He traces these influences both from general ideological outlooks in the context of his childhood: class, religious orientation, and gender, and from specific family relationships and events. Building on his ideas about “safe uncertainty”, Mason shows how he makes use of these values in the relationships which emerge between himself and his clients and emphasizes the need to feel both sceptical about and grounded in these values in such a way that reflexivity is facilitated and extended. Mason also highlights the need to keep this focus at different levels of relational reflexivity in the therapeutic process, including the relationships of the clients, the therapeutic relationship, and the supervisory relationship. In particular, he argues for the need to develop this process within the context of group supervision. Smith (Chapter Nine), who is a family therapist and a pastor, widens the idea of therapy to healing within the reading and interpretation of Christian scripture. He describes a presentation given to an audience of Korean Christians. The audience and the event were characterized by an atmosphere of suffering, depression, and bewilderment about suicide. Drawing inspiration from a famous speech by Martin Luther King, Smith interprets Psalm 42, from the New Living Translation of the Bible, in order to generate hope in the congregation. He takes us slowly through the verses of the psalm to its conclusion in a manner reminiscent of the seminal paper, “The effectiveness of symbols” (Levi-Strauss, 1963) in which Levi-Strauss analysed a Cuna Indian song, the purpose of which was to facilitate a difficult childbirth. Like the song, Psalm 42 expresses a quest and the reading of it takes the listener on a symbolic journey, culminating in the realization that the sufferer is part of a community and, therefore of the restoration of hope. This is relational reflexivity grounded in a spiritual sense of togetherness. The polyvalence of the symbols of the psalm serve to highlight both individuality and communality and help the listeners reflect on both, and Smith argues that this process generates “communitas” (Turner, 1969), an “undifferentiated experience of communion, equality, and openness to the other”. In the final chapter, Malik and Mandin pick up this and show how, in a process of careful cross-cultural engagement, therapists can foster a sense of “communitas” in the therapeutic process, even when this process begins with conflict and mistrust, as is so common in court work. They trace their own histories as points for self-reflection, and this parallel process allows us a glimpse into the stages and processes of co-work, as well as the engagement with the clients. Malik and Mandin refer to Bion’s (1988) notion of “without knowledge and desire” and to Kakar’s (2006) idea of “ethical relativism” in their discussion of how to move from polarizing objectifying processes to processes of awareness of reciprocal subjectification and mutual “othering”. They do not lose sight of the way processes in cross-cultural therapy resonate with wider social systems and colonial histories. The polarization in the system in their case was exacerbated by this history, and it was by showing commitment, taking time, and demonstrating appreciation of the meaning of relationships and the premise behind expectations of persons in these relationships that Malik and Mandin were able to build up the trust without which their own self-reflection could not have facilitated the reflexivity of the therapy process for the family.

Together, the chapters convincingly demonstrate the case for accepting issues of race and culture as central preoccupations without which no activity in systemic psychotherapy, theoretical or practical, ought to take place. They also show how it is possible to take this agenda forward in different ways and directions. In the Epilogue, I draw together a few general themes from the chapters, in this way suggesting possibilities and directions for this task. However, the chapters also show how important it is to pay attention to personal outlooks, contexts, and contemporary circumstances, and, as a final point here, I want to note that many of the contributors to this volume reported that these chapters were difficult to write. I want to thank them for taking the risk.

Note

1. Culture is constantly being reproduced and changed in interactions and communications. No action makes sense without shared and ongoing expectations about the social space in which persons participate. In this view, culture refers to the sustained expectations of, and ideas about, specific social spaces and communications in which persons participate.
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