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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)

hinking 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 facili-
: tator 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 mumerous barriers to thinking and learning at such events.
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of pioneering individuals and organizations—such as Sue Holland
(1992), who worked with depressed women on the White City
Bstate; 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 per-
ception. These individuals and organizations sought to make psy-
chotherapy 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 o be largely
the preserve of the betler-off. There are many barriers, other than
finance, to accessing psychotherapy by disadvantaged communi-
ties. 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 fo
people from adverse social and cultural circumstances (see Altmar,
2010; Bhugra & Bhud, 1998).

There is also little or no attention paid in the selection and
training of psychotherapists to issues of prejudice and discrimina-
tion 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 infernal world that affect our feelings,
fantasies, perceptions, identities, and relationships. This institu-
tHonal attitude is, among other things, a defence against facing
the reality of class and race in the profession and its implications.
The inwillingness 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 exclu-
sion—in. particular, avoidance, denial, and turning a blind eye.
Steiner (1985) helpfully says about “tuming a blind eye” that “we
gem to have access (o reality but choose to ignore it because it |
proves convenient to do so. I refer to this mechanism as turning a
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blind eye because I think this conveys the right degree of ambigu-
ity as to how conscious or unconscious the knowledge is” (p. 161).
Thinking Space was set up because the psychotherapy profes-
sion turns a blind eye {o 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 token-
ism, or turning a blind eye, may provide some short-term relief,
T 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 contri-
bution 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 owr patients” (Fonagy,
2009, p. xvi). Promoting thinking about racism and other forms of
exciusion within psychotherapy is, I believe, also in the interests of
good aralytic 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 discrimi-
nation in British society led to the development of anti-discrimina-
tion 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 Inclu-
sion 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 calture of
~“political correctness”. There was an official mandra of commitrnent
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
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» was expressing his and the group’s resistance to doing the taskin

order to avoid painful feelings such as anxdety, 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 indif
viduals 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 nuwmnber. of theorists {e.g., Altinan,
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 organiza-
tion 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 dis-
criminated 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
. otherblack people. If Davids (2011) is correct—and I think he is—the
. operation of an unconscious defensive organization undermines the
. black or minority ethnic persont’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.
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way in which Thinking Space was to be organized, publicized,
and chaired.

The aim of Thinking Space

The aim of Thinking Space is to promote thinking and learning
about issues of diversity in psychotherapy—in particular, race and
culture but also class, homosexuality, gender, faith, and disability.
I believed that, by creating a space to think about issues that have
historically been excluded or marginalized in psychotherapy train-
ing, such a space would contribute to their exploration becoming
more acceplable, manageable, and normative in the profession.

In its aim to promote thinking rather than to provide the answer,

Thinking Space draws on the tradition of the Work Discussion

Group at the Tavistock Clinic (Rustin & Bradley, 2008). According
to Rustin (2008), “The theory of work discussion as pedagogy is
that the seminar leader’s task is the creation and sustaining of an
atmosphere of enquiry in the group characterized by curiosity,
scepticisin, fellow-feeling, debate, differences, so that the unknown
can become less unwelcome and new thoughts, questions, and
petceptions find fertile ground” (p. 12). To achieve this it was vital
1o be able to contain the anxiety that these subjects arouse in order
to share knowledge and experiences in an open and non-defensive
way (Lowe, 2006a).

However, given that difference (gender, race, culture, religion,
sexuality, etc.) has frequently been a vehicle for human destructive-
ness, then the risk of repetition of destructiveness is real, ever in
settings that aim to do the opposite. Layton (2006b) has peinted out
that living within a culture of hierarchies of class, race, gender, and
so forth is wounding for all, but particularly for those at the bot-
tom of these hieraichies, however much this may be repressed or
disguised. We know that, in general, there is a tendency for those
less powerful to identify with those with power and to internalize
the negative attributions about them (see Dalal, 2002; Moss, 2003),
although not always without conflict (Layton, 2004a). The risk
of re-enactment of the destructive dynamics of racism and other
forms of exclusion is perpetually present, and one that has to be

- contained, thought about, and used to enable participants to learn
- from experience rather than to repeat it.
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as they have been {ransmitted from one generation to the next,
largely unconsciously. One example of this is the distrust that was
encouraged between slaves by slave owners. Higher status jobs
and privileges were useéd as rewards for loyalty, which would be
withdrawn or denied to any who showed any hint of disobedience
or threat. As a regult, a high-status, or “house”, slave was often
treated with suspicion, contempt, and even hatred because he or
she was regarded as being in bed with the “oppressor”.

DeGruy Leary concluded her inspiring speech by saying to the
audience that there was work that black people still needed to doin
order to heal the injuries of their history. It was therefore amazing
that, not long after a warm and rousing ovation, an energetic and
hopeful atmosphere was suddenly brought to an end by a fero-
cious attack on a senior black health professional'on the Discussion
Panel for being a “traitor to his people”. The speaker argued that
the panel member had failed to protect and support a black mental
health patient in the psychiatric system and therefore should not
be on this panel. He was supported by a small group around him,
who heckled and shouted at the panel member. It took some time
for the chairperson and others to restore order, and at one point
the conference seemed to be at risk of imploding,.

The speaker was clearly in the grip of an overwhelming anger
that he felt he needed to express towards a black professional
whom he had expected to protect and support black people in the
psychiatric systen. He used the conference to say what a bad black
man this panel member was, and he seemed to have either assumed
that his view would simply be agreed with by all at the conference
or that the conference would replace its original task and become a

" court that heard the case for and against the panel member whom
he had alleged to be a traitor to his people.

This illustrates that the aim to learn and progress can
thwarted by forces—often unconscious—that seek expression that
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In the depressive position, individuals are able to give up self-
idealization and face the complex reality of their feelings about both
themselves and black people, which is likely to produce feelings
of anxiety, guilt, and concerr. In this position, there is a real desire
to make reparation for one’s less-than-ideal character to work for
a better understanding of oneself and one’s relationship to others.
Working In the depressive position also enriches the ego’s belief
in its good capacities and helps the individual to become more
confident in the ability to coniain his or her desiructive aspects
and to grow. '

Drawing on Melanie Klein's work, the psychoanalyst Wilfred
Bion (1962) was particularly interested in the process of getting
from the paranoid-schizoid position, the primitive form of think-
ing, to the depressive position, the more complex form of thinking.
According to Bion, the acquisition of the capacity to think as an
emotional experience of getting to know oneself or another, which
he called K {(Know), develops as a result of a relationship between
the mother and the baby, in which the mother is able to contain the
baby’s projections. Bion argued that if the mother is able to contain
the baby’s projections, and help it to tolerate frustration and to
make sense of its incompreheénsible feelings, the baby will, over
time, introject this capacity to think, to make sense of experiences,
and to get to know itself and others. He also regarded as “minus
K” the avoidance of knowing and truth. There are others who sup-
port the view that the development of thinking is dependent on the
relationship with primary others. For example, the work of Fonagy
and Target (1966, 1997} also argues that the reflective, or mentaliz-
ing, self develops from the exchanges with another mind in a safe,
sensitive, and thoughtful relationship. In short, there is growing
research evidence to show that a secure attachment facilifates the

-acquisition of the reflective function (Fonagy, Steele, Steele, Moran,

& Higgitt, 1991).

The importance of containment and reverie

:'- It Thinking Space were to achieve its aim, it was vital that the
--anxiefies and passions aroused by the subjects of race, cutture, and

forth were contained and could be thought about and worked

with, Containment occurs by making sense of the individual’s
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Developing thinking

Bion (1962) reasoned that the task of getting to know oneself and
others was challenging because it requires an active relationship
between the person seeking to know (x) and the person who is
getting o be known (¥); as result there are four key factors that

. affect the task of getting to know (thinking) which should be borne
In mind:

L. the need to know oneself in order to differentiate oneself from
the other; .

the nature of the relationship between person x and person y;
that getting o know someone is often painful;

4. the commitment of x and Yy to trath and their capacity to main-
tain contact with and affirm, reality.

w

This process can result in K (trying to know): the individual can be
seen or experienced as frying to know: Alternatively, if too anxious
or unable to tolerate frustration, pain, and envy, the process will
result in the avoidance of K and truth, which Bion called minnus K
(-K). These ideas about thinking, the conditions that promote it,
and the hazards that can lead to —Kareall extremely useful {o both
the conceptualizing and the running of Thinking Space.

In psychoanalysis, patients are encouraged to say “whatever
comes to mind”, without any censoring, even if the emerging
thoughts and feelings are believed to be unacceptable. At Think-
ing Space events, we encourage free association because we want
o engage with the entire person, not just the conscious self, in
order to facilitate unconscious thinking, because we believe that
it is perfection—not imperfecion—that is a block to gelting {o
know oneself and others. But more importantly, free association
is a gateway to the unconscious and openg up the possibility of
greater engagement of the whole personality and of deeper psy-
chic work,

Chaistopher Bollas is a psychoanalyst who is particularly inter-
ested in the unconscious as asource of individual trtth, self-knowl-
edge, and creative thinking, Drawing on the work of Wilfred Bion.

~and Donald Winnicott, Bollas (1992) argues that unconscious think.-

ing injtially tequires the facilitating presence of others, and this

leads to the formation of what he calls genera which results in the
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turning towards the mind, conversation and dialogue, promoting
active thinking, and identifying truth. Therefore, we particularly
sought to create an environment that promoted thinking by being
confaining and facilitative, one that was felt safe and emotion-
ally holding -and gave permission for presenters and participants
to test out their thoughts and ideas with each other in order
to develop insights and understanding. Thinking Space can be
thought of as functioning as an evocative object, engaging the
psyche intensely and stimulating unconscious thinking, which
leads to psychic change and the development of new perspec-
tives on self and other.

Bollas’s (1992) idea of genera as a form of internal work that
regults in an important new way of seeing the world seems to
describe the process that we seek to facilitate in Thinking Space.
He describes genera as a process of psychic incubation of expe-
riences of facilitative parents or others who contribute fo the
‘evolution and successful elaboration of the individual’s per-
sonal idiom. This process involves emotional expériences, ideas,
feelings, words, all unconsciously constellating to become the
muclei of genera, which in time will refurn to consciousness as
acts of self-enrichient. Bollas argues that this process happens
in therapy, where the psychotherapist and patient coliaborate to
constrict psychic structures that can change the patient’s view
of him/herself and the world. However, he poinis out that the
incubation of genera can be, and usually is, the work of great
personal struggle and conflict, and, as with any change of one’s
status quo, it involves tolerating uncertainty and emotional tur-

bulence (Bollas, 1992, p. 70).

The model:
key values and methods to promote thinking

Thinking Space sought to find ways to stimulate curiosity about

race, culture, and diversity in psychotherapy by establishing an

ongoing learning forum about these subjects and inviting emo-

Honally truthful and thoughtful speakers who would model try-

ing to know as well as stimulate feeling and thinking, The values

and methods listed below were regarded as critical to achieving
our aims.

onment that promoted

' n envir .
Thinking Space sought to create @ b with turselves,

s ldne—- ing in fo
these characteristics of thinking—gethng
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The role of the chairperson

The chairperson ensures that each Thinking Space event keeps.
to its task by adhering to the above values and encourages the
use of the above methods—in particular, fostering a friendly and
tolerant but challenging atmosphere and ensuring that individu-
als and the group adhere to the boundaries that support dialogue
and reflection. Following a presentation, the chairperson encour-
ages participants to free-associate and to speak as freely as pos-
sible to the large group about their responses to the material,
which can include addressing questions to the speaker or shar-
ing feelings, thoughts, personal experiences, opinions, informa-
tion, and so forth. The speaker may or may not respond to these
responses at this stage. But the chairperson would always pro-
vide an opportunity for participants to discuss their response to
the presentation, in pairs or small groups. She or he would also
think about the group’s response to the presentation as a way of
understanding the subject at hand, how it can impact on those
involved, and what might be helpful in addressing the situation,
The chairperson would pay attention to the atmosphere in the
room, non-verbal communication; the handling of the speaker’s

At lliasiiy UL e DpliaLL o

© material, and significant incidents.

Inmany ways, the chairperson functions as a nurturing but firm
parent, encouraging and enabling participants to remain in touch
with their own thoughts and feelings as well as to communicate
these in safety, Simultaneously, the chairperson needs to model the
capacity to tolerate conflict and difference and, at the same time,
to appropriately name avoidant, defensive, and other behaviours
that stop/hinder the group in carrying out its task. For, as Bion
(1961) has pointed out, groups can resort to basic-assumption
functioning as a way of not getting on with the task—for example,
taking fight from the subject at hand or getting into a fight with
the organizers of the event by blaming them for the painful and
upsetting feelings aroused by the matertal. These dynamics often
create a good-bad split, with the bad often located oufside the self
or the group, because it is too unbearable to consider that the threat
may be within the self or the group. The chairperson may offer an
interpretation to help the group think about the possibility that the
bad object may be a projection of something within that, it is feared,
cannot be contained and thought about.
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either in Ireland or in England because he wasblack. A few said that
being frequently confronted by the common stereotype of the Irish
tn Britain had, at times, left them feeling ashamed of being Irish.
Aldeen’s feelings prior to her presentation of fearing inade-
quacy, shame, and guilt began to look less personal and could
be thought of as an unconscious identification with projections
received by the [rish in England. A woman born in England, whose
grandparents from Poland settled in the UK during World War 11,
talked about her painful childhood experiences as a result of her
Polish roots. She confessed that because she was born in England,
she has hidden her Polish heritage for some time, but much more
today than in childhood. This is due to the common stereotypes
of Poles as part of an invading mass of East European migrants
abusing Britain’s too generous welfare state and reducing wages or

taking jobs from British people as au-pairs, cleaners, and craftsmen
of all descriptions.

Reclaiming split-off parts of the self

What is remarkable about these reflections is not so much the pain
they describe but the fact that they have been unspoken. It seems
that people of Irish descent within the psychotherapeutic, analytic,
and mental health community have been fearful or ashamed of
speaking about experiences in their organization, and sometimes in
therapy, out of fear that it would not be handled well, that it might
be experienced as an attack, or as an act of trouble-making, orasa
lack of gratitude. But the discussion was not just a release of painful
emotons, it was also a reclaiming of part of the self—one’s cultural

heritage that had become split-off and kept at the periphery.

Aideen’s presentation had given permission for the “inappro-

priate or unacceptable” experiences to be voiced, and, in so doing,
emotional conflicts—some unconsciotus—could be brought out into
the open for thought and exploration. As Aideen pointed out, the
issue of her belng Irish was paradoxically both known and invisible
simultaneocusly. However, the acknowledging of cultural heritage,
denied or otherwise, was not the end. Rather, it was a beginning of
further reflections about the reasons why people migrate to Britain
from Ireland. It was thought that this was not simply about jobs
and opportuniiies but included escaping something oppressive.
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their heritage. They also developed a better understanding that
there are painful racial dynamics that occur below the surface,
intrapsychically, interpersonaily, and within mental health organi-
zations, which are rarely brought out into the open for thought and
discussion. This state of affairs invariably disadvantages minorities,
as their painful experiences ate not recognized and there is no space
to talk about this, In other words, there is immense resistance,
consciously and unconsciously, to exploring these issues as if is
felt to be a threat to the status quo—the dominant power relations
that exdst.

Psychotherapy—in particular, the psychoanalytic tradition,

especially in Britain—has always had a preponderance of prac-
titioners  from abroad, some from minority ethnic backgrounds.
These include Sigmund Freud, Anna Freud, and Melanie Kiein,
who were Austrian Jews; Hanna Segal was from Poland; Masud
Khan was from Pakistan; and Wilfred Bion, an Anglo-Indian, was
born in India. Despite this, hardly anything has been written about
the experience of race or ethnicity within their work, or of living in
the UK. This silence dates back, I believe, to Freud himself. I think
that Freud’s desire for his ideas to be accepted as universal by the
Christian establishment in nineteenth-century Austria, and not be
dismissed as nothing more than a “Jewish science”, has contrib-
uted to this paradoxical culture of silence within psychoanalysis
about ethnicity, culture, and racism. However, psychoanalysis itself
teaches us that we must court the unfamiliar, be curious about what
is absent, and pay particular attention to what is on the margin of
awareness, as these are likely to lead to the parts of the individual’s
internal world that ate most unbearable and have become split-off
and separated from the conscious self.

Conclusion

Thinking Space is an event, influenced by critical theory and psy-
choanalysis, that seeks to promote thinking about diversity. This
is achieved by creating an environment where people can meet
to listen, talk, and reflect on the thoughts and feelings aroused
in them by what they have experienced and to try to interpret,
make sense of, and understand what has been communicated.
Comumunications can, of course, occur on conscious, preconscious,
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and unconscious levels, often simultaneously, and participants axe
encouraged to pay attention to all thoughts and feelings, even the
most marginal. The chairperson’s task is to create and maintain a
non-judgemental atmosphere that can keep the group to ifs task:
that of being curious and receptive to different ideas; of holding
seriously thoughts and feelings at the margins of awareness; and
of containing difficult emotions and allowing each other to listen,
talk, and think without violence or coercion. ‘

This is not to say that Thinking Space is a paradise, that par-
ticipants do not experience difficult feelings, such as frustration,
anger, shame, fear, or disappoiniment. However, it is the ability
. to endure these experiences of relative disintegration that can lead
to psychic change—to what Bion refers to as the PS-D (paranoid-
schizold-depressive) balance. It is the experience of feeling fear
and worrying about being exposed, attacked, even annihilated by
others, and then discovering, in interaction, that these fears can
be contained, that you can participate and survive, that leads to
discovering new knowledge and growth and, with it, the creation
of new ideas and meaning. Of course, as in the example above, not
every question is answered, and some things are clearly not known,
But to acknowledge that one doesn’t know is an important type of
knowing, and to bear not knowing and be committed to getting to
know is an invaluably rich capacity.

Thinking Space is not a neutral or value-free space. It is commit-
ted to understanding and learning about racism and other forms
of human oppression based on difference, not in the abstract but
in ourselves and others. It seeks to do this because. with greater
knowledge of self and others, we—not just psychotherapists and
mental health professionals—are more likely to be aware of our
capacity for destructiveness and, in so being, are better equipped
to prevent unnecessary harm and suffering for the benefit of all,
notjust the immediate victims of such hatreds.

Note

1. Bollas (1992) uses the term “object” broadly to include a structure, a;
place, a group of people, and so forth. I believe that Thinking Space can be:
internalized as an object that can evoke containment and stimulate unconseious :

thought. More is sald about Bollas's ideas later in this chapter.

v

me1:1t with notions of race, ethnicity, and culture and th
notions play in what we say, do, and believe.
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