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Series Editor’s Preface

Margot Waddell

Since it was founded in 1920, the Tavistock Clinic has developed a wide range of developmental approaches to mental health which have been strongly influenced by the ideas of psychoanalysis. It has also adopted systemic family therapy as a theoretical model and a clinical approach to family problems. The Clinic is now the largest training institution in Britain for mental health, providing postgraduate and qualifying courses in social work, psychology, psychiatry, and child, adolescent, and adult psychotherapy, as well as in nursing and primary care. It trains about 1,700 students each year in over 60 courses.

The Clinic’s philosophy aims at promoting therapeutic methods in mental health. Its work is based on the clinical expertise that is also the basis of its consultancy and research activities. The aim of this Series is to make available to the reading public the clinical, theoretical, and research work that is most influential at the Tavistock Clinic. The Series sets out new approaches in the understanding and treatment of psychological disturbance in children, adolescents, and adults, both as individuals and in families.

Thinking Space springs from the collaborative work of the “Thinking Space” discussion forum, initiated by the volume’s editor, Frank Lowe, twelve years ago and run by him ever since. As the book makes clear, this is a very distinctive forum, bringing together, as it does, a broad spectrum of thinkers and writers from a wide variety of disciplines. The hallmarks are honesty, courage, loyalty, and a shared commitment to facing the uncomfortable truths that are expressed in the areas examined. These areas are those of diversity, race, and culture, and the truths are about hard-to-acknowledge and not always conscious attitudes and beliefs of one’s own, but also those of others—hence the subtle interlacing of internal worlds and external realities.

These choppy waters have been beautifully and consistently navigated over the years, as is attested in the pages that follow. The forum does, indeed, as the editor states, constitute a “container for thought”—a “mental space” (Young, 1994a) in which the participants can learn and develop, in a wide variety of settings. In the current world climate, the scope of the book feels acutely topical, as a wide range of experiences and contexts are examined and reflected upon. As befits public sector work, several chapters concentrate on racial differences between clinician and patient. But the net is cast far wider than such contexts, complex though they may be. Other chapters explore, with sensitivity and learning, issues of class in psychotherapeutic work; of homosexuality and psychoanalysis; of Irish identity in British organizations and society; of group dynamics in relation, for example, to Israel, Palestine, and the West; of the recent riots in Tottenham and elsewhere. When these huge issues are swirling around, it can be difficult to think straight—or indeed to think at all—in the consulting room. These pages address such areas too, with a depth, honesty, and quality rarely seen, nor available to read about, in clinical, by contrast with academic, settings. These are topics that are more easily evaded than engaged with. But in Thinking Space the engagement is undertaken. The fruits of years of serious discussion, driven by the absolute necessity to understand the world more deeply and more thoroughly, are laid out in the chapters of this book. How important it is to have such a publication in the Tavistock Clinic Series, a book that proudly gives voice to so much that underpins the Clinic’s work and identity and hopefully will do so more extensively in the future.
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Foreword

M. Fakhry Davids

To those of us troubled by the collective silence in our discipline on matters of race and diversity, it is a special pleasure to welcome this timely and thoughtful book. It is not only the fact that its editor, Frank Lowe, has brought together a number of excellent professionals who raise their voices, mostly in a highly personal way, in this neglected area that is so impressive. Significant as it is, this contribution from Lowe is surpassed by an even greater one: namely, his initiative in setting up the Thinking Space project—described fully in his introductory chapter—at the Tavistock Clinic, which is the premier psychotherapy training institution in the NHS. Most of the contributions in this volume originated in the Thinking Space forum. The significance of this achievement can be appreciated by reminding ourselves of the context in which it occurred.

In 1983, recognizing how poorly the needs of minority patients were being served within mainstream psychotherapy services in the capital, Jafar Kareem established the Nafsiyat Intercultural Therapy Centre here in London. A sense of being marginalized, misunderstood, and treated in a racist way ran as a common thread through these patients’ experience of seeking help, which exacerbated their psychological difficulties. There was therefore an urgent need to provide for them—hence the need for Nafsiyat—but as the experience of these patients became known, it also underlined the failure of mainstream services to adapt to the changing demographic of the capital. There was some considerable anxiety that a service catering specifically for minority patients might in itself contribute to the marginalization of their needs and undermine their legitimate demand—as citizens—to be accommodated within the mainstream.

In the intervening thirty years, the face of London has changed even further into what is now a truly multiracial and multicultural metropolis. Its inclusive ambience, which is even more remarkable for acknowledging difference and containing points of tension that inevitably arise, was even lauded as an asset in the capital’s successful bid for the 2012 Olympic Games. Many of the contributors to this volume remind us, however, that within our predominantly white profession issues of race and diversity remain largely invisible. Yesteryear’s struggle to address our minority group patients is mirrored by today’s struggle to attract minority group professionals to our ranks, with the perspective they might bring currently beyond reach. Yet we seem oblivious to this as a difficulty, as if we were colour blind, and pay a heavy price for it. When it comes to considering and debating matters across the boundaries of race, class, and culture—not academically, but in the more personal way that our profession demands—we freeze up and become defensive. It may seem obvious, but it is worth stating that we then enter a vicious circle: the more these issues remain invisible, the less familiarity we have with them; the less our familiarity, the less our ability to bring them into a proper psychoanalytic conversation. This shortcoming, in turn, is easily covered over by conceptualizations of racial difference that make them secondary to supposed psychological essences. As a profession interested in depth psychology, our non-engagement with these issues is thus justified on the grounds that they are “more superficial”; this in turn limits our opportunities for engaging fully and properly with them. Compare this with how we are able to engage with issues of gender and generation difference that arise in the consulting room and beyond, where we are able to free associate and to think creatively and at depth. This capacity flows directly from the fact that in consulting rooms up and down the land, oedipal dynamics, when they arise, are assiduously pursued and worked with. The same cannot be said of our attitude to racial difference.

The problem about racial difference is indeed complex, difficult to address, and resistant to change. As if to remind me of this, as I write fresh revelations are surfacing that, despite all the time and money that has already been invested in trying to uncover what went wrong in the police handling of the racist murder of Stephen Lawrence, there has been yet a further cover-up, this time of police attempts to smear the Lawrence family when resources should have gone into apprehending his killers. Again, there are to be two inquiries …

Trying to bring these issues into the open is, therefore, a daunting task. When it is a black person who undertakes it, a further layer of complexity is added in the form of an assumption—mostly unspoken—that he has a personal issue about his race, a chip on his shoulder. And so there is a further danger that his attempt to bring things into the open may itself become marginalized.

Seen in this context, we can appreciate the magnitude of the achievement that Frank Lowe’s development of his Thinking Space initiative represents. What I find so impressive is that though one could make a political case that this development is essential both for our profession and in a national health service required to serve all without prejudice, this is not the path he chooses. Instead, he makes a clear and measured psychoanalytic case for a Thinking Space dedicated to issues of working with racial and cultural difference. I find his argument both coherent and compelling, and it is easy to see how this clarity of purpose succeeded in creating an atmosphere experienced by presenters—myself included—as clearly tolerant, respectful, and facilitating. It is also marked by intense curiosity and interest in the subject that leads to lively debate and engagement. Creating and sustaining such an atmosphere speaks to Lowe’s deep inner strength and quiet determination to pursue a difficult, not to say daunting, task whose rightness he never doubts. His admirably steady hand is revealed in some of the vignettes he discusses.

Lowe’s achievement in creating a Thinking Space thus speaks for itself. That he has been able to do so within the mainstream represents very significant progress in the attempt to get race and difference taken seriously. Publishing some of the work that arose from that initiative takes things a step further: it allows the conversation to extend beyond the events themselves. The result is this book, Thinking Space, with rich, varied, and thought-provoking chapters that make a real contribution to bringing this subject out of the shadows. It deserves to be widely read by newcomers and experienced practitioners alike—in our profession and beyond—and I hope that they might be stimulated to join in.

Note

M. Fakhry Davids, a psychoanalyst, is the author of Internal Racism: A Psychoanalytic Approach to Race and Difference, published in 2011.
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In human affairs, however, thinking is but a snare and a delusion unless the unconscious is taken into account. I refer to both meanings of the word, ‘unconscious’ meaning deep and not readily available because of the pain that belongs to its acceptance as part of the self.


D. W. Winnicott, “Thinking and the Unconscious” (1945, p. 169)






Introduction


Frank Lowe



“Socrates … introduced the idea that individuals could not be intelligent on their own, that they needed someone else to stimulate them…. His brilliant idea was that if two unsure individuals were put together, they could achieve what they could not do separately: the truth, their own truth for themselves. By questioning each other, dividing each of these into parts, finding the flaws, never attacking or insulting, but always seeking what they could agree between them….”

Theodore Zeldin (1995, pp. 33–34)



Anti-discriminatory practice was an important part of my training as a social worker in the 1980s. Racism, sexism, ageism, and other forms of discrimination were accepted as external and internal realities that had a negative impact on the health and social well-being of individuals, families, and communities. However imperfect this aspect of the training might have been, race equality and anti-discriminatory practice were and still remain at the core of social work values. In contrast, my training as a psychoanalytic psychotherapist during the 1990s treated the issues of cultural diversity, racism, and other forms of discrimination as of little importance or not meriting serious thought and attention in the training of psychotherapists.

During four years of psychoanalytic theory and practice seminars, my year group had one seminar on intercultural therapy, facilitated by Jafar Kareem, a pioneer of intercultural therapy in the UK. Jafar was angry about there being only one seminar on the subject and communicated to us his ambivalence about accepting the invitation to teach. On the one hand, he saw agreeing to teach this single seminar as colluding with tokenism; on the other, he felt that on balance he should use the opportunity to impress on trainees—the future leaders of the profession—the importance of thinking about how psychotherapy should become more accessible and helpful in its practice to more disadvantaged groups in society. While there has been some improvement, it would not be an exaggeration to say that thinking about racism and other forms of discrimination towards “the other” continues to be a marginal issue in psychotherapy.

In April 2002, I started a monthly learning forum called “Thinking Space” at the Tavistock Clinic, in order to promote thinking about race, culture, and diversity in psychotherapy. There was growing recognition that there was little or no real exploration of these subjects at the Tavistock Clinic or in many psychotherapy, health, and social care organizations in the UK (Audit Commission, 2004b; Gordon, 1993a, 2004; SCIE, 2006). Race, culture, and diversity are complex, emotionally charged, and anxiety-provoking subjects, and thinking about racism and other forms of hatred of difference is beset by difficulties inside and outside the individual. Internally, we all carry blind spots, including blind spots about our destructiveness—in particular, a propensity to project on to others characteristics that we cannot bear in ourselves. Externally, it is difficult to find a space where one could really talk and think with others about diversity1 in a way that is emotionally truthful and that helps one to learn and develop.

I had learnt from previous experiences, both as a participant and as a facilitator of diversity learning events, that facilitating discussion, thinking, and learning about these subjects was extremely challenging and required an ability to work with immense complexity, including unbearable feelings or states of mind. Perhaps in an attempt to avoid the discomfort of this complexity, there exists in many organizations an essentially superficial approach to matters of race, culture, and diversity. First, staff learning and development needs in these areas tend to be addressed in a tokenistic way at brief or “one-off” learning events, often held in order for the organization to be seen to comply with diversity legislation or in response to a complaint or crisis around diversity. Second, good-quality diversity training is rare. Professionals regularly report feeling that the complexities and challenges they face in working with diversity are either poorly addressed or not addressed at all. Instead, they often feel “preached at” or report that courses simply provide basic information about dos and don’ts regarding diversity legislation or, even worse, attempt to teach about “other cultures” in ways that seem close to promoting cultural stereotypes.

Furthermore, at such learning events, there is often a stressful atmosphere, which paralyses thinking and learning. In such spaces, it can feel as if one’s survival is at stake, and a fright, fight, or flight response tends to predominate. At one extreme, participants can be frightened of speaking their minds out of anxiety that it will cause offence and lead to catastrophe. At another extreme, there can often be immense hurt and anger when participants speak openly; discussion and thinking may then quickly deteriorate into a warlike atmosphere of attack and counter-attack around a perception that a participant had, for example, expressed a racist view. This unpleasant experience can reinforce the view that it is unsafe and unwise to share one’s thoughts and engage in meaningful discussion about diversity issues.

Another difficulty with the subject of diversity is that it is frequently plagued by “black-and-white” or “them-and-us” thinking. For example, it is common to split people into those who are anti-racist or racist, feminist or sexist, in support of homosexuality or homophobic. These divisions encourage stereotyping and mutual projections between individuals on both sides of the divide, and this is another barrier to thinking and learning. It is as if we cannot be good and bad, loving and hateful, anti-racist and racist, rather than either/or. This habit of splitting people into “goodies” and “baddies” is a childish type of thinking, which is a form of lying or of not facing the truth about ourselves and others.

Having said that, it is, of course, important to distinguish between what people think and what they actually do. For example, a person who consistently supports anti-racist initiatives is arguably more helpful than someone who opposes all anti-racist initiatives on the basis that they are unnecessary. The danger is for this anti-racist person or others to assume that because someone is an anti-racist activist, she or he can never be racist.

It seems that underlying the numerous difficulties that beset thinking about diversity is our ability unconsciously to tell lies—not least to ourselves—which is a fundamental human problem regarding our capacity to look at and think about the whole self honestly, including our hateful and destructive aspects. It is therefore ironic, distressing, but in some ways also chastening that a profession that possesses expertise helping people to think about, understand, and find better ways of dealing with their problems should be so uninterested in thinking about racism and other forms of hatred and their psychological impact. There was and still is a need for more “mental space” (Young, 1994a),2 individually and socially, to develop thinking about diversity. Despite some increase in thinking about diversity within the psychotherapy profession in recent years, there continues to be a severe lack of mental space, especially regular space, to discuss and think about the challenges of diversity. This is, to me, a major barrier to learning and one that reinforces the culture of superficial engagement with these issues.

Given the many obstacles to thinking about diversity, it was clear that if the Thinking Space forum was to succeed in achieving its core objective of promoting thinking and learning in this area, it was imperative that its organizers created and maintained a safe and emotionally containing environment—or, in the words of Young (1994a), a place that was “a container for thought”. The atmosphere and boundaries that promote engagement, discussion, thinking, and learning would need to be consistently held, if participants were to feel able to speak openly and to learn, without fear that they would be attacked for doing so.

This book is a celebration of eleven years of Thinking Space at the Tavistock Clinic3 and a way of sharing some of the thinking, experience, and learning gained over these years. Thinking Space functions, among other things, as a test-bed for ideas, and many of the chapters began as presentations or discussions at Thinking Space (the exceptions being chapters 3, 7, and 8) and were encouraged and developed by the experience. Chapter 11, in fact, was born out of two Thinking Space discussions about the August 2011 Riots. These chapters do not seek to provide a coherent theory or set of views. On the contrary, they are very diverse—and decidedly so, as finding, expressing, and developing one’s own personal idiom (Bollas, 1992) involves emotional truthfulness and is an important part of getting to know oneself, both of which are important prerequisites to getting to know the other.

In chapter 1, I describe Thinking Space: its aims, theoretical underpinning, practice methods, and values. Drawing largely on psychoanalysis—in particular, the ideas of Melanie Klein and Wilfred Bion—I describe how we sought to develop thinking, not as an abstract activity, but as a means of better getting to know the self and the different other. This involves meeting with others to reflect on and reconsider our relations with ourselves and diversity in a facilitative environment. I emphasize that knowledge of ourselves—particularly our capacity to use others for our benefit, be it to cope with primitive anxieties or for power, money, or glory—is critical to an understanding of racism and other forms of hatred towards people categorized as being different.

In chapter 2, Onel Brooks cautions us to take seriously our capacity for self-illusion and to not believe that we—especially psychotherapists—are necessarily thinking when we say we are thinking. He argues that being psychoanalytically sophisticated or trained does not enable someone to think better about race or other forms of hatred. Onel shows that this is because our identifications and idealizations of theories and models can become a way of evading thoughtful engagement with many things, including racism or diversity. Drawing on Wittgenstein, he questions whether we can really think if we do not want to hurt ourselves.

Chapters 3, 4 and 5 are explorations by white therapists of their responses to race and cultural differences in the consulting room. Helen Morgan (chapter 3) was one of the first white British therapists to explore how a white therapist thinks about and works with racism in her clinical work. In this updated version of her paper first published in 1998, Helen identifies difficulties that include how feelings of shame and guilt can prevent the white therapist acknowledging racism and exploring issues concerning difference that arise from the transference. David Morgan (chapter 4) provides a candid personal reflection on how unprepared he was to work with patients from different cultural and racial backgrounds. He identifies how his work with such patients was threatened at times by his cultural bias and prejudices. David does not attempt to airbrush his difficulties in working with difference; while his frankness at times may make uncomfortable reading, it has an authenticity that is rare and necessary if we are to make progress.

Jonathan Bradley (chapter 5) describes how his understanding and technique as a white psychotherapist was challenged in his work with two patients (one black, one white)—in particular, by images from dreams that came up in the process of their therapy. In one case, he was treated as if he were a black nanny in the transference, and he had to think what this meant, how to respond, and whether he would be colluding with racism. Jonathan demonstrates well the complexity of this terrain, which can feel like a mental minefield and requires great patience, care, and thought with the patient to carefully gather, one step at a time, aspects of truth as a means towards finding a way through. He demonstrates the clinical value of the concepts of projection and projective identification to understand the unconscious getting rid of unwanted and unbearable feelings. But Jonathan is also aware that these concepts can be used defensively by psychotherapists as a way of not looking at or of defending against their own evacuations of unwanted and unbearable feelings on to the patient. This chapter convincingly shows that these pitfalls can be avoided if therapists continually find the space to review their practice (probably especially with patients from different racial and cultural backgrounds to themselves, given the history of silence, avoidance, guilt, and shame in this area) and explore the meaning of their reactions and responses to their patients.

Chapter 6 focuses on culture in ways that highlight the complexity of the concept, as a process that is both unconscious and conscious, has internal and external meanings, and is dynamic and contextual. Inga-Britt Krause helpfully sketches this out and argues against a superficial, tick-box approach to cultural competence. She shows, however, that tick-box approaches have a powerful appeal because they absolve individuals both from developing an understanding of diversity as well as from self-reflection.

Chapter 7 is a rare paper on social class in psychotherapy, which has been updated by the author. Drawing on a research study, Joanna Ryan reports that although there is much knowledge and experience of social class in psychotherapy, it is seldom formally discussed or written about in the profession. She argues that class has a far-reaching psychological impact, but there seems to be a class-blind ideology within psychotherapy that obscures or denies the psychic pain of class inequality. Joanna believes that class is a hidden subject in psychotherapy because feelings about inequality often cannot be faced openly and worked with therapeutically and that there are as yet no frameworks for discussing social class issues in psychotherapy.

Chapter 8 is an important chapter on homosexuality. Juliet Newbigin shows how psychoanalysis arrived at a more fixed view of hetero sexuality as normal and homosexuality as pathological. How and why did psychoanalysis as a reflective and thoughtful profession allow itself to reach such a prejudicial and uncritical position—and, more pertinently, did so without critical reflection, open discussion, and review? Was this a consequence of psychoanalysis firmly becoming part of the status quo—reflecting and reinforcing the dominant values of the culture in which it has gained acceptance and achieved status? Whatever the reason or reasons, this chapter provides a salutary lesson for the profession and at least requires all of us to think seriously about whether we are as reflective, neutral, and unaffected by the prejudices of our culture as we like to think we are. Juliet applauds the 2012 position statement by the British Psychoanalytic Council that a homosexual orientation is not evidence of pathology, but she contends that discussion and thinking about homosexuality should continue within the profession and on our training courses. This is needed, she argues, because being open-minded, curious, and self-questioning are vital to being consistently analytic.

The last three chapters explore the unconscious role and function of certain groups in society and how near impossible it is to talk and think about them. Aideen Lucey (chapter 9) explores how Irish identity is used unconsciously in British organizations and society. She identifies a number of paradoxes, including how the Irish in Britain are treated as both the same as but different from the British and how they can also seem to be both proud and ashamed of their Irish identity. She uses these paradoxes to show how a blind eye is being turned on issues to do with Irish identity in Britain among both the Irish and the British. Aideen argues that the Irish are a part-object to the British and continue to be recipients of specific projections that are a legacy of British colonialism. However, Irish identification with some of these projections makes it difficult for them to speak out about their experience, and there is a psychological investment for others in keeping it that way. Martin Kemp (chapter 10) responds to the proposition that within Britain there is a divide between private and public discourse about the Israel–Palestine situation. As addressing the issue gives rise to immense anxiety, Martin believes that this suggests the presence of disturbing unconscious factors that need to be explored. He argues that a complex relationship between European and Israeli guilt has locked Britain and the West into a position where the price of atoning for Western anti-Semitism in the past is our participation in the dehumanization of the Palestinians in the present. He challenges the widespread belief that the stance of psychotherapy as a profession in this and other situations should be characterized by neutrality, and he suggest instead that the true ethics of the profession should have at its heart a commitment to universalism and human rights.

In chapter 11, I look at the response to the August 2011 Riots and in particular David Cameron’s view that the riots were caused by “pockets of our society that are not only broken, but frankly sick”. I argue that to understand the riots requires as much of an examination of those who did not riot (us) as those who did (them). I also put forward the idea that the riots were both a manifestation of a deep malaise and an unconscious request for this to be recognized, understood, and thoughtfully contained.

Despite differences, there are some common themes that run through these chapters. They include the view that we all internalize to varying degrees the racist, sexist, and other forms of hatreds of difference within our culture. Also, that we all use others, through splitting and projection, to feel better about ourselves and that differences such as race, culture, and class are used as a means of dehumanization and domination by those more powerful. The black, the Jew, the woman, the gay, the working-class person, the Palestinian is not a whole person but a stereotype, a part-object, and is in effect dehumanized. All the chapters argue that what is hated in the different other is what is feared in the self and that to avoid repeating the violence of earlier generations, we must remember our own traumatic experiences and how we have been damaged by them. However, saying this serves to remind me of the need to acknowledge the severe limitations of this book.

Thinking Space does not seek to provide an explanation or theory of racism and other hatreds of difference. I do not think a psychological theory or a single discipline can provide such a theory, because racism and others forms of oppression are determined by a number of factors, not least economic and political ones. Finally, while I agree with Aristotle’s view that thinking is the most powerful and divine of human abilities and that we “must, so far as we can, make ourselves immortal, and strain every nerve to live in accordance with the best thing in us; for even if it be small in bulk, much more does it in power and worth surpass everything” (in Ross, 2005, Book X, p. 8), I also believe that the power of thinking on human behaviour should not be overestimated, because it is often thwarted by our primitive anxieties, self-interest, and desires for power, success, and wealth. Nonetheless, Aristotle is fundamentally correct, for, as the thinking species, our capacity to think using our hearts and our minds is the best thing we have, and we should do all we can to make use of this facility for the benefit of all.

Notes

1. Diversity is used here to refer to groups who experience prejudice, discrimination, and disadvantage on the basis of socially significant differences such as class, gender, race, culture, sexuality, faith, age, or disability. The term is used as a short-hand for inequalities between groups in society in terms of access to services, employment, and life chances and how this reflects and contributes to differences in wealth, power, and status between groups in society (see Audit Commission, 2004b).

2. Young (1994a), in the Preface to his book Mental Space, describes mental space as “a congenial place for thinking, for reflecting, for rumination, for nourishment. It connects readily to comforting boundaries—containment, being held in mind. It also connotes capaciousness, relative freedom from being crowded, from mental claustrophobia.” Thinking Space sought to be a mental space of this kind.

3. The Appendix contains a list of all the presentations at Thinking Space since 2002.


Chapter One
Thinking space: the model


Frank Lowe



“The disturbance of the impulse of curiosity on which all learning depends, and the denial of the mechanism by which it seeks expression, makes normal development impossible.”

W. R. Bion (1959, p. 108)



Thinking Space was set up to develop the capacity of staff and trainees at the Tavistock Clinic to think about racism and other forms of hatred towards difference in ourselves and others. Drawing on Bion’s (1962) distinction between “knowing” and “knowing about”, the latter of which can be a defence against knowing a subject in a deeper and emotionally real way, Thinking Space sought to promote curiosity, exploration, and learning about difference, by paying as much attention to how we learn (process) as to what we learn (content). The establishment and design of the forum was determined not so much by theoretical considerations, but by my many years of experience as a participant in and facilitator of “diversity” learning events. This has taught me that the subjects of race and racism tend to arouse strong feelings such as anxiety, guilt, shame, and anger. This emotional maelstrom often created numerous barriers to thinking and learning at such events. These included:



	fear of saying what one thinks because one might be severely criticized or labelled as racist

	saying what is politically correct to gain approval or acceptance

	being silent because of anxiety about getting it wrong and offending someone

	witnessing or becoming part of extremely angry exchanges between participants regarding who is right or who is wrong, or who is racist or anti-racist

	feeling upset, guilty, and ashamed about the unedifying behaviour of oneself and or others and deciding to give such events a wide berth in future.




These experiences were a particular spur to the idea of creating the Thinking Space forum, as a space that could enable participants to engage constructively with the feelings and dynamics that tended to emerge around the subject of race and culture in a way that did not derail or stop thinking and learning. However, there were a number of other factors that led to this initiative, which I would like to mention before outlining the model of practice developed and its theoretical underpinnings.


The lack of thinking about race, culture, and diversity in psychotherapy

There is growing evidence that social and economic inequality in British society is increasing and that prejudice and discrimination against people on the basis of their race, culture, class, gender, sexuality, religion, and age is still widespread. Psychoanalytic practitioners have, however, been largely silent about these hatreds, and a largely colour-, culture-, and class-blind approach continues to pervade the psychotherapy profession (Bhugra & Bhui, 1998; Gordon, 1993a, 2004; Kareem & Littlewood, 2000; Lowe, 2006b; Morgan, 1998; Thomas, 1992; Young, 1994a). Furthermore, despite increasing racial and cultural diversity in Britain, psychotherapy—particularly psychoanalytic psychotherapy—continues to be a largely white middle-class profession. This reinforces the perception, still common today, that psychotherapy, especially psychoanalytic psychotherapy, is a white middle-class “privileged” activity. There have, of course, been initiatives taken by a number of pioneering individuals and organizations—such as Sue Holland (1992), who worked with depressed women on the White City Estate; Jafaar Kareem (1992), who created Nafsiyat to provide intercultural therapy; and Luise Eichenbaum and Susie Orbach (1987) and the Women’s Therapy Centre—which counter this perception. These individuals and organizations sought to make psychotherapy more accessible and responsive to the needs of the working class, ethnic minorities, and others in disadvantaged or oppressive circumstances. But while there is much to celebrate from these efforts, psychotherapy, in the main, continues to be largely the preserve of the better-off. There are many barriers, other than finance, to accessing psychotherapy by disadvantaged communities. These include prejudicial assumptions and attitudes towards them by psychotherapists and a lack of interest in developing psychotherapy services that are more accessible and responsive to people from adverse social and cultural circumstances (see Altman, 2010; Bhugra & Bhui, 1998).

There is also little or no attention paid in the selection and training of psychotherapists to issues of prejudice and discrimination on the basis of race, culture, religion, class, or sexuality. There is a widespread assumption that these are political issues and, as such, ones that are not within the purview of the psychoanalytic practitioner because psychoanalysis is concerned primarily with the internal world. This perspective assumes, erroneously, that there is no relationship between the external world and the internal world of the individual and that issues of race, culture, class, or sexuality are not vibrant aspects of the internal world that affect our feelings, fantasies, perceptions, identities, and relationships. This institutional attitude is, among other things, a defence against facing the reality of class and race in the profession and its implications. The unwillingness to think about the white middle-class nature of psychotherapy in terms of its membership, values, and clientele, on either an individual or an organizational basis, is a defence against guilt about an investment, probably unconsciously, in maintaining the status quo. There are a number of defences that are commonly used to prevent engagement with racism and other forms of exclusion—in particular, avoidance, denial, and turning a blind eye. Steiner (1985) helpfully says about “turning a blind eye” that “we seem to have access to reality but choose to ignore it because it proves convenient to do so. I refer to this mechanism as turning a blind eye because I think this conveys the right degree of ambiguity as to how conscious or unconscious the knowledge is” (p. 161).

Thinking Space was set up because the psychotherapy profession turns a blind eye to its whiteness and its lack of diversity, and, when it does not, too often its approach is tokenistic. Most courses have one or two seminars on race or culture as an add-on, not as a thought-through and integral part of the training. While tokenism, or turning a blind eye, may provide some short-term relief, I believe it undermines self-confidence and competence within the profession as regards working with diversity and strengthens common underlying fears that these issues are too overwhelming to deal with. This is tremendously sad because psychoanalysis has the tools, both theoretically and clinically, to make a vital contribution to understanding and addressing these problems and their vicissitudes. Peter Fonagy wrote in his introduction to a book on taboos in psychotherapy that “Our clinical experience and our training have taught us that change requires taking the human mind places where it least wishes to be. Taking the analyst’s mind to these domains is in the best interest of unencumbered work, which is obviously in the best interests of our patients” (Fonagy, 2009, p. xvi). Promoting thinking about racism and other forms of exclusion within psychotherapy is, I believe, also in the interests of good analytic work and in the best interests of patients.




The poor reputation of race equality training

Recognition of the problem of racism and other forms of discrimination in British society led to the development of anti-discrimination legislation and equal opportunity policies to ensure fair access to jobs and services. These required organizations, particularly in the public sector, to develop Race Equality Plans, as well as Inclusion Strategies supported by training programmes to enable staff to achieve better representation of excluded groups among staff and users of their services. These equal-opportunity and valuing-diversity initiatives, while well intentioned, spawned a culture of “political correctness”. There was an official mantra of commitment to equalities by most organizations, but in actuality this was poorly implemented in practice and had little impact on outcomes (see Audit Commission, 2004a; Lowe, 2006a). Race equality training was often regarded as a critical component to developing anti-discriminatory practice and achieving better race equality outcomes but was generally found unhelpful or disappointing (see Bhavnani, 2001). The Stephen Lawrence Inquiry (Macpherson Report, 1999), for example, was critical of “race awareness” and “cultural diversity” trainings’ failure to tackle colour blindness, ignorance, and the denial of racism in the police force. The generally poor reputation of race equality training is due to a number of factors. These include:



	The unrealistic expectation that such training courses will eliminate or significantly reduce racism in individuals or organizations.

	A tokenistic, or “tick-box”, approach by organizations and their staff to such programmes, driven by the need to be seen to comply with legislation and policy. This approach has led to an increasing reduction in the length of such trainings across a number of organizations, and many are now as brief as an hour or two per year as part of a mandatory training programme for all staff.

	Resistance to engage with such trainings because of vested interests, conflicts, and anxieties, which are sometimes unconscious, within individuals, teams, and organizations.

	A collusion between commissioners and providers of such training to knowingly settle for a superficial training intervention into the highly complex and multifaceted problem of racism, which is highly resistant to change not only in individuals and organizations, but in society as whole.




In short, equality legislation and policy, while seemingly tackling exclusion, may have created an environment where prejudice and discrimination have become more hidden or covert and in many ways been driven even further underground. Race equality training is too often limited and superficial and, paradoxically, has unwittingly become part of a culture that resists tackling racism, while stating the opposite. A more genuine engagement with the reality of race and racism is needed, one that goes beyond the superficial surface of clarifying current legislation and policy and seeks, instead, to unpack the multiplicity of factors that are involved in racism, such as financial gain, greed, and self-interest, including its internal-world dimension.




On not wanting to think about racism in the self: resistance, self-illusion, and the need for critical reflection

No person is fully aware of every aspect of him/herself. This is because part of our mind is unconscious, and as a result we are not aware at times, or sometimes ever, of some of our impulses, phantasies, thoughts, and behaviours. Freud found that there was a resistance to becoming conscious of our unconscious. Resistance or “not wanting to know” is a defence to protect the ego from anxiety, pain, and threats to its survival. People use a number of defences—most commonly, splitting, denial, and projection—as a way of not knowing about themselves, attributing to others feelings and characteristics that they find impossible to bear in themselves. It is worth pointing out that some of these views of the human mind, developed by Freud and his followers, in fact predated psychoanalysis. A number of writers, including Feuerbach (1841) and Marx (1844), have argued that human beings have an immense capacity for self-illusion and are prone unconsciously to project on to God, for example, attributes that, in actuality, belong to them.

I have learnt from experience through working with professionals in the helping professions that many do not want to think about whether they may be racist. When asked to do so, even in the gentlest way possible, most get anxious, and a few would get angry in response to what they perceive as “being terrorized”. One participant on a psychotherapy course responded to this request by saying that he was fed up with thinking about racism and that there are other issues such as class to think about. This is not an uncommon response to the invitation to think about racism. What does it mean? It can mean a number of things. Possibilities include that the individual who spoke:



	was simply angry about the continual prioritization, in his experience, of race over other issues such as class

	had transferred his feelings of anger from previous settings to a new setting—a seminar on race and psychotherapy—as a result of being asked to think about racism in himself

	was expressing feelings of anger about the task, not just for himself, but unconsciously on behalf of the group or at least for some others in the group

	was expressing his and the group’s resistance to doing the task in order to avoid painful feelings such as anxiety, guilt, and shame about their racism.




It seems easier to acknowledge the existence of racism, and other forms of hatred in the abstract, in “fascist groups” or in those individuals whose words or behaviour are clearly and obviously racist than it is in oneself. It is much more difficult, it seems, to explore and think about racism when it is covert, subtle, or nuanced. Such an endeavour seems to arouse strong resistance, and a wide range of defences are usually mobilized to undermine, paralyse, or destroy such initiatives. A number of theorists (e.g., Altman, 2010; Kovel, 1988) argue that racism is a ubiquitous part of Western culture and that no individual is unaffected by it. Davids (2011) goes further and argues that internal racism is a normal part of the mind but is extremely defended against by a defensive organization in the mind. A defensive organization, he explains, protects against anxiety more effectively than do individual defences, but it exerts a stranglehold on development, in particular limiting the individual’s capacity to relate, especially to the racial other (Davids, 2011, p. 40). As a result, it is quite common that there are many who deny and project their racism and are resistant to change. However, it is also possible to get to know one’s own racism.

In general, people who have suffered exclusion, such as Jews and black people, seem willing to talk about racism and being discriminated against (Wilson & Francis, 1997), but those who do not suffer such experiences are generally much less willing to do so. It should, however, not be assumed that Jews or black people are exempt from resistance to thinking about racism in themselves or that they do not also experience feelings of anxiety, guilt, and shame when they attempt to undertake this task. The works of Fanon (1967), Lipsky (1987), and Alleyne (2005) highlight that black and minority ethnic people can and do internalize racist values, which can result in feelings of self-hate and rage towards themselves and other black people. If Davids (2011) is correct—and I think he is—the operation of an unconscious defensive organization undermines the black or minority ethnic person’s ability to free him/herself from racism in his or her mind. As Jung (1990, p. 49) argues, it is the fear of the unconscious which impedes self-knowledge and is also the gravest obstacle to developing a wider understanding of others.

Marx’s (1973) early work on freeing humans from alienation from themselves is considered by many as the birth of critical theory.
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