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Reflexivity/Immegration



Doing work with immigrants: the implications of self-reflexivity on the caring professions*

Introduction

This paper is about a work discussion group offered to the teachers of a school with a high percentage of Muslim children, whose families had migrated to Athens from Thrace in Northern Greece. I want to show how working with the teachers of these children proved to be an intense experience for me, challenging my professional  competency, my beliefs and even my self-esteem. Drawing from the theory of self-reflexivity, I hope to show how by reflecting upon and analysing my feelings of frustration and inadequacy, which had developped during our meetings, I was able to help both the teachers and myself to a more positive engagement with one another and with our tasks.  Furthermore, in view of the lack of supportive structures for care professionals who work with immigrants or other groups of people in stressful situations, and who suffer substantial pressures in their practice, I want to call attention to the potential of self-reflexivity as a tool for highlighting the processes which hinder understanding. 
Reflexivity, or self-reflexivity  is a turning back to the self in order to acquire knowledge (Marcus & Fisher 1986). As such, reflexivity has been connected to the anti-authoritarian social movements of the second half of the twentieth century and since the 1980s it has been an important tool of field research and of intervention/participation projects in the human sciences. 

The challenging of the status quo and the call for human rights, central to the political and epistemological agenda of the social movements, were reflected in fieldwork as the reflexive study of the relationship between researcher and subject of the research, leading to a democratisation of established hierarchies. Self-knowledge becomes the antidote to the autocratic tradition of science, while the affective dimensions of the relationship become tools for the understanding of the communication processes underway. This change of paradigm marks a shift in emphasis since the researcher/care professional becomes an agent who is solicited to turn to herself in order to enlarge awareness of the underlying frustrations, anger and ambivalence feelings which colour the meeting of the scientist with the other.
Counter-transference and self-reflexivity

This turning to the self as a source of knowledge in the social sciences, has been an important issue in psychoanalytic theory at the beginning of the 20th century, when Freud studied, for the first time, the phenomenon which he named counter-transference. Countertransference refers to the unconscious reactions of the therapist to the patient’s own unconscious feelings and projections which the patient models on the relations with the parental figures.  Even though on the theoretical level, self-reflexivity has come a long way since then, researchers/care professionals seem more reluctant to make full use of the subjective in their praxis. Nevertheless, it is in the space of the actual meeting with the other where self-reflexivity is put to trial, when the scientist is challenged to self knowledge.

Regarding the difficulties inherent in the reflexive approach, it would be helpful to look closer to the psychoanalytic concept of countertransference because  of the similarity it bears to that of reflexivity (Inglessi 2001, 23-47). Interestingly, both concepts have been at the same time considered as highly problematic and most useful analytically. Suffice it to say, that Freud himself who encouraged analysts to become aware of their counter-transference to patients, cautioned them against making analytic use of this knowledge, e.g. making it the object of an interpretation addressed to the patient. Furthermore, both concepts are inscribed within a larger project which recognizes the fundamental (political, we  would say today) importance of the intersubjective, whether in therapy or communication. After all, Freud was the first to posit the relationship at the center of the therapeutic endeavour and the first to demystify the absolute authority of the doctor-analyst, by ascribing a most active role to the patient-analysand. 

In his essay on the Future Prospects of Psycho-Analysis (1910), Freud wrote:“We have become aware of the ’counter-transference’, which arises in the  [physician] as a result of the patient’s influence on his (sic) unconscious feelings, and we are almost inclined to insist that he shall recognize this counter-tranference in himself and ovecome it. …we have noticed that no psycho-analyst goes further than his own complexes and internal resistances permit; And we consequently require that he shall begin his activity with a self-analysis and continually carry it deeper while he is making his observations on his patients. Anyone who fails to produce results in a sef-analysis of this kind may at once give up any idea of being able to treat patients by analysis” (p.144-45). 

It is no coincidence, that in the conjucture of the subversive nineteen sixties and seventies interpretation of c/transferential material was finally made possible within the analytic setting, at the same time when the social scientists turned to the uses of self-reflexivity, challenging their own authority and infallibility of knowledge. It was in this context that c/transference  phenomena were applied to other areas of interest so that the meaning of the terms countertransference and self-reflexivity drew nearer.

Today, issues of c/transference are no longer exclusive to the analytic setting but refer more generally to concrete patterns of behaviour, mostly unconscious, that are transferable to other relations in the life of the individual, such as in the doctor-patient relation, the teacher-student relation, or the researcher/care professional in interaction with the other. Because these phenomena are made visible in the therapeutic space, where they constitute strong tools for knowledge and therapy, they become paradigmatic in that they help us to understand the great potential inherent in a relationship well reflected upon, in this case between care professional and the immigrant,  the other being a person in crisis, a person in distress.

From the psychoanalytic  couch to the field

For our purposes, we should turn to Georges Dévereux, an anthropologist and psychoanalyst who has superbly theorized the crucial role of countertransference/self-reflexivity in fieldwork, in his book bearing the eloquent title From Anxiety to Method (1967). Devereux generalizes the phenomena of transference considering them structural elements of the meeting between two people, where the scientist is perceived as ex-posed to his (sic) own fears and insecurity. This fragility of the scientist in face of the other, though  generating anxiety, nevertheless becomes instrumental in getting nearer the experience of the other, on the unconscious level. Traditional approaches in the human sciences tend to objectify the other in observing him, while the scientist hides behind his inhibitions which  obstruct the processes of mutuality.  Devereux, using rich case material, repeatedly demonstrates  that “…[as scientists] we wish to deter the subject from observing us in their turn, because we do not know ourselves, neither do we know our value as stimulus, nor do we wish to know it ” (p. 56).

At the level of fieldwork, Devereux uses a ‘reduced’ definition of the unconscious, in that it does not fully correspond to the psychoanalytic concept with its emphasis in the past of the individual, in view of their therapy; his approach concerns the here and now of two persons involved in a psychosocial event. For the care professional to learn to atune to the immigrant as well as to one self, it is not necessary to undergo the training of psychoanalysis, but a training in awareness of the basic communication processes, conscious and unconscious, and of the instrumentality of the affects. Devereux’s theoretical stand does not cancel method, it enriches method by warning us of the objectifying and illusory dimensions of the scientific apparatus. 

Note:The previous sections draw from Inglessi 2001
Working in the field: a case example

Now, I want to turn to the issue of the education of immigrant children. It is estimated that this year, 100.000 immigrant children, of different ethnicities, are attending Greek primary school, mostly in Athens and the big cities. The infrastructure being insufficient, their integration in the Greek educational system is highly problematic, as they do not speak our language and their  teachers have had no training in teaching foreign children. I should add, that, the teaching of the children’s mothertongue is  still a non-resolved issue.

As I have mentioned earlier, my contact with these important issues was made possible a few years ago when our team at the Department of Education of Athens University organized a pilot teacher-training intervention, in a school with a high percentage of Muslim children of different ethnicities (Pomacs, Turks, Rom). A few years before, the Government had ”encouraged”, in a political move, the internal migration of a substantial number of Muslim families, who untill recently were not free to travel or settle in other parts of the country, although they were Greek citizens. The pupils’ families were poor, many were broken and living in utter misery in a disadvantaged part of Athens, where conditions did not favour regular school attendance, nor learning. 

My task as a psychologist was to lead a work discussion group, in an effort to offer teachers the opportunity to discuss their struggle and to deepen their understanding in what they experienced as a predicament. Ideally, this weekly meeting would be a safe, non-judgmental space to speak of the difficulties they faced in their practice, but also to reflect upon the meaning, which the political dimensions of the pupils’ identities held for us, Greeks. Along with educational issues, the delicate venture of teacher training awareness against discrimination was high in our team’s agenda.

This was the first time I worked with a group of teachers and I found it strenuous. To begin with, teachers had to contend with the presence of the University people whom they experienced as overbearing. Though sceptical of its efficacy, this intrusion in their lives was effected after the staff had been consulted and had accepted to participate in the pilot programme. Time and again, it became clear there were real and symbolic hierarchies at play, perceived as differences between the  ‘theoreticians’, e.g. those who walk in the clouds and the ‘practitioners’ who did all the work and suffered all the adversities.

On the other hand, the teachers were overburdened with work they found frustrating and unrewarding, as Muslim children were not making progress. To make things worse, teachers had to deal with families whose needs were great and for whom there was no social services provision. Teachers spoke of cases where it was they who had to take a child suffering from acute toothache to the dentist because the mother was helpless and despairing. In another instance, they had to raise money amongst colleagues to help an eleven-year old boy pay the funeral expenses when his grandfather died. All this did the teachers and much more. 

Still, while it was true they worked hard and in many other ways were sincerely involved with the pupils and their families, they seemed unaware of their discriminating practices, or of the ambivalence that coloured their behaviour. They had no knowledge of the ethnocentric structures that define our national identity in antagonism to that of the Muslim/Turk. In the discussion group, the teachers kept arguing about our historical past, while I tried without success to focus on the here and now of the classroom, so as to bring to light the experiential dimensions of their work, along with its feelings and moods. Reflecting, as it were, their work with the Muslim children, there seemed to me to be no progress in our group regarding the teachers’ awareness. After a few weeks, there was a pattern of polarization in the group dynamics that made me feel I had to rebuild our relationship anew each time, a situation which challenged my competence and discouraged me. I was getting angry with the teachers who seemed immobilized in their prejudice. It was then that something peculiar happened, which changed the scope of my work and will help illustrate, I hope, the point I am making in this paper on the uses of self-reflexivity in fieldwork. 

It was a dark, cold morning, with snow on the ground when the doorbell rang. Being alone in the house, I left my bed, went to the window and looked out. Two men with a Toyota van said they had come to remove the rubble, lying in the garden. Presuming they had been sent by the contractor who was refurbishing our house, I put on a dressing gown, ran downstairs, removed my car from the entrance and went back in. At that moment, the men asked me for their pay, which I refused, since the contractor took care of all bills. Then the men, who were gypsies, told me they were working independently, that no contractor had sent them. The realization that I was dealing with total strangers was extremely disturbing; I shouted at the men for ringing the bell so early and turned them out of the garden. I was uncharacteristically aggressive, my body was shaking and my anger was great. But as the time passed, my anger changed to fear. I felt naïve, having gone out in negligé, exposed and panicky; by evening, I had barred the way to the garden with the car. 

Nothing more happened, but the incident had shaken me. I had been aware from the start that the men were gypsies, but the fact only became disturbing when they revealed they were not connected to the contractor. It took awhile before I could calm down and start reflecting upon the multiplicity of meanings this experience held for me and my work. 

During my meeting with the teachers, I had focused on their feelings of dislike towards the Muslims and their ambivalence towards their pupils, to such an extent, that I had turned away from my own feelings of prejudice. By identifying with the Muslim minority, I had been discriminating and judgmental towards the teachers, if not in words, then in feelings, loosing sight of the c/transference processes at work within the group. Now, I was suddenly realizing my arrogance in believing I was immune to prejudice, together with the revelation that the dangerous ‘other’ for me was not the Muslim, but the marginalized gypsy of my childhood. 

The irrational fear I had experienced that day gave me the measure of the persecutory pressures under which the teachers operated – the force of the Muslim families’ needs projected on the teachers, sole recipients of the formers’ misery, and finally the teachers sense of inadequacy in their work with the children. I realized my own vulnerability to the teachers’ own projections passed onto me; of my feelings in the countertransference which were reflecting theirs: I had come to feel as inadequate and resentful towards the members of the group, as I had made them feel and as they felt towards their pupils. The intensity of my reaction to the gypsies was the acting out of a chain of projections, generated by the stressful conditions in which the teachers operated and in which I was entangled. 

The insight marked a turning point for me. With a certain reluctance, I was finally able to share my experience with the group and speak of the feelings that had made me so ashamed; my example showed them the violence of the affects which accompany one’s work in extra-ordinary circumstances, and demonstrated the need for a deeper understanding of the self as a shield against intolerance. It opened up a space for them to speak their anger and helplessness and legitimised the lifting of the censorship which marked their positions. One teacher spoke of her annoyance when the pupils spoke Turkish among themselves, another that he ignored them completely in class, when they did not respond. Until that moment, the teachers had refused to accept there was discrimination in the Greek society at large, even less so in the classroom. Now, they would speak of discrimination on their own initiative, acknowledge it in certain of their actions, and were, potentially, opening up a path for change.

I have reasons to believe that the working through with the group alleviated somewhat the teachers’ deeply felt guilt and allowed for valuable insights in the dynamics of their work. To a certain degree, my opening up to them bridged the hierarchical distance which separated us and which they had so skilfully captured by naming it: the ‘theoreticians’ versus ‘ the practitioners’. 

Conclusion

In this paper I have made the distinction between reflexivity as a tool of knowing the self in order to know the other, as a process which facilitates communication and efficacity – and as a political tool of consciousness raising, which would arm the subjects involved in the dynamics of caring, teaching or receiving help, to resist the alienating structures and practices, determined by their respective positions. It is of high priority that the care professionals involved in work with immigrants, directly or indirectly,  become aware of their potential in helping or undermining the very people whose pride and self-respect have been severely tried. 

If self-reflexivity is to bear fruit in these needy times, it should not be perceived as a simple technique, but should be integrated into a larger project of political, social and personal awareness. This is an arduous endeavour as it pertains of the fear of knowing the self, e.g. of knowing our limits, our discriminatory practices and our blind spots. 

* This text has appeared in Chryssi Inglessi et al., eds, Immigration and Integration In Northern Versus Southern Europe. Athens: Netherlands Institute.
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