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CHAPTER THREE

What would (or can) | know?
Reflections on the conditions of
knowing and understanding in
intercultural therapy

Carmel Flaskas

wrote the abstract for this chapter in the week in which the Prime

Minister of the newly elected Labour government of Australia

made an apology to indigenous peoples for the wrongs of the past.
“Sorry day”, with all the talking and the memories and the associa-
tions that surrounded it, with all the mnwsos;mamgmsa and the
Wwitnessing, had a poignant mix of sorrow, pain, hope, and undeserved
tenuous trust. Not for the first time, as a non-indigenous and white
Australian, I experienced the generosity in the involvement of Aborig-
inal and Islander peoples, and felt unworthy and grateful in the face
of it. Tt was a moment of connection and a move toward reconciliation.
It was also a time for comprehending the chasm of difference between
indigenous and non-indigenous Australia, and the chasm of differ-
ence between the tears of indigenous and non-indigenous Australians
with respect to our shared past and our shared present,

I feel a kind of fraud writing in this book, for [ belong to that group
of therapists who are socially and contextually the most illiterate in
their personal capacitios for intercultural work, T felt nothing but
unselfeonseic Y ealturally and racially in my childhood,
prowing uj ol a lorpely homogencous calture in the
19605, With three ol ey fone praid parents coming [v il

vdifferent
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professionals should “fit”, as much as they can, with roﬁ Enﬂmm?osw
people want to use them. Then, but not now, I thought that .H.MMM mMS
many ways in which children can be _owmﬁw msm. nmwma moH _wﬁ Hgmﬁ .
extended kinship system, and that a “white curiosity about wh o
very common non-nuclear indigenous .mmg&w mﬁm.y.,mmzwmﬁm%ﬂ,gmumﬁ
mines the integrity of these forms of family care (I still be Hmﬁwa Ho;.nﬂw
part of this statement, but not necessarily the second Hum:,:..mm_ o-
that then, though I would hope not now, I was unable to fin amzoMME
tional place within myself to know how 8. speak of pain mm.._:vm.ﬁmwnm-
with Aboriginal people without feeling as H% I was (or m_uﬁ sti infle
ing this pain, and so this knowing was wmnﬂmrmm from Bwrmwﬂmmnmm
It was not just the difference between ﬂgm .mmn:;\ m:m me w& o
the conditions of this not-knowing—a similar scenario wou ._m:.:_u, M
not have occurred had I been relating to a Vietnamese mwﬁw \Z o.Hs
Lebanese family, or an African family. H could tell %ocr of M e mwwﬂwﬂ g
of my personal history with Aboriginal ﬁmoﬁwm|ﬁ. e s MVH.M L4 _ﬁw
Danish great-grandparents “allowing” the H.Onm_ >Uonm5m peop 2
use their well, my mother’s Aboriginal Q.;Erooa. friends HM._ a tiny
one-teacher seaside school in the late 1920s, the mmzowm SHW: WoB my
mother that we should never call Aboriginal people Emnﬁ because
it would hurt their feelings (“if you have ﬁ.o say mﬁwfﬁmw mmw
‘coloured’”). I could tell you about my first _Q:,u.mou. a Eﬁ@“ m“. mo .
Aboriginal mission (Cherbourg) when I was a .monL work stu ﬁm.s w =
the covert subversion of the Palm Island mission Bm:mmmﬂm_s Mz or
psychiatric hospital where T worked. Or I could .ﬁmu %OJ omjm.ﬁwga
found myself going round and round on a .mmﬁ._m whee \Q Mmmm 4 ﬁw
fear of heights, while the patient who routinely m.UmnOﬁ e mms ;
Palm Island took pity on me and stayed M.u_.:,\ waving Mbmoswmm TM M
every time I came around (she herself had jumped o.m the WH.EM w. E
at the last moment, when she remembered n_rm_” going up hig Bﬁ v
her sick). But what would all this telling be, .R not just one .mnnoEM -
the contextual colonial relations that provide .&S.Bﬁ%ﬂozm m E
otherwise sensible and nice white family wrmﬂm?m.ﬁ bz%sm. E.m,_m.H n v
having in the front of her head something as basic as z.;.u. .“Ewom. anc
of a child’s loss of his mother in a presentation of aoﬁ_.ﬁ_r_c:._._ o
I suspect that a British (but not a Brisbane) audicnce will disap

' ' ' Pationghip
in the context of the social specilicity ol ny I3 varprenbic peladi [
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with the aunt, and for the historical time, it was “
tation should come from her and not me. And
position I occupied created the conditions of m
positioning of myself “alongside”
safety net, or a good-enough the
could extend the invitation, and a
harm came from what still stands
on my part.

right” that the invi-
although the social
¥ not-knowing, my
the aunt none the legs provided a
rapeuatic relationship, so that she
t the right time in the therapy. No
as a piece of breathtaking stupidity

But there is a second part to this story,

themes, but stays more stubbornly unsettling. Although Donny did
ot want to play with toys, he would often g0 to my toy box when he
arrived, and bring out the small Chinese parasol, and sit with it in his
lap. This was noticed and talked about in a low-key way a number of
times, and he told me he liked “Chinesey things”, We agreed that we
all liked “Chinesey things”, and I recall one extended conversation in
which his aunt (Lily) said how nice Chinese paintings were, so differ-
ent to Aboriginal dot paintings, but both so good.

I'saw the family regularly for about si
after this Lily would 1ing me to talk about one or other of the boys, In
one such talk (7 propos of what T now cannot remember), she said,
“You know, Carmel, his father was Chinese.” I did not speak my first
thought, which was “Well, Lily, I wish you had told me this a bit
earlier .. .!"” But this response only momentarily delayed the dawning
of my horror at the extent of My own not-knowingness and the power
of my immersion in the taboo of Donny’s non-indigenous heritage.
This taboo was (and is) fuelled by resistance to the history of the phys-
ical and cultural annihilation of Aboriginal people, and a determin-
ation that the belongingness of Aboriginality should not be lost,

regardless of whether you are black, brown, white, or pink with
freckles,

The obvious belated]

which repeats the same

x months, and every so often

y became obvious, Lily and her son were very

d Aboriginal. Donny was small, brown, and
finely featured—he looked, well, kind of Chinese. And just in case, by
any chance, any of us missed that he looked kind of Chinese, he col-
lected a small Chinege parasol most sessions, and held it (
his lap. His father
his father, still remais
NUeSS W

as a boy) in
his fantasy of his father and his relationship to
cclipsed from view, while his visible Chinese-
invisible, 1 was small con
all agreed that we iked ¢ Tripese thin

rt that we had at least
e althouph 1 think there could
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cultures (Irish, Greek, Danish), this would .rm.<m wo m.nm:.i .mm a fs& ﬁwm
achievement (for better and worse) of assimilation within an :MBH
grant nation, and an achievement of my mumﬂawmﬁmﬁm m,_\um ?:,QM m..w-
am still bemused when people ask if I have “gone back” to E%:mei
tage—which one, I wonder, and why? I am unaware of w_w\ cu M:nﬁ
yearnings, and just think of myself as coming from wEW m.zw.:m m
although T admit I would be Tm&-ﬁcmrwm to yearn mop.. ris Hm_ 5.”?
would yearn for Australia if I could not live rm..am\ EH. it is my 5‘ yi
land. And while unconsciously I might Tm:wm :%Q,:ma. E_Hmwmmﬁﬁ &
tional orientations to surviving the experience of m__HmSmH:os amw:.
cultural bereftness, I have had to learn as an wn_zF nozmnﬁzm y an :
by bit, some literacy in the intimate experience of mo_aymsbmmmﬁw:__.
otherness, and some fluency in relating to, through, and across culture
mﬁQH MMMO had this chapter in the back of my z.:..:a for many %wb?ﬂ
with a number of personal and practice experiences momzsma mezmmo :
my head. Although the practice Ecmg.mm could open BWE\ oﬁop L
reflection, I have found myself ﬁEEA.Em a lot about TMW con Mvm ?nm
specificity of the conditions of knowing, and .:\5 no_::u mxmmﬁmm i
therapeutic task of trying to understand. I 4.3: settle m:. Sk
themes for this chapter. One piece of work with an Euo:mm_ﬁw m.ﬂ: _uw
from many years ago has stayed with me, for nmmm.os.m tha M,Nw o
become clear. I will place it at the heart of the exploration, an

. . N
the theory discussion around it.

On the power of social immersion: a case study

I began to see an Aboriginal family in a child mzm m.mgmq Swamm rmmmw
service (CAMHS), referred by one of the mﬁuoﬁmﬁm_ mmﬂwﬁmm\ W =
was a good referral route, for the therapeutic mandate is n.mm:.mu Mms :
an indigenous service is the first Huow_h of call. I learnt t is %Eoﬂw
worked in an Aboriginal legal service in my .mo;.zr-u\mm.n m%QW ‘
placement, and in my first job in a large ﬁmu\n?mﬂ:ﬁ ro%;mw w mww ”H
set up an Aboriginal and Islander liaison social work H.”o .m,\. E.:.Hs:é
shared with a colleague. So, the referral H,oc:w was an m:%ﬁ::_v : .,n,_..;
to the work, even though by then I was in m_d;._:,ﬁ.w _,___M_ é__n _d_,:_ﬁw A_\.r_ .
sonal connection to the local indigenous services. I'he >_m/ ! ,..“ ‘. :_./ _:_,
_.,_J_ situated in a multi-cultural and malli racial areas whee 707 o
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primary school children have English as their second language and
where, in those very fine gradations of racism, Aboriginal people were
(and still are) the target of the most intense racism.

There was much concern for the child, a boy aged eight, around
suicidality and depression. Donny lived with his aunt and her son,
aged six. My engagement with his aunt felt quite easy, and, although
the boy’s cousin could not make much sense of why he was attend-
ing, he made himself at home in the family sessions. It was much
harder for me to connect with Donny, who was not much of a talker,
with or without his family present, and he could not
to drawing or playing,

There are a number of things I could write about this piece of prac-
tice. But, for the purposes of this chapter, there are two parts of the
story I want to tell, which expose my limits in a very particular context
of social immersion. We had been meeting for a few sessions and the
beginning work was around the boy’s experience of being bullied at
school. The therapeutic system had widened to include changes at
school and advice to the boy from some older Aboriginal boys and
men. This work was all “on track” and, in a Iull in about the fourth
session, his aunt said to me, “You know, Carmel, do yvou think we
should have a talk about how Donny feels about being left with me
by his mother?” Out came the longer version of the story of his
mother’s drinking, the coming and going from the country to Sydney
with Donny, and now the idea that Donny would be probably be
looked after “for good"” by his aunt. Donny’s mother was part of the
stolen generation—she had been removed from her family, and her
sister had not, because her skin wag lighter than the rest of the family.

This social policy was designed explicitly with the entwined interests
of assimilation and the destruction of Aboriginality.

I would like to tell you that I had been sensitively biding my time,
waiting for the point at which the therapeutic relationship was strong
enough to allow me, as a white Australian therapist, to invite an
Aboriginal family to talk in front of me of the pain of a child being left
by his mother, and a mother being taken as a child from her famil
and the effects of this on her and her son’s life. Yet, this topic was not
even on my agenda—yes, hard to believe, not on the agenda of a
family therapist in o child and family mental health service . . |

Funderstand my situation in thig way. Then, and now, I have
A politics born of a commitmen| to the idea that white Australian

relate very easily
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have been a potentially important m:UmH:.Em.: message in gw WM_:\M
talking about Aboriginal and Chinese paintings, Erwnr might hav
been as close to languaging the boy’s cultural and racial beingness as
the family could bear at that time.

On knowing and the conditions of
dismantling the capacity to know

This piece of practice experience, along 2.:r many others, has vm_.ms
formative of some ways I have come to think about therapy ﬁﬂmn ice
and the therapeutic relationship, and of how I relate to some SMOJM
ideas in the family therapy field. Hmm* me unpack some issues abou
at this practice highlights for me.
?mmwmmmw nonmwﬁmnmoamg is firmly mmﬁm&:mrm&. as part of contempo-
rary systemic therapy theory. Developed in sociology mH.oHM ?M HwMMW
social constructionist ideas were eventually ms..ﬂg.mnm& by | m:ﬂm % g
apy in the context of the postmodernist EE_ in the early HG s. The
ideas that we are only able to know the social world ?.Ho.sm h a _B.onm%m
of social construction, that language constructs Er.mﬁ z.Hm we m:.mH M .mm
to know about the social world, and that we .Eﬂm ina sSHN - M
dialogue and narrative, are all by now very _m.mE:HE., ﬁﬂmmwmm\ . ;ﬁ.
There are two significant “edges” of debate A_\,:E respect to the EM w
of any foundational use of social nozmﬁcn_”.poz.ﬂmﬁ 98@.75 ﬁm%W M.m
therapy: the first is whether social nObmﬂcnﬂnEmB mm.m M mc@,ﬂ oH Mgm
sufficiently complex understandings of realities and rea 3Mmm ,ﬁwmﬁm&
purposes of the activity of ﬂmu\nroﬂrmwmﬁ& and the secon \n_ﬂ.m m
debate is about the way in which the knowing-not-knowing dynami
st. :
meﬂ“ﬁmﬁmhwﬂn“:r the issue of realities and realness. Many an%m-
sions within the family therapy literature across the past wswo Wmﬁnm mw
have signalled some unease with the more m.xﬁmn:_.m mbE-HmM is <mH-
sions of social construction, where language ;mmm_a _Onmﬁm_h as Ano:
structing, rather than representing, social and emotional ﬂmM.hﬂ\wmﬁ MQN
for example, Flaskas, 2002; Lannamann, 1998; ﬁmwsmspg%w \_ _ m: o
Krause, 2005; Minuchin, 1991; Pocock, 1995; m_ucni\. | W ). ,,:,.\ _ #_”
limits of the social world are understood ag 5.::: within the ﬁ_.ﬂA_ﬁ_._:.,_ ,.,c
language and the processes of ,:.__é.::: __:;. _,.__._.__ ol o ~_‘:,:.,_,.,_‘
most heavily associated with the eavlicr work g sonciil consdractionis

§
1
!
{
|

‘which is the tmne of how (he
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theorist Kenneth Gergen (for example, 1991, 1994), popularized
initially in family therapy through the seminal influence of Harlene
Anderson and Harry Goolishian from the late 1980s (1988, 1992).

In the various engagements with this theory within family therapy
over the years, one central question has been about whether social
constructionism gives sufficient space for the acknowledgement of
realities that might exist independent of our consciousness, our
languaging, and the processes of social construction (see, for example,
Larner, 1994; Minuchin, 1991; Pocock, 1995; Speed, 1991). A related
question has been whether social constructionism gives sufficient
attention to the “realness” of the intimate lived experience of realities
(which might or might not be languaged) as they affect our lives (see,
for example, Flaskas, 2002; Pocock, 1995; Malik & Krause, 2005). As
Pocock (2009) has noted, these kinds of critiques lean toward a critical
realist position. Critical realism acknowledges a complex social world
that exists independently of how we come to know it, while still
allowing that how we come to “find” and represent that world is a
process bounded by language, and that the social world is also medi-
ated and constructed in the process of this representation (see, for
example, the discussions in Lopez & Potter, 2001). Within this alter-
native critical realist theory frame, there is thus no question about
whether language constructs or represents the world—it always does
both.

Critical realism potentially provides a welcome relief from the
oppositional dualities embedded in the more extreme anti-realist
versions of social constructionist theory. However, the separate and
specific issue of the authenticity of the lived experience of realness, so
important in any psychotherapy, just barely scrapes into the theory
ambit of the different versions of social constructionism, or, indeed, of
critical realism. The same could be said for how we might understand
and relate to non-conscious and unconscious processes, or to those
aspects of human experience that can never really be fully represented
by language. If we stay solely within the constructionist/realist theory
field, it is also hard to capture the specificity of the social location of
the self of the therapist in the therapeutic process, and the nuances
of how, as therapists, we might try to mediate and use our social and
political and emotional immersion in the process of therapy.

This brings me 1o the second edge of social conslructionist zEan

knowing-nof knowing dynamic has
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been cast in our field. Again, we could turn to the SA.:.W of .Wsm_mmmz
and Goolishian, especially their 1992 paper, Eﬂ_nr m.:,mﬁ _MH:nMHMD QMM
ist should adopt a not-knowing sta
argument that the therapis ! Lo iaes
i i Ily with the clients” world of languag
interest of engaging more fully hed Espra
i i herapeutic dialogue. From one angle,
allowing a richer space for t . .
@mnc:mwmvoé quickly the idea of adopting a :oTHMﬂoESmH m*m_.%nm MWEM
i jal i ily therapy. From another angle, though,
to be so influential in family . .
can be more easily understood, especially if we note .ﬁrm <mﬁnw\ Hﬂﬂvsm
congruence with established and developing :mﬁ.ﬂzﬁw an &W “,,,_
ices ishian argue 2
i iti d practices. Anderson and Goolishian a
systemic politics and p . . o sl
i u| ition and practices, and fo
collaborative therapeutic posi ces, al . i
inqui i rt tion in relation to the
i ively relinquish her/his expert posi &
s T ' both with the politics of
i ry strong, both w P
client/s. The resonance here was ve R
i i t to the power of the therapis
narrative therapy with respec the _ it
the depth of the practices of curiosity already embedded in Milan
systemic therapy. : . :
# All this led to a casting of the Wdoéa_HM|ﬂo.~-_.A:w<.5ﬂmmm%sm:dm
toward practices of not-knowing and toward EEE,:NM,@ m. he ﬁﬂém
i i t. Across the years, there have been
differential of the therapist as exper o i
i ions about the need to hold expe
a number of nuanced discussions . .
alongside practices of not-knowing (see, for mmmﬂw_mﬁmﬁmﬁww SNNW
i the position of “authoritive doubt”, w
Mason (1993) has written of : i
the paradox of knowing no
Larner (2000) has explored Sl
i he main focus has been on the po
However, overwhelmingly, t DEen s
i here has been very little interest in exp
not-knowing. Conversely, t Fery rest i1 ﬁ
ing the barriers to the therapist’s “knowing”, or the significance o
therapist’s failure to know. . .
>wm:.mnn though these theory debates I am mapping H.E.m_,n %ﬁmmﬂ
they come to life in the world of practice, and no more M::mwﬂ Mﬂ '
t the edge
i herapy. What do I learn abou
the context of intercultural t ovetigen
of social constructionist theory around realness .mbnw Wzo%:gm 5MW
knowing when I remember and reflect on my practice experience w
Donny and Lily? ey s
Ew\mﬁ I come to appreciate the specificity, the power, *m:_a Mrm
Sﬁéoammzmmm of our own social immersion as therapists. The ac o_
relating is simultaneously intensely social and 5:_::.:._.,\ _ﬁm“f::.w A
and in intercultural relating there is a special complexity S______:: f_p._
: i i ip. T inl al Dgaping acromss ahdd throuy
therapeutic relationship. To think about ¢n } haneL

difference, and across and through s
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call on in the next section of this chapter, is useful in orientating to the
challenge of intercultural therapy. Yet, it is hard to capture the speci-
ficity of relationship, what is possible and not possible in knowing and
understanding, in any particular context of intercultural therapy. In
the realness of a shared history and a shared present, regardless of
whether it is languaged or not, we are not just engaging with differ-
ence. Instead, we are located in social contexts that we mmn._::..m:oozmc\
both know and cannot know,

This was my position in relating to Donny and Lily, and, indeed,
their position in relating to me. I would like to claim a wisdom and
equanimity about the “pastness” of the practice mistakes I described.
But though I believe that, in 2010, there are different social conditions
for how I might now “know” and relate to this family and the realness
of history, I also believe that the conditions of knowing can never be
assumed. Especially where there is a living history of oppression, of
which, as therapists, we have been a part, the force of social immer-
sion is invariably much stronger than we are emotionally able to
know. This force provides the conditions of a breathtaking not-know-
ingness on the part of the therapist. When this happens, and we are
lucky enough to become alert to it, we need to use every scrap of
reflection we can muster. Reflection, and our reflexivity in the way we
relate to our reflection, might or might not be good-enough, depend-
ing on the particular piece of therapy, the particular therapeutic rela-
tionship, and the particular social relationships within which we
embedded.

Second, although social constructionism has helped us to think
about the social construction of realities, the “shadow side” of these
processes has largely been unexplored. For social processes do not just
shape what we come to know and how we come to know it—what we
cannot know is also shaped by social processes. In other words, social
processes do not just construct realities and the experience of realness,
they also fragment, dismantle, and, at times, obliterate realities and
the experience of realness (Flaskas, 2002, 2009a). Indeed, our capacity
to know realness can be powerfully dismantled, in the way that my
capacity to know something “obvious” and real about Donny's his-
lory was powerfully dismantled.

Psychoanalysis offers some ideas, especiall
Processes ol repres

are

y about the unconscious

mon and projection, which speak to the most inti-
male lovely of i e

cices Foucaull penerated ideas that spoke to




62 CULTURE AND REFLEXIVITY IN SYSTEMIC PSYCHOTHERAPY

the conditions of possibility of social discourse, mE&. ﬁr.m ﬁoéMH Mm
social practices to generate the mo_wmmwm”:% of ways of EEWEW me HM wM
spiral of practice and discourse in social process (Gordon, ._”.
work also flagged the capacity of power to create absence AoH. zmmmﬁ:mm
power) as well as presence (or _,QOmE.,\m power). I do not want to
explore here the way in which these different theory m.m.gm.m noﬁﬁmﬂ
tualize significant absences, but I do want to note that thinking abou
absence is inevitably harder than thinking mﬂose presence. -

This might be why, in family therapy, H\m has been easier for us
to think about the dangers of knowingness in the polarity of wm.aé,
ing-not-knowing, but harder for us to think .mwoz_.” the dangers o \nso_m
knowingness. Yet, it is as important, especially in m,_m.mm contex 8.0
intercultural work, where we are the most deeply immersed in a
living history of oppression, to try to think mcos.ﬁ our Hdoﬁ..goéwﬂm-
ness and to recognize the extent of our vulnerability to m:mBm:_ﬂa ing
our own capacity to know. In the case of Donny, érn ?..mmm.s_ﬁw ﬁmw
an eight-year-old with depression and some mmmd:b.mG isolate
(suicidal?) acts of risk-taking, my cultural not-knowingness was

dangerous.

On empathy and trying to understand

T would like to shift the discussion to a &mmw.mbr though _.qm.Hm.ﬁmQ\ .nmmﬁm-
tory. So far, I have been exploring the limits and mwmemn_.&\. of the
social contexts of knowing in intercultural therapy, and swE.uo.E
consider the process of the therapist trying to smgmwmwmum. This :mm in
the territory of empathy, which has not been ﬁrmozmmm very BMW in
family therapy, despite its centrality in m<mgam% ?mnﬂnm. M.Emm u\ is
an intensely relational process. In the therapeutic Hm_m:obmwﬁ\ S_m.%mﬁm
think of empathy as being the process Ao.s the ﬁwﬁ of 9% therapis Ao
trying to understand, which exists only in Hm.wm.DOﬂ to ﬁrm Hu.wonmwm m MM
the part of clients) of Emzm to convey experience and hoping to

s, 2009b). .
E&Mwmwomww MMHHWJOSW-HH.B work on the %mwm.ﬁm: .s..n ﬂ.m_.m:o:mr%,. I
have become interested in the therapist’s :jmn_:.g__:,: of her E...:._:
relation to her clients, and how this imagination influences the form
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there are two kinds of positions we use when we imagine ourselves in
relationship to others. Each of these positions relies on a particular
kind of fantasy of self-in-relationship-to-other. The first is the fantasy
of identification, which assumes that we are sufficiently like the other
to try to imagine ourselves in their situation and to use whatever reso-
nances come from our own lived experience in our attempts to orien-
tate to our clients’ experiences. The second position relies on a
different kind of relationship fantasy. Here, rather than imagining
ourselves as “like” our clients, we try to imagine ourselves as “the
other” in relation to them. We assume that we will not be able to make
any easy sense of our clients’ experiences and, instead, like an anthro-
pologist in a different culture, or like a foreigner visiting in a different
society, we will need to be quite active if we are to try to grasp the
experience of the people we are sitting with.,

Understandings of empathy that have been produced in the indi-
vidual therapies tend toward practices (such as reflecting back) that
are more associated with the imagination of identification. In the
context of individual therapy, the therapist’s imagination of identifi-
cation with the client is often the first, and predominant, fantasy used
in nurturing the attempt to understand the universality of the human
condition. However, in the context of family therapy, when you have
a number of people in the room, all with different experiences and
stories, it is harder to rely on the fantasy of identification, even in the
early engagement stage of therapy, simply because “plural” identifi-
cation is more difficult. The challenge of multi-engagement in family
therapy means, for example, that the reflecting-back technique of
empathy is used far less often.

As Perry (1993) has detailed in his excellent discussion, there are
many ways in which empathy is expressed in family therapy—we rely
more heavily on the practices of questioning, reflecting teams, opin-
ions, and tasks. The foundational systemic discussions of the position
of neutrality /curiosity stressed its practice wisdom in the art of
engagement with all family members (see Cecchin, 1987; Selvini
Palazzoli, Boscolo, Cecchin, & Prata, 1980). White’s (2002) idea of
“exoticising the everyday” was one step in the parallel development
of narrative practices of curiosity. The systemic and narrative Ppractices
of curiosity, penerated within the context of the practice challenges of

working with f, f,are strongly aligned with the empathic imagi-
nalion of dilfer
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The “rough” distinction can be made, then, that E&wism.;_ ﬁm.u\nrom
therapy tends toward a heavier use of the therapist’s MEMmHWmﬂozaom
) . . - % mH
i ificati i ient, while family therapy tends tow
identification with the client, e far P s
i C ist's imagination of difference. j thougl
heavier use of the therapis i ! e
istincti i in the “in the room” practices
this distinction might be seen in i
i i I would, none the less, argue
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ment of one’s ignorance. However, if one skews too heavily to relying
on a fantasy of self-as-other, it can be hard to avoid an interactional
slide, when practices of curiosity begin to seem experience-far, not
experience-near, and the family and mm::z% members feel more firmly
constructed by you as the “other”. The imagination of identification
needs to be held closely alongside the fantasy of difference, a kind of
constant scanning for resonance and universality, or a tentative but
persistent drawing on what might be “like” our clients’ experience in
our own lived experience and repertoire of imagination.

In the reverse polarity, stubbornly holding on to an Imagination of
identification, without the constant counterbalance of the imagination
of difference, can lead quite simply to a failure to connect to the differ-
ence. In the situation where the therapist is in the dominant cultural
and racial position, this can lead (o a pernicious closing-down of the
space for recognizing or appreciating difference and otherness.

For all sorts of contextual reasons, I had difficulty in negotiating
this territory with Donny and Lily. Some things I could have known [
was not able to know, and there were huge gulfs in my capacity to
understand. I relied on a fantasy of identification and familiarity with
Lily, and lined myself up alongside her parenting role in the way that
I constructed my invitation in the therapeutic relationship. The mutu-
ality of our relationship allowed it to be good enough for her to step
forward about some things that I was not allowing myself to appreci-
ate—the effects on them all of the stolen generation, and the specific
lived history of Donny’s relationship to, and loss of, his mother.

But the fixedness of the form of my imagination of identification
with Lily was no protection when it came to the intracultural taboo of
acknowledging Donny’s Chineseness, his non-Aboriginality, and the
significance of his untalked-about father, the story of his conception,
and perhaps even his mother’s untalked-about father and the story of
her conception. Here, my politics as a white Australian of nof ques-
tioning that which is not easily talked about within Aboriginal culture
collided with an intracultural taboo, and my inability to try to sepa-
rate out and understand Lily’s position from an imagination of differ-
ence and curiosity became a major problem.

As happens in family work, how T ¢
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ame to invite a relationship
W lo her invitation o me, both affected and
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to both universality and difference (Krause, 2009). The hope of (a
universal) connection stands side-by-side attempts to honour what
Frosh (2002) has termed the “incorrigibility of otherness”, How this is
negotiated in any therapeutic relationship is always specific to that
relationship and its embeddedness in the realness of histories and
present social contexts. I am inclined to think that the sheer pleasure
of interracial and intercultural relating lies in part in the mutual
dynamic of knowing and not knowing and understanding and not
understanding. Yet, this struggle can be difficult as well as pleasur-
able. In interracial and intercultural contexts of work, we hope that the
mutual attempts we and our clients make to relate through and across
difference and sameness will hold the work of the therapy and that
the therapeutic relationship will be “good enough”. Yet, there can be
no neat and easy conclusion about the conditional nature of what is
and is not possible, which underlines the importance of nurturing
ongoing dialogue and reflection.

I noted in the introduction that I felt “a kind of fraud” writing in
this book. Do I feel any less of a fraud now that I have come to the end
of the project of writing this chapter? I would have to say no. I find
myself resisting the pull to say something more positive here, or
maybe even to intone something virtuous about the challenge of inter-
cultural work for therapists like me, whose histories have allowed
fairly seamless internal representations of cultural and racial at-home-
ness. Of course, these representations of seamless at-homeness might
be illusions: in my case, I do have to wonder, with grandparents from
three mm:.,mcsm countries, while I sit as a white person with the wrong
coloured skin attached to a homeland that should not have come to be
mine in the way that it did. Alternatively, these representations might
speak to fragile truths, albeit marked by a disavowal of the extent of
the social, political, and emotiona] fragility of someone like me feeling
culturally and racially at home. One way or another, I suspect, in my
Specific context, that I might just have to wear feeling a kind of fraud.

And 50, no matter the familiarity of the current multi-racial and
multi-cultural context in which ] live, there should perhaps always
'emain a question in my intercultural work that is enabled by my
sense of fraud: well, what would T know (about another’s) experience,

and who am | to think | know? However, as real and useful as this
question mighd be, T ineli

question in

'd to think that the more important
ool my practice and politics is not “what would |
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know”, but “what can I know?” What, in my particular 83@.3 with
this particular family, are the limits and capacities of my wboS,Em m:i
understanding? And how can I stay alert to the power of my limits
while nurturing my capacities to attempt to H.Q.oé and understand the
interplay of difference and sameness in intercultural work, and,
indeed, in all my psychotherapy work?

Note

1. The theory themes of this chapter overlap with discussions in Flaskas
(2002) and Flaskas (2009b). I have also reflected on quite different aspects
of this particular piece of practice in Flaskas (2002) and Flaskas (2007).
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CHAPTER FOUR

Objectification, recognition, and
the intersubjective continuum

David Pocock

will begin with a poor question: what is culture? The idea that

culture can be something (some “thing”) without a reflexive

concern for definition led, during the period of my family therapy
training in the late 1980s, to “culture” becoming a corrective to ethn.
centric assumptions of universality implicit in the theories of family
structure and process that had proliferated in the preceding two
decades. The predominant message to trainees was that cultural
differences were to be respected, To:o:ﬁ.hm culture being a good
thing. Simultaneously, late 1980s UK family therapy was preoccupied
with gender, However, here the message was strikingly different,
Skewed gender roles were not to be respected but challenged, patri-
archy being a bad thing, Itis a testament to the feasibility of Foucault's
(1975) notion of the disciplinary power of discourse that I do not recall
the obvious question being framed by any of us trainees: given that
most cultures could be judged to be patriarchal, and notions of equal-
ity imply a mostly Euro-American ethnocentricity, which message
should predominate-—do we honour and respect patriarchy or chal-
lenge it? Since the denigration of otherness (to consolidate a comfort-
ingly superior topetl 'rness) is also a feature of most dominant
cultures, thae s dilemma beeomes cven more acule for racism;




