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‘This is a wise and beautiful book. Like some of the best writers in the existential humanistic tradition (Carl Rogers, R.D. Laing, Irvin Yalom, Ernesto Spinelli), Laura Barnett has a talent for making therapy and philosophical theory understandable to everyone without sacrificing complexity and depth. She adds to this tradition a very precise consideration of the importance of the body and transgenerational issues. As a vivid but modest presence in the book, she demonstrates in her very attuned handling of delicate material the book’s three interwoven themes. Holding theory lightly and combining a very distinct personal voice with compelling vignettes, she invites us to confront the mystery of being human.’


Betty Cannon, PhD, Professor Emerita, author of Sartre and Psychoanalysis and founder of Applied Existential Psychotherapy



The Heart of Therapy

This thoughtful and heartfelt book develops two main themes: the healing power of a compassionate understanding towards ourselves and others, and the ways boundaries are set within and around various areas of our lives.

It examines how we live these boundaries, how they impact us, and what it takes to live these with deeper satisfaction. This book also addresses: shame and rage; the impact of trauma; the power of parental messages, spoken and unspoken; and transgenerational burdens. A theoretical chapter summarizes the author’s integrative, phenomenological approach: it brings the insights of a body-focused trauma therapy and a systemic lens to an overarching Existential perspective. Numerous vignettes, case studies and client-therapist dialogues illustrate reflections on life, philosophy, therapeutic modalities and practice.

This book will be a thought-provoking read for trainee and practising counsellors and psychotherapists, or anyone looking for self-reflection on their own practices, life, and ultimately, what it means to be human.

Laura Barnett is an existential psychotherapist with a strong interest in trauma, including transgenerational trauma. For 20 years she worked as a psychotherapist, supervisor and trainer in the NHS. Since retiring from the NHS, she has been working from home, in Lewes.
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Dream

I sensed, as I woke up that morning, that it had been a night rich in dreams; yet it had left me without any images or recollection of its adventures. Instead, a thought had come to me with the intensity of Truth: “compassion, understanding and boundaries are the heart of therapy, they are the heart of life”. While I have long considered all three to have predominant roles in therapy and in good interpersonal relations, I would never have singled them out in this dogmatic way. Maybe it was the prospect of seeing Mark later that day that had made me stop and ponder the statement, rather than dismiss it out of hand as mere nocturnal ‘Truth’-mongering. Mark was a client I was finding particularly challenging because of my need with him to hold the tension between the man and his terrible suffering at the hands of others, and the great suffering and hurt he himself had inflicted. I do not usually take my work home but it seemed to me that my dreams that night must have expressed my struggle with this tension, and that maybe they carried a message that was worth my listening to.

This was almost five years ago; reflecting on these three words started me on a personal and professional journey. I am now struck by how fundamental these have become to my existence and my work. The dream awoke my curiosity, it channelled my thinking, my observations and my reading; it helped me to articulate different perspectives for myself and it is out of these that this book has emerged.

It would be absurd for me to argue that compassion, understanding and boundaries are all that is required, either in therapy or in life. Yet I can vouch, from personal and professional experience over these past five years, that they offer a helpful light to work and live by. What is more, they can help to develop and enhance those other fundamentals which we need to thrive – such as love, acknowledgement, respect, trust, freedom and meaning.

While we cannot change what happened in the past, we can change our attitude towards it and some of its ongoing impact on our lives. With greater understanding and compassion and better boundaries, we can learn to live with ourselves, our past, the world and others in a more satisfying way – with less shame, anger, or guilt, and with greater self-worth and equanimity. Rather than examining these concepts abstractly, I have tried to show through examples their interconnection at work within the context of our lives. The vignettes are not about my skills as a therapist or at times my lack thereof; they seek to illustrate certain experiences, my clients’ and my own.

In the first six chapters, I look at the multiple ways boundaries are set within and around so many areas of our lives, and how these impact upon us. I explore boundaries as they manifest themselves in the dimensions that frame our human existence. We are all embodied – and I don’t simply mean that we all have bodies, but that we relate to ourselves and others, we live through our bodies, we even feel and think through our bodies. And as we are embodied in space and time, we live with both spatial and temporal boundaries. I also consider what it takes to live some of these boundaries more satisfactorily, what commonly gets in the way of our doing so and how we can overcome those obstacles. And I show through numerous examples how understanding – of ourselves, of others, of the context of our beliefs, actions and interactions – is paramount in developing (self)compassion.

And where better to observe all the above than in our relations to our parents, whether alive, long dead, or of whereabouts unknown? This is the focus of Chapters 7–12.

Chapter 13, Understanding, clarifies the theoretical underpinning of the whole book. In this chapter, I argue that we understand through four intricately interconnected means: our minds, bodies, emotions and what is other than those yet inseparably and intimately connected to them (call it spirit/soul/life force). And I illustrate through vignettes how each of these has an important place in therapy. This chapter represents a personal integration of my various therapy trainings and interests.

‘Heart’ is the name of the concluding chapter.

As I do not expect any specialized knowledge of therapy, there is a glossary to explain certain terms and summarize some of the main concepts explored in this book. And rather than a full bibliography, I have listed the principal books I have consulted when writing.



Chapter 1Spatial Boundaries
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We react variously to space – to height, depth, vastness, narrowness, closeness, distance and infinity, and we all react differently. The awe-inspiring sight of the infinite, starry heaven evokes deep existential anxiety for some, a sense of wonder, comfort and belongingness to others. Vastness and height can be elating but can also trigger agoraphobia and vertigo; the narrow space that offers security to some feels claustrophobic to others. Different people have a different felt sense of personal space: I had an acquaintance who liked to stand ‘in my face’, well no more than 5 centimetres from me, and I would back off until I was literally up against a wall. Our reactions to space are embodied: in the face of vastness, height, or narrowness, we may feel hot, cold, sweaty, clammy, dizzy, lightheaded, heavy, we may experience constricted breathing, an expanded chest, butterflies in our stomach, the feeling that we could fly. Our physical reactions to space also take place at an emotional, mental and spiritual level. Agoraphobia and claustrophobia, for example, are classified as ‘mental health’ issues, wonder and awe at the heavens would be considered as belonging to the spiritual realm, closeness and distance to the emotional; yet, we experience space as a whole and are affected by it in all dimensions of our existence at once.

If I were to ask you to bring your attention back to yourself, would you have a sense of how much space you take? Where is the border of your personal space? If you were to put a piece of string or draw a line all around you to represent that border and imagine that someone were to step over it, what would that be like? Is it mildly annoying, do you let or welcome that person in, or do you feel invaded, do you feel like pulling the drawbridge down, closing the shutters, barricading yourself in?1 Would it depend, and if so, on whom, when and what? And what about the metaphysical boundary of the furthest distance of all, which fills us with awe: the boundary of what, if anything, lies Beyond? Does it feel the most remote boundary of all or the closest to you, within you even?

These experiences of spatial distance and closeness embody our fundamental boundaries to the world and others. They are linked to so many questions: where do I begin and end? Where do others begin and end? What lies beyond this horizon? Where am I safe and secure, where do insecurity, risk and danger threaten? How close will I allow you to come? Can I trust you? This is my boundary, will you respect it? Can I trust you to respect it? Might you try to test it gently and, with my consent, help me expand it; or will you overstep it, invade it and do me violence?

In the following example, it is the felt impossibility of sharing the same space as his mother that brings Tom to therapy.

Tom and Jess’s father had left when they were young; their mother had always been there for them. However, already as an older child, Tom was very conscious of not having his own space. His mother would come into his room in his absence to hoover and tidy his desk – despite his repeated requests to leave his desk alone, and when he was there, she would also “barge in” on him without knocking.

Tom’s mum was very protective of both her children, but Tom was the apple of her eye. She would pile food on his plate, while serving small portions to Jess and herself, with the result that he became very overweight. She would put him on diets but worry that he was not getting his sufficient dose of nutrients and “push milkshakes” onto him. Meanwhile, Tom would be worrying about her. When it came to university, he felt unable to leave and entrust her care to his sister, so commuted great distances from home, foregoing any university life. After university, he continued to live at home.

At the age of 26, when Tom came to see me, he was alternating between feeling angry, lost and depressed; the situation with his mother had become unbearable. He told her that for the foreseeable future, when she was in Sussex, he would have to go to their cottage in Cornwall, and when she went there, he would have to go back to Sussex – he and she could not share the same space. Despite the luxury of being able to choose between two homes, this was a rather constricted way to live his life, and it depended on his mother sticking to his rules.

The situation is clearly a complex one – the father leaving them when Tom and his sister were young, the mother’s feelings, the mother–son mutual protectiveness, the mother’s preferential treatment of one child over the other, Tom feeling alternatively angry and depressed, etc. Tom’s situation lends itself to a number of possible therapeutic explorations. However, for the purposes of the present reflections, more unusually, I would like to highlight the issues around physical space and boundaries.

As he was growing up, Tom had had trouble holding onto his own personal space and privacy: there was no lock to stop his mother barging into his room; even the personal boundary of his body had felt under attack as his mother overfed him, then tried to shrink him while pushing milkshakes onto him. This invasion of his physical boundaries was having repercussions on his sense of self and agency. He grew up not quite knowing where his and his mother’s space began and ended, where he himself and his mother began and ended. When Tom decided to live at home, who was keeping whom safe and secure in this relationship? Was either succeeding? And if so, at what cost?

‘This is my boundary, will you respect it?’ was a major issue for Tom, and it was not surprising that he was having trust issues about entering into a relationship. Nor was it surprising that he felt disorientated within his blurred boundaries. Boundaries have a physical quality and demarcate space, yet they have a strong emotional impact: we may feel lost or insufficiently held when they are blurred or too loose; we may feel trapped, suffocated, or in a straightjacket when they hold us too tightly or rigidly; when boundaries are repeatedly invaded or melt away, we may lose our sense of self. On the other hand, when boundaries are erected into a wall, the relationship is distant or confrontational, as people become estranged, alienated, or solipsistic, each living in their own bubbles. Such relationships do not simply develop between parents and children, they occur between partners, or even between ourselves and the rest of the world.

At no time in recent history have spatial boundaries and their impact been the object of so much worldwide discussion and scrutiny, and so widely put to the test, as during the Coronavirus pandemic. Had ‘lockdown’ been a human experiment on how spatial boundaries can affect our sense of safety and well-being, as well as our relationship to ourselves, others and the world, it would have breached all the ethical guidelines! The very words chosen to define this period metaphorically reflected the forceful, physical act of power that setting such boundaries on a whole country represented (lockdown, ‘le confinement’, etc.). In addition, depending on people’s personal histories, these words in themselves had the power to evoke memories, sensations and emotions of being locked in, locked up, confined in a tight space, etc.

What this boundary ‘experiment’ highlighted, as we might have guessed, was the high levels of anxiety, boredom, claustrophobia, depression, frustration, insecurity, panic and violence that many suffered at being thus confined to the very restricted world of their own homes and the people in it – or else its total loneliness. When that home itself was intolerable or unsafe, this made for a form of torture. But lockdown highlighted yet again how different we all are: for there were those for whom this period of constricted physical boundaries was an answer to their wildest dreams, a period of safety and relief from the torture of having to go out into the world. This boundaried way of living, this self-isolation, thus came in a whole spectrum of mood colours. There was the dark grey, or black, of the misery of being alone with oneself – or with the person(s) one lived with, cut off from whatever offered support and meaning to one’s life; there were the restful colours of relief and peace and every shade in-between.

We need boundaries to give ourselves a sense of security and protect ourselves from invasion; and each of us has a different sense of where they need to place these boundaries to feel most secure. It is that personal sense of safety which was thwarted in lockdown, when governments dictated our spatial boundaries and deprived us of our freedom to choose their distance and flexibility.

Yet, setting the boundaries we would wish for ourselves may feel difficult: for setting a limit is tantamount to saying “no” to someone. Learning to say “no” calmly without feeling embarrassed or guilty, yet in such a way that the other person really hears it, is central to satisfying human relations.

Cathy’s in-laws had moved nearby a year ago and now liked to ‘come and help’ regularly on a Friday evening: “you and Tim’ll be tired at the end of the week, so you can put your feet up, grandad can read the children a story and I’ll cook us some dinner” was how her mother-in-law had first offered. Unfortunately, the reality was far from this relaxing picture: grandad couldn’t get the children into bed, let alone listening to the story, and granny kept complaining about not finding various implements or ingredients and left a trail of mess in the kitchen – washing up clearly had not been part of the deal! More often than not, it was grandad who had his feet up with his sherry, while Cathy or Tim were dealing with the bedtime rituals. Cathy felt increasingly frustrated, especially as in the last few weeks her mother-in-law had started making little digs at the way she ran her house. Although Tim could see the chaos these visits created, he was not prepared to do anything about the situation: “Well mum and dad are doing their best to help, we can’t just turn them away”. Cathy would often lie awake imagining conversations with her mother-in-law in which she tried to ask her to stop coming on a Friday, or ruminating over what she would say to her the next time she made an unpleasant remark. Cathy felt completely stuck: she was finding the situation intolerable and didn’t see how she could put an end to it without seriously upsetting her husband and his parents.

I asked Cathy whether she would be prepared to try some experiments marking out boundaries with her arms and hands. Demarcating space to the side and front of herself with arms rounded, not outstretched and hands curved inwards, she was able to gain a sense of space in which to breathe and quietly feel herself be the competent mother and runner of the household that she was. From this position and thinking of how she might address her mother-in-law, Cathy experimented with her fingertips touching, then with her hands further apart, facing first inwards, then outwards:

C. That feels strong and fingertips touching feels more secure; but with my hands facing in, I don’t feel able to address her, and palms outwards feels too aggressive.

She tried palms up in an offering position.

C. This feels like I’m giving, and I sort of want to do that too, but that’s not the main thing I’m trying to say.

While one hand palm up and the other arm outstretched with her hand in a stop sign felt confusing. In the end, she settled for her left arm rounded, quite close to the body and protective of her stomach area and the other, a little further forward, in a stop sign. From this position, Cathy felt she could address her mother-in-law and stand up to her jibes politely but firmly. And by turning the ‘stop’ hand over into an offering position, she could tell her parents-in-law that a weekly Friday evening wasn’t working for her and Tim, and that they would like to think of a better way for them to see each other. We practised with her standing, in these positions, with her feet firmly but not rigidly planted. The aim was not to have her speak to her mother-in-law with her arms and hands like that! Rather, the idea was to practise how that felt physically, mentally, emotionally when she stood in that posture, both protecting her sense of space and standing up for herself. She could then remind herself of the felt sense of this posture before speaking.

Next session Cathy reported back jubilantly that she had first tried this out with Tim and they had come up with a compromise suggestion together, which she was then able to express confidently and politely to her in-laws: they could come and babysit sometimes – the children would be more likely to behave when their parents were away. And it would be really lovely for Tim and her to go out together. Also they could have a flexible arrangement whereby the family would go to them for a meal at the weekend or they would come over for dinner. The in-laws turned out to be relieved by her suggestion, as they could see that their ‘help’ was being rather ineffectual, which made them feel deskilled as grandparents.

If you tried the hand positions described above as you were reading, you may have got a sense of each of these, though you might have experienced them differently to Cathy. For your felt sense is personal to you.

The difference between effective and ineffective boundary setting does not lie primarily in the words used: it lies in the clarity of the intention and the way in which it is communicated. Clarity of intention is the first hurdle at which so many attempts at boundary-setting fall: where would you ideally like the boundary to be, what would be acceptable and what would feel unacceptable or even intolerable? If you are not clear about this with yourself, how can you communicate it clearly and with conviction to others, and mean it? As most of our communication is non-verbal, our tone of voice, body postures, movements and gestures will have repercussions on how our attempt at boundary-setting is perceived and received by the other. It is clear that standing rigidly, looking fierce, raising a hand brusquely, jabbing or wagging a finger and speaking in a loud tone are likely to be perceived as aggressive. Whereas looking up with a childlike pout, standing hunched, or shifting from foot to foot will send a message of being a pushover. Sometimes, I find it difficult not to smile when clients, practising saying “no” wordlessly, through their stance and hands alone, start by peevishly leaning back in their chair and waving their hands. If, on the other hand, we stand in a relaxed but firm position and feel the ground under our feet, trying to keep our body aligned, yet not too rigid, the tone of voice we will use to express our boundary is more likely to sound firm, grounded and assertive. And the hand that comes up to say “no” or “stop” will be clear and firm, not wishy-washy or aggressive.

The beauty of trying these experiments is that they confer a felt sense of calm assertiveness that enables us to know what we wish to say and then communicate it effectively. And because this sense is embodied, if we pay attention to our experience of it – to our posture, to where and how we feel it in our bodies – we can learn to reconnect with it. Of course, there will always be some people who take offence, however tactful and reasonable the request, and some who are unable to take no for an answer… In both these cases, we need to decide whether the priority is to protect ourselves at the expense of their feelings, or to make them the priority at the expense of our own needs – either way, the choice is ours. Setting different boundaries can have a major impact on our lives.

Maggie was one of life’s helpers: at home, she looked after her elderly father; at work, colleagues would ask her to help them out with this and that piece of work “you don’t mind, do you? You’re so quick at this”. At Church, Maggie regularly helped at Sunday school and played the organ; she was also called upon to help with flower arranging, cleaning and gardening when people on the various rotas had dropped out.

Maggie’s breast cancer diagnosis had come out of the blue; now the treatment was over and she was left with a sense of unreality about all that she had gone through over the past 18 months. One thing she was certain about was that she wasn’t prepared to carry on as before.

We sought to understand what underpinned Maggie’s need to always help others and we questioned the boundaries she had set in different areas of her life. To her surprise, as she quietly but firmly scaled back what she was prepared to do for her father, work colleagues and people at Church, she remained valued and, what’s more, was treated with greater respect.

Maggie realized that exploring her boundaries was helping her discover what was most meaningful to her and felt most ‘urgent’. She was beginning to articulate her own needs, wishes and priorities and to explore different avenues, now that she had freed some space and time for herself. When she heard herself mention voluntary work as one such possibility, she laughed – old habits die hard, but this was one she was going to kick!

It is clear how Maggie’s difficulty in establishing boundaries with others had had repercussions on the boundaries of her own life’s possibilities. By being open to all and sundry (father, church, colleagues, friends), her boundaries had closed her off to whole realms of possibilities for herself.

Maggie and I spent a long time exploring her giving; but how we receive is equally important. Some people are good at both giving and receiving, some can do only one of the two gracefully and others can do neither. Too much, or the wrong sort of giving, like the inability to receive gracefully, is uncomfortable for the person at the other end. Whereas receiving with gratitude can feel like a gift to the giver: it offers them the sense of feeling valued, as well as the possibility of expressing their appreciation, love, or friendship. Receiving gracefully and gratefully requires a boundary that can open to the other and welcome something of them in.

Some boundaries that could be drawn as parallel, horizontal lines embody power dynamics. The English language is rich in expressions of relative height – such as ‘look up to’, ‘down upon’, ‘ down one’s nose at’, ‘put on a pedestal’, ‘put down’ – which describe embodied, interpersonal dynamics of power, hierarchy, admiration and contempt. These expressions are stylistically referred to as metaphors, yet they are more than that: they are quite literal. If you are mindful of your posture and the direction of your glance, I suspect you will notice changes according to whether you are addressing someone you respect, admire (someone you look up to), or whether you are addressing someone whom you despise, find somehow disgusting or creepy. And in the presence of the condescending and haughty, do you stand up to them, shrink, or hang your head?

Whether we admit it or not, a height and power boundary is inherent in the therapeutic enterprise. While both therapist and client have to abide by a set of general therapeutic rules (confidentiality, time and place boundaries, etc.), the client also has to abide by the therapist’s own rules, in particular regarding cancellations and payment. In addition, there are therapists who believe that their theories give them the expertise and the right to make theory-based interpretations about their clients and assert them to be True. That too, I believe, is a form of horizontal boundary expressing a power differential. This is further exacerbated if the therapist views the client’s disagreement with that interpretation as ‘resistance’ and hence to be further interpreted away. Yet, even when the therapist gives the client the power to end therapy when they wish and seeks to make therapy as collaborative as possible, a joint endeavour, still there remains some power differential. The very fact that one person is consulting another over their problems or suffering, and investing hope and faith in their ability, experience, wisdom (real or fantasized), confers a certain superiority upon that other.

Hannah was sitting in front of me, looking dejected. She said that whenever she thought of her line-manager she felt defeated and hopeless and now it was impacting on her life and she couldn’t face doing anything, let alone going back to the office. In fact, she added, if I were to ask her to pick up the pebble on the small table beside her, she wouldn’t be able to summon the energy to do so. I acknowledged her sense of hopelessness and defeat, the effort it must take her to get out of bed every day and how, in this state, it must feel impossible to relate to colleagues, let alone to her manager. I suggested she observe her posture, the dejected way in which she was sitting here with me, her hunched shoulders, cast-down head and her gaze, directed towards her knees. I asked whether she would like to try an experiment: what if she tried lengthening her spine? As she slowly began to do so, her upper-body rose and I observed a tense squirm in her shoulders; she raised her head, a little frown appeared, followed by a quizzical look and a faint smile. Hannah was sitting up straight. When I asked her to notice what that felt like, she replied: “I can see you now, I can see into your eyes, like I’m at eye level, like we’re in this together.”

Observing her change of posture and being mindful of how different it made her feel emotionally – more directly connected to me, level with me, and hence with less power differential – was the start of fruitful change. Hannah could see how, by embodying the hierarchical, horizontal boundary that existed between herself and her line-manager, she was effectively putting herself down. When she returned to work, she practised paying attention to her posture and lengthening her spine before going into meetings and in situations where she was feeling cowed, anxious, or not fully engaged , and was delighted with the result. She also realized that putting herself down and not standing up for herself had been a familiar pattern – with her siblings and some of her friends. This opened up the more existential questions about how she saw herself and what she wanted from her life. At the end of therapy, Hannah reminded me of the experiment we did in the first session and concluded: “we make a good team, you and me.”

Spatial boundaries are fundamentally connected to all areas of our lives, most intimately in relation to our bodies, our sense of personal identity, self-worth and security, but also in relation to others. A better understanding of them can therefore help us to live (in) our bodies in a more integrated way and to relate to others in a more satisfying way.


Note


	 I am indebted to Sensorimotor Psychotherapy for this exercise and other body-focused experiments in this book. These have helped me to deepen my reflections on boundaries.
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Boundaries and ‘my place’

I was having breakfast with my brother in the garden, in the one bright patch that the early sun was warming, when he asked me about the gist of this book. I told him about my dream and, as I was talking about the additional light which the perspective of space and time was shedding for me, he spoke of one of his favourite concepts, a lens through which he likes to look at his life, the concept of ‘place’. This in turn set me thinking: I saw how, with understanding and compassion, the concept of boundaries could help us to clarify, delineate and change our ‘place’ in relation to our bodies, within our families, in relation to friends and acquaintances, at work and in the world. And how it could help to reconsider the place we create for ourselves in space and in time, the place we give, the place that was taken away from us, the place we take, or don’t dare take, in some spheres, or indeed anywhere….


My body and my place

Our world, starting with our bodies, is criss-crossed with boundaries. There is the line which divides us vertically into left and right, assigning contrasting moral values to each side. The word for left-handed in Latin is sinister. Are you of the generation when left-handed children were shamed for being so and taught to write with their right hand? “For right hand is right!” There is the horizontal boundary, often imbued with moral connotations, that divides the upper from the lower part of the body: an offensive remark is ‘below the belt’; the ‘private parts’ are where shame hides (pudenda [membra], literally organs to be ashamed of). Some experience a tightness around their throat – a boundary preventing feelings and thoughts from finding expression. Some feel it around their chest, constraining their breathing: having a voice of one’s own can be difficult, breathing and speaking out not safe. Others around their heart, keeping love at bay, keeping it from seeping out.

And where, I wonder, is your place in relation to your body? Do you feel at ease in your skin, well grounded in your body? Are your head, heart and body attuned to each other and able to converse and speak in unison? Do they have equal value? Does your head feel well integrated with the rest of your body or does it feel cut off from it?

I find it difficult to believe now that it wasn’t until I started training as a therapist that I suddenly realized that, without ever having articulated it, I had always sort of experienced my body as being on the right side of ‘me’! So where was ‘me’? Well, in my first year of secondary school, I was taught Descartes’ famous saying ‘cogito ergo sum’, ‘I think therefore I am’. This made perfect felt sense to me: I grappled with thoughts and had many which felt my own and gave me a sense of identity, ergo I was. That was ‘me’. My body didn’t come into it; it was the thing I didn’t much care for, but dressed and took basic care of. That was how I functioned in the world. Plato, one of the heroes of my adolescent years, confirmed that ‘truth’ for me: I latched onto ‘soma sema’, the body is a tomb for the soul – a view endorsed by the Catholic Church whose teachings imbued the supposedly secular country in which I lived. Interesting how philosophy and religion can help create an experience of splitting and dissociation in which the body is felt as separate, something to be despised and rejected, an object of shame even. At university, Sanskrit literature with its delight in the human body sowed the seeds of the thought that it need not necessarily be so. Yet, it is not until, on my therapy training, I read Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception, an arduous, yet passionate and beautiful explication of our embodied nature, that the penny finally dropped: Descartes’ ‘I think therefore I am’ did not express the reality of who I was. There was no disembodied me with a body on the side. Interestingly, this philosophical shift from Cartesian dualism to Existential-phenomenological non-dualism had immediate, observable repercussions: a dance teacher who had not seen me for a year, took me aside in the lunch break and remarked on my transformation. “Laura, instead of moving from your head, you now move from your solar plexus. What’s happened?” As I write this, it feels strange to think that this mind–body split ever was my embodied experience: this dissociation feels as alien to me now as my present experience of embodiment would have felt to me then.

It is interesting how a philosophical paradigm shift can translate itself into a completely different way of feeling and experiencing oneself in one’s body and in the world. Interesting too how these felt lines and boundaries that we draw in invisible ink on or around our bodies can be apparent to others. Clearly, my dancing teacher was able to tell that something quite significant had shifted in the way I lived (in) my body. For we send out ‘vibes’ (for want of a better word) about our felt sense of place in our bodies, about our feelings of bodily connection and disconnection, groundedness and ungroundedness, about the value we attach to our bodies, or the shame or disgust with which we invest parts that lie on the wrong side of these invisible, felt splits and boundaries. And these vibes may be picked up by others. In that way, a whole embodied, yet unspoken, conversation is constantly taking place: between the messages our invisible internal body boundaries and felt sense are sending out to the other person, their experience of their own body and ours, and our awareness of theirs. A conversation that impacts on our respective felt sense of place in our bodies and in the world.

Skin, the body’s most visible boundary, is also its largest, measuring approximately 2 square metres. From its inner side, it holds us in and, on its outer side, it exposes us to the world, while keeping it at bay. Watertight and solid, it can be, metaphorically speaking, permeable, thin and ultra-sensitive. How much of the world shall I let in? What if it gets ‘under my skin’? Will it ‘bring me out in a rash’?

This boundary also comes in a whole spectrum of colours that expose it to the judgements, emotions and behaviours of others, and often of society as a whole. A colour boundary that may be used to justify power dynamics – from the strongest of all, the master and slave dynamic, by which one person denies the other their freedom and humanity and imposes themselves upon them with violence to bullying and the myriad of subtle and not-so-subtle forms of discrimination. Even where strong power dynamics and violence do not prevail, the skin’s coloured boundary is intimately bound with a sense of identity, whether through self-identification and/or identification by others … or through self-disidentification.

Nathalie was an engaging 44-year-old woman who came to see me following a serious accident. While most of our sessions concerned the life-changing consequences of her accident, a particular event led to a moving exploration of the place which the colour of her skin had had in her life. Nathalie had been one of the very few black children in her neighbourhood and had experienced this, she said, as a matter of total indifference to her. She had always had many friends and the colour of her skin had never been an issue, she felt, either to her or to her classmates, teachers and neighbours, nor later in life to boyfriends and her husband – all white. And now she was seeing me, a white therapist, which did not present any problem for her (nor for me personally, but I was aware, professionally, of potential issues). But the week preceding our session, she had gone to London and, at peak time, had found herself jostling for space on a train with a crowd of mainly black men and women. She was shocked to experience a sense of “total non-belonging”. Or rather, as we explored her experience further, a strong sense of not belonging and of “yes I do belong … but I’m not sure how much I want to”. Suddenly, the world had felt out of kilter. Something disquieting had happened on the train, something that had jarred painfully, and she now found herself struggling with what felt like the clash of two realities: the factual reality of her ethnic background and what she had considered to be her experiential reality.

As Nathalie began to reflect upon this confusing, painful clash and the emotions it was bringing up, she realized that she maybe needed to question her experience of herself as a person whose life had been totally unaffected by the colour of her skin. Could there have been some chinks and cracks in that experience that she had rushed to paper over as soon as they had appeared? It began to dawn on Nathalie that, with the help of others, she may have created a “colourless bubble” for herself in which, for all these years, such reflections and emotions had had no place. But now that bubble had well and truly burst.

For Nathalie was a black woman and her African ancestry was more than some abstract ethnicity category: this was her history, those were her roots and, as such, part of her identity. She could not simply ignore these without a cost to herself and one day to her children. She needed to own her roots. Her “yes I do belong … but I’m not sure how much I want to”, replete with negative internalized identifications and painful emotions from disgust and shame to guilt and grief, needed to be unpacked and properly considered if she was to find her genuine place in her body, her life and her history. And that in turn would help her children find theirs.

The visible bone structure may also create a boundary that affects a person’s place in the world: as the shape of the nose and the flatness of feet were deemed to signal Jewish ancestry and mark out those whose place ‘belonged’ in ghettos and extermination camps.

And what of the boundary that still divides humanity in two in a large number of cultures – the boundary that emanates from the body’s sexual organs and characteristics? A boundary that, commonly still, seeks to confine a woman to her ‘place’ by closing the doors to education, possession of money, electoral rights and rights over her own body, let alone to equal opportunity and pay. Also intertwined around the body’s sexual organs is the boundary of sexual orientation which brings its own historical baggage of legal and moral prejudices and human rights violations.

These boundaries are now themselves being differently challenged. Dissolving the rigid binary boundary that separated the sexes has created a new multifaceted complex of boundaries that each operate along a continuum according to criteria of sex, sexuality, gender, fluidity, rigidity, etc. It has created a new world in which a person may explore their place afresh with greater openness. Yet, despite the greater opportunities which these new boundaries have offered, they have not resolved related issues around safety, identity and place: from high-level sport competition to public toilets, finding one’s place has become an identity and safety issue for trans- and cis- women and men alike.

It is worth noting how these new ways of looking at sex, sexuality and gender boundaries are challenging us to question the binary lens, a boundary that has been a part of our Western culture for over two millennia, as attested by pairings such as ‘night and day’, ‘black and white’, ‘right and wrong’ and by Aristotle’s logical law of non-contradiction – things are either A or non-A, they cannot be both nor can they be neither. Unfortunately, besides this rich questioning of our traditional binary way of viewing the world, there has been a dangerous challenge to the boundary between fact and fantasy, drawing conspiracy theorists and their followers across an invisible boundary into a parallel world that could be termed ‘fake reality’. This leads them to live across boundaries: one foot in a world from which they feel alienated, another in a parallel world with people who share their alternative ‘reality’ underpinned by fake news.


Boundaries, the family and society: Finding my voice and my place

Boundaries spoken and unspoken, subtle and not-so-subtle also dissect the family, conferring on each member a different sense of what ‘my place’ means. There is the cruel cut of estrangement – “we’re in, you’re out”, that wreaks its damage on all concerned and often perpetuates itself through the generations. There is the camp boundary – “she’s dad’s favourite, I’m on mum’s side”; there are the hierarchical horizontal boundaries that define the pecking order – who’s on top and ‘wears the trousers’, who comes next … and who comes last; there is also the horizontal, above–below social boundary – one tinged with admiration (we’re so proud of our Johnny) or discomfort/embarrassment/jealousy, etc. “cause he’s got this fancy education/car/job/girlfriend, he thinks he’s better than us”. There are unspoken circular boundaries that must not be breached – tiptoeing around a family member who is depressed, angry, “in a mood again”, grieving, etc.; boundaries that ring-fence emotions and send messages about what emotions are simply not allowed – anger and grief being the most common taboos; or boundaries that ring-fence what can and cannot be said – “we no longer talk about Sue/about the accident”. Sometimes, these boundaries are voiced: “don’t cry, it will upset your mum, you need to be strong for her”, or even labelled: “don’t cross Pat, you know he is mentally ill/bad/dangerous”; but, more often than not, they remain unspoken. Some boundaries are totally blurred: “where does mum end and I begin?” All these boundaries need navigating to find our place, and if the one we try to carve out for ourselves is not suitable to others, we may be ‘put in our place’.

Stretching the concept of spatial boundary, there are the highs and lows, distance and closeness of the voice boundary. As family members seek to express their needs, wishes, opinions, emotions, whose voice carries regardless of the decibels? Whose whisper can be heard above another’s screams and wailing, or above another’s urgent calls for help? Whose voice carries and can be heard from afar?

And whose voice cannot be heard even when standing up close?

Jo’s suicide attempt took the whole family by surprise. She would have died as quietly as she had lived, had her brother Ross not had yet another falling out with his boyfriend that night and tried to wake Jo up in the middle of the night for her advice. Ross knew Jo, she wouldn’t mind, he could always depend on her – kind, dependable Jo. Except that clearly she wasn’t as dependable as he had thought – she wasn’t the equanimous older sister he had always taken her to be. Concern mingled with anger: How could he have not heard her distress, how could her despair have gone unnoticed by them all? How could she do that to him?

In Bren’s family, it had been Paul’s breakdown that had taken them all by surprise. She only now realizes that, beneath the constant joking and messing around, there was a debilitating lack of self-confidence that was crying out to be heard.

Some families have a boundary that allows a place for one person’s desire(s) at the expense of another’s: this boundary of entitlement delineates areas of collusion, betrayal and despair. Such is so often the context of childhood sexual abuse, where one person’s place in the extended family is guaranteed impunity at the expense of another person’s voice and rights that are silenced. The trauma of abuse is then compounded by that of betrayal, through disbelief, accusation, or punishment of the child at the hands of those who should have been its protectors. And beware the victim of abuse who wants to speak out, for the ranks may close, and the abused person risk exclusion from the family circle.

Lizzie’s Nan had thought that putting a crucifix on her granddaughter’s bed would do the trick, after all Derek was a God-fearing man. Only it didn’t. And when Lizzie finally told her mother many years later, she was accused of being no better than her aunt Patsy – the one they never spoke about.

Silencing is not simply about the fear of public scandal: it can be about disturbing someone’s accepted place within the family which may have long gone unchallenged – sometimes, over two generations, in the case of a grandfather, great-uncle, or close family friend.
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