INTERCULTURALISM AND INTERCULTURAL COUNSELLING
MICHAEL L. O’ ROURKE
Introduction

Over the past decade we have witnessed major intercultural change in Ireland with the influx of many minority cultures from mainly non-EU countries.   The impact of this change is becoming more discernible in our classrooms today with pupils from many multiethnic, multifaith backgrounds enrolling.   As a consequence, we need to address a variety of multicultural issues of race, language, religion and culture if we are to resonate with these intercultural changes and recognise fully the necessity of awareness of cultural factors in therapy.   
The focus of this article is to delineate on the essence of interculturalism and intercultural counselling both in theory and practice – a rather difficult task in an article of this short length.   However, the writer hopes to show how intercultural counselling as a “fourth force” in counselling psychology has much to offer the practitioner in the counselling context.   The research in this area has been variously described as concerned with ‘cross-cultural’, ‘transcultural’, ‘multicultural’ or ‘intercultural counselling’.   
The shorter term MCT, multicultural theory and practice will be used for the purpose of this article.   Each of these terms or labels has its own unique meaning.   However, all of these approaches are essentially exploring the same set of issues with regard to the impact of cultural identity in the counselling process.   

1. Historical Delineations:  American and Irish Perspectives

By the time the United States entered World War I, the goal of schooling had more to with “monocultural” education than with multicultural education.   For many educators in the early decades of the last century, nothing less than total assimilation and Anglo-Conformity would satisfy them.   All forms of cultural difference were assaulted.   The position of African-Americans continued to worsen in the early decades of the 20th century.   The nativist sentiment that arose during World War I, equated patriotism with accepting the complete cultural assimilation of Americanism.   Bilingual or bicultural programmes were ended.   However, with the rise of Nazism in Europe, intercultural education flourished throughout the 1940s and into the early 1950s.   Paul Pedersen reminds us that this movement was supported by the liberal elite, particularly Jewish groups who were concerned about the spread of Nazism.   Two themes dominated intercultural education in these decades:  people should not be ashamed of their cultural heritage was the first major theme and the second theme encouraged people that they should tolerate racial, religious and cultural differences.   Schools and churches became more aware of the importance of harmonious intergroup relations.

The 1960s and 1970s brought rapid change to intergroup relations and their relationship with education.   First, came a multiethnic educational approach in which the contributions of various ethnic groups were integrated into the curriculum.   Nigel Glazer considers how the Civil Rights Movement, a rise in ethnic consciousness, a more critical analysis of textbooks and other materials, were forces which drove the changes in intergroup relations and education in more recent decades.   The success of the world’s most successful large multiethnic nation is attributable to a number of factors:  a common language, ideas concerning democracy and human rights, and a commitment to include various cultures in the American dream.   It was in this multicultural environment that the first seeds of MCT took root.

2. Ireland’s Racial and Intercultural History

When we think of interculturalism today, we often tend to forget that we have experienced in Ireland a multicultural history for centuries.   From the Plantation of Ulster in 1609 to the Good Friday Agreement of 1998, we have had 400 years of inter-faith and intercultural intolerance.   Sectarianism, the subjugation of multicultural rights and the denigration of multicultural values, have marked and marred our political and historical landscape.   Seamus Heaney in North, captures very accurately the ‘collective unconscious’ of each warring tribe:


“One side’s as bad as the other”, 
never worse 

Christ, its near time that some 
small leak was sprung,


In the great dykes the Dutchman 
made


To dam the dangerous tide that 
followed Seamus.”

If we take for example, the rebellion of the United Irishmen of 1798, this event represented the last attempt for some time to unite Catholic, Protestant and Dissenter.   The Manifesto of the United Irishmen is probably one of the most important documents ever recorded in the history of Irish Nationalism, calling as it did for a cordial union among all the people of Ireland, the abolition of bigotry in religion and politics.   Indeed, the Good Friday Agreement document bears so many similarities to this Manifesto.   So what were the various multicultural differences and issues in the Ireland of 1798?   You had Gael and Gall, Catholics and Protestants, descendants of native and planter, Irish speakers and English speakers.   These had been so divided by ethnic origin, class, religion, language and culture that they formed three fairly distinct communities according to F.S.L. Lyons in his celebrated work, Culture and Anarchy in Ireland.   Likewise, the Good Friday Agreement reminds us that “the project of the early years of the new millennium must surely be the building and advancement of a pluralist, multicultural society based upon the principles of equality, inclusivity and mutual respect”.

The task of building a pluralist, multicultural society is indeed challenging – this morning in late August, 2002, this writer reflects on two key headlines making the news.   An editorial in The Irish News from Belfast considers “how sectarianism pours its sewerage on to the field of sporting endeavour”, in reference to the death threat made to the Northern Ireland soccer captain, Neil Lennon, a Catholic from Lurgan.   Meanwhile, in The Irish Times of August 22nd, Martin Turner’s cartoon reminds us of the rising tide of racism in Ireland:  “You can beat the Irish but if you are French, Chinese or German, the Irish will beat you!”

It is in this climate of racism and sectarianism that multicultural understanding has much to offer.   Guidance Counsellors and teachers can indeed point to a horizon of transcendence, reaching out and witnessing to the “always more in life” with its incorrigible prodigality, in the words of Northern poet, Louis MacNeice.   Interculturalism is against exclusion, superiority, supremacy, hedgemony and against the denigration of other’s values and cultures in order to promote one’s own.   It is an anthropology that does justice to life’s complexity and where otherness can be realised.   It is in this context that tolerance can be elevated from forbearance to acceptance of the other.   John Montague reminds us of the need to provide those ‘healing harmonies’ in the Ireland of today. 

3.  MCT and its Major Theorists:

John McLeod suggests that the original foundational approaches to counselling – for example, the psychodynamic, person-centred and cognitive behavioural models were clearly ‘monocultural’ in nature.   Allen Ivey reminds us that counselling and therapy have developed in a white European-North American context.   For Ivey, counselling theories have been generated by middle-class, middle-aged, white males of Christian and Jewish background who speak European languages and devote little or no attention to societal contexts.

In more recent years, the counselling and psychotherapy community have reacted, as McLeod suggests, to the political, legislative and personal pressures arising from the equal opportunities movement and debates over racism and equality, by developing strategies for building a greater awareness of cultural issues into counselling theory and practice.   Gilbert Wrenn in Handbook of Cross-Cultural Counselling, first introduced the concept of “cultural encapsulation”.   He reminded counsellors that it is no longer possible to ignore their own cultures or the cultures of their clients through encapsulation.   Paul Pedersen suggests that the ‘encapsulated counsellor’ is trapped in one way of thinking that resists adaptation and rejects alternatives.

With MCT, the goal of therapy is critical consciousness:  the client colleague is experiencing self, perhaps for the first time, and then is helped to see how self, was constructed in sociocultural relationships.   The focus in counselling is on the links between personal problems and political/social realities.   The person in counselling is not perceived purely in psychological terms but is understood as being an active member of a culture.   The feelings, the experiences and identity of the client are viewed as shaped by cultural milieu.   The totality and interrelationships of experiences and contexts must be the focus.

MCT in its theoretical formulation has been greatly influenced by the writings of Plato, Paulo Freire, Carl Jung and Carl Rogers.   In more recent years, Allen Ivey and Paul Pedersen have successfully developed MCT into a more integrative model, weaving Rogerian and Adlerian strands in their approach.   Gerald Corey at the American Counselling Association Annual Conference, in Orlando, Florida in 1997 had this to say:

Adlerian Therapy with its focus on social interest, collectivism, pursuing meaning in life, the importance of family, goal orientation and belonging is congruent with many cultures.   Its focus on person-in-environment allows for cultural factors to be explored and contributes in a major way to Multicultural Counselling.   Person-Centred Therapy with its focus on breaking cultural barriers and facilitating open dialogue among diverse cultural populations has contributed greatly to MCT.   Rogerian person-centred therapy with its respect for clients’ values, active listening, welcoming differences, non-judgemental attitude, understanding and prizing of cultural pluralism are key contributions to MCT.

4.  MCT In Practice: 

The therapeutic relationship is key in MCT.   It is the relationship that heals is the single most important lesson the counsellor must learn, so states Irvin Yalom.   For Allen Ivey, the real agent of change is the therapeutic relationship.   The very essence of the authentic relationship is that one turns towards another with one’s whole being.   The encounter is a caring, deeply human meeting between two people.   When clients look back on their time in therapy, they rarely remember the therapist’s interpretations but instead, they remember his or her “presence”.

Cultural empathy is a quality of curiosity about the cultural world of others.   Acceptance may be described as the foundation of empathy.   Martin Buber reminds us that every true existential relationship between two persons begins with acceptance.   Positive Regard is part of the empathic attitude and it asks us to look at clients affirmatively, expecting that they have potential resources – what Allen Ivey calls the “positive assets search”.   Respect is close to positive regard and can be communicated verbally through the language of respect.   Listening skills, especially reflective listening develops trust and rapport, gives the other a feeling of worth and acceptance, and clarifies the problem thus enabling the client to explore their own feelings and experiences.

There are six key propositions which underlie MCT.   Principal among these is the notion that both counsellor and client identities are formed and embedded in multiple levels of experience (individual, group and universal) and contexts (individual, family, and cultural milieu).   The totality and interrelationships of experiences and contexts must be the focus.   MCT emphasises the importance of expanding personal, family, group and organisational consciousness of the place of self-in-relation, family-in-relation, and organisation-in-relation.   This results in therapy that is not only ultimately contextual in orientation, but also draws on traditional methods of healing from other orientations and cultures.   A distinctive area of competence for multicultural counsellors lies in being able to draw on therapeutic techniques from other approaches – Rogerian and Adlerian approaches have much to offer in this integrative model.

Allen Ivey, Derald Wing Sue, Paul Pedersen and others, have developed many invaluable exercises and strategies which can be usefully employed either in group or client counselling e.g. the community genogram, the family genogram, the multicultural cube, cultural development models.

Language use is particularly important in MCT practice:  abstract therapeutic discourse may not be understood by people coming from other cultures.   Linear thinking/story telling is not universal.   The idea of concreteness is a vital dimension for effective counselling.   Ivey reminds us that many counsellors tend to think in an abstract formal operational manner.   Piagetian scholars note that pupils operate primarily in a concrete manner and that 25 percent of adults fail to reach full formal operations.

There are some counselling approaches which ignore largely the past, regarding the past as “indulgence therapy” in the words of Fritz Pearls.   C.J. Jung reminds us that the way someone feels may be not only a response to what is happening now, but in part a response to loss, suffering or trauma that occurred in the past.   Jung considers:


“Man is born in a specific historical setting so man must have connections with his past. . . . without history there can be no psychology”.

The past then is regarded as of particular significance in MCT.    


“Dwell on the past and you’ll lose an eye


Forget the past and you’ll lose both eyes”



-Nadezhda Mandelstam

5.  Intercultural Issues As Illuminated in Literature:

The most fertile ground for an exploration of multicultural themes must surely be modern Irish literature.   In the poetry of Louis MacNeice, John Hewitt, Brendan Kennelly and Seamus Heaney, themes of alienation, loneliness, allegiance and rootedness are common.   There are exhortations in their poetry that we must find a way to move forward in order to transform “the indigenous Irish den into a broader and more comprehensive multicultural Irish identity”.   If we take just a few examples, we will find in the poetry of Hewitt, that he finds his nativeness is somewhat incomplete.   Country and nation are not synonymous yet, he proudly asserts in ‘The Colony’:


This is our country also, no where else;


And we shall not be outcast on the world.

MacNeice reminds us too of our difficulty in dealing with the past and of our obsession with history, with “the old ancestral curse come blessing”:


I come from an island, Ireland, a nation


Built on violence and morose vendettas


My diehard countrymen like dray horses


Drag their ruin behind them.

On religion, Kennelly and Hewitt both urge “that we should dig below and past religion, for prayer in this green island is tarnished with stale breath/worn smooth and characterless as an old flagstone”.   They suggest that past animosities must be dissipated and the multicultural journey must be progressed even though each tribe cannot share fully “the enchantments of each other’s old tree magic”.   But the past must be dealt with successfully in order to move forward. MacNeice considers:


“But I cannot deny my past to which my self is wed, 

The woven figure cannot undo its 
thread,


Though yet her name keeps ringing like a bell,

In an underwater belfry”

Tom McIntyre, in that wonderful play, The Gallant John Joe, considers that in the Ireland of today there is little forgiveness for those who lack the “O” or “Mac” in the name “and in that motif we may contemplate one notably dark stripe of our strutting Celtic Tiger!”   All of these writers argue that pre-eminence must be given to the multicultural values of tolerance, reconciliation and social unity in the building of a new intercultural society.

Summation:


“I cannot be what I ought to be until you are what you ought to be” 



-Martin Luther King.

In our classrooms today, guidance counsellors and teachers have to deal increasingly with various multicultural issues that arise especially, when we consider that at least 6 percent of the total population is composed of immigrants, many of whom have no previous connection with Ireland.   From MCT, we can as counsellors bring many insights and strategies that will help us to be more effective.   A trawl of the literature of Ivey, Pedersen and others will provide the secure grounding towards reaching new understandings of MCT both in theory and practice.   Guidance counsellors, pastoral carers, teachers of English and CPSE can indeed raise awareness levels of intercultural issues by incorporating themes on racism, sectarianism, accommodating diversity and so forth in their classroom programmes together with a strong emphasis upon those key multicultural values of tolerance, reconciliation and social unity.   In a world of cultural difference, MCT is extremely practical and useful as it forces us to deal with the realities of difference.   MCT provides us with challenge and opportunity.

As Isaiah Berlin has written in Two Concepts of Liberty, when I am among my own people, they understand me, as I understand them;  and this understanding creates within me a sense of being somebody in the world.   To belong is to understand the tacit codes of the people you live with;  it is to know that you will be understood without having to explain yourself.   People, in short, ‘speak your language’.   One can, of course, be understood in languages and in countries other than one’s own;  one can find belonging even in exile and may the day hasten in Ireland when we become colour blind to both Orange and Green, Black and White.   I keep remembering the scene in Romeo and Juliet when Juliet is whispering to herself on the balcony in her nightgown, unaware that Romeo is in the shadows listening.   She is struggling to understand what it means for her, a Capulet, to fall in love with a Montague.   She exclaims suddenly: 


Tis but thy name, that is my enemy;


Thou art thyself though not a Montague.


What’s a Montague? 

It is not hand, nor foot


Nor arm, nor face, nor any other part


Belonging to a man.   
O! Be some other name:


What’s in a name?

Finally, it is necessary to remind ourselves that to-date we have made little progress in another multicultural context, namely integrated, interdominational education, apart from the odd oasis of hope which has been divined by the All Children Together Movement in Northern Ireland and the Educate Together Movement in the Republic.   Suffice to say, this is a major issue for another discussion.   Meanwhile, we will hopefully make more significant progress in the years ahead with our intercultural programmes and MCT strategies.   Our project of these early years of the new century, challenges us to enter a more extensive “totality of relationships” where cultural and pluralist specificities are actively encouraged and celebrated.   James Joyce, it was who defined culture as a “bringer of plurabilities”.   It was Joyce too who recommended the cultural project of “Hibernicising Europe and Europeanising Ireland – rediscovering the cultural interaction between Ireland and Europe (West and East Europe) which was lost with our oppressive and obsessive relationship with Britain over the centuries”.

John Hewitt’s Hierarchy of Values comes to mind as a useful framework for better multicultural understanding.   “I’m an Ulsterman of planter stock.   I was born in the island of Ireland, so secondarily I’m an Irishman.   I was born in the British archipelago and English is my native tongue, so I am British.   The British archipelago consists of offshore islands to the continent of Europe, so I’m European.   This is my hierarchy of values and as far as I’m concerned, anyone who omits one step in that sequence of values is falsifying the situation”.   The last word we leave with Nelson Mandela from Long Walk to Freedom:


It was during those long and lonely years that my hunger for the freedom of my own people became a hunger for the freedom of all people black and white.   I knew as well as I knew anything that the oppressor must be liberated just as surely as the 
oppressed.   I am not truly, free if I am taking away someone else’s 
freedom, just as surely as I am not free when my freedom is taken away from me.   The 
oppressed and the oppressor alike are robbed of their humanity.

This supplement has been supported by the EU Leonardo da Vinci programme.  NCGE is a member of the EU Leonardo da Vinci funded EUROGUIDANCE Network of National Resource Centres for Guidance supporting guidance counsellors in promoting mobility and the European dimension within education and training.   
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