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To the Indigenous elders and healers who entrust me with the responsibility of offering their teachings as a path toward healing psychology; and to those who, in reading this book, will hopefully feel a healing psychology in their lives.



INDIGENOUS
HEALING
PSYCHOLOGY
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“A remarkable culmination of Katz’s invaluable life-long work with Indigenous healers, Indigenous Healing Psychology is a brilliant, groundbreaking work connecting psychology to its roots so it can more truly become a force for healing and social change. A genuine invitation to a breathtaking journey that is a rare treasure. Just what psychology so desperately needs.”

JOAN BORYSENKO, PH.D., NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF 
MINDING THE BODY, MENDING THE MIND

“A deeply honest book showing the greatest respect for Indigenous knowledge. You can see how our traditional Anishnabe teachings can offer a path to healing psychology. Indigenous Healing Psychology shows how psychology can finally begin to heal our people.”

DANNY MUSQUA, ANISHNABE ELDER, KEESEEKOOSE FIRST NATION

“Katz shares his extraordinary journey through world cultures and methods for inner and community work. Psychology will only be the better for encompassing such powerful Indigenous wisdom. This book is a mind-expanding gift to the reader, a well-researched offering to psychology, and a force for good.”

DANIEL GOLEMAN, PH.D., AUTHOR OF EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE

“Katz convincingly argues that the inclusion of Indigenous spiritual worldviews in mental health intervention and treatment will produce better client outcomes and better relationships among people no matter where they live. He offers the reader a profound challenge that is supported with Indigenous ways of knowing and living. His long-awaited book is beautifully crafted, clearly written, convincing, and logically organized—complete with a wealth of thought-provoking material written in a confident, authoritative voice. Anyone who carefully and thoughtfully studies these pages will come out a richer, well-informed person who will view spirit, the sacred, place, and connectedness through a discerning lens.”

JOSEPH E. TRIMBLE, PH.D., DISTINGUISHED PROFESSOR OF PSYCHOLOGY 
AT WESTERN WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY

“Indigenous Healing Psychology presents a powerful and inspirational pedagogy into Western and Indigenous healing traditions; it offers valuable guideposts to ways we can all transform ourselves to meet the challenges of our fast-changing world.”

HARVEY KNIGHT, INDIGENOUS CULTURAL ADVISOR TO THE REGIONAL 
PSYCHIATRIC CENTRE, SASKATOON

“Katz journeys into the heart of what psychology is and what it can be. He exposes the Western myopia that limits the espoused goal of psychology, i.e. understanding the human experience of mind, body, and our relationship to the world. His personal experiences of navigating formal psychology and his subsequent lessons learned from traditional healers point to the ignored facets of spirituality, humanism, culture, and community that cannot be separated from a truly holistic human psychology and healing.”

DENNIS NORMAN, ED.D., ABPP, FACULTY CHAIR OF THE HARVARD 
UNIVERSITY NATIVE AMERICAN PROGRAM AND SENIOR PSYCHOLOGIST AT MASSACHUSETTS 
GENERAL HOSPITAL

“This book is a must-read for all students of indigenous psychology. It teaches all the essentials. Consistent with the experiential focus of the wisdom tradition, Katz does not preach; he tells what he knows experientially. The reader is invited to join him on a personal journey that took him from the lecture halls of Harvard to paths in search of the healing wisdom of the Indigenous peoples. This account of Katz is testimonial to the possibility that doing research in Indigenous psychology is a spiritual journey that can be profoundly fulfilling and transformative for the reader as well.”

LOUISE SUNDARARAJAN, PH.D., ED.D., FELLOW OF THE AMERICAN 
PSYCHOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION, FOUNDER AND CHAIR OF THE TASK FORCE ON INDIGENOUS 
PSYCHOLOGY

“In this engaging and excellent book, Katz gives the reader a foundation for understanding the quality and depth of Indigenous healing. He has learned from the elders to do it in the best possible way: by telling stories that illuminate complex concepts and make them relatable and usable.”

MELINDA A. GARCÍA, PH.D., AUTHOR OF SOCIETY OF INDIAN 
PSYCHOLOGISTS’ COMMENTARY ON THE AMERICAN PSYCHOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION CODE OF 
ETHICS

“Indigenous Healing Psychology is a powerful, provocative, and enlivening book that, through Katz’s expansive and inspiring voice, offers psychology just what it needs to hear in order to fulfill its promise to be truly healing and equitable. I know from my own work as a psychologist and counselor that people are searching for precisely what Indigenous Healing Psychology offers. Celebrating diversity in all its myriad manifestations, this is a bold and exhilarating book.”

NITI SETH, ED.D., ACADEMIC COUNSELOR AT THE HARVARD UNIVERSITY 
BUREAU OF STUDY COUNSEL AND DEAN OF THE GRADUATE SCHOOL OF PSYCHOLOGY AND 
COUNSELING AT CAMBRIDGE COLLEGE

“Indigenous Healing Psychology is a fascinating look at the world of psychology as a discipline in need of healing. Katz traces the evolution of his encounters with some of the giants of psychology at Harvard as well as honored Indigenous healers in other cultures. This book is a major contribution to revisioning mainstream psychology by returning it to its fundamental commitments to diversity, cultural meanings, human potential, and social justice.”

STEPHEN MURPHY-SHIGEMATSU, COFOUNDER OF THE LIFEWORKS PROGRAM OF 
INTEGRATIVE LEARNING AT STANFORD UNIVERSITY
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A NOTE ON TOPICS COVERED

Indigenous Healing Psychology offers a pathway to an enhanced perspective and a call to action; it is not a textbook. Therefore, rather than providing comprehensive coverage of all the major topics in mainstream psychology—the task of a text—Indigenous Healing Psychology seeks a decolonization of mainstream psychology, seeking ways it can expand beyond its Western intellectual and cultural borders to better serve all people, especially those denied access to its empowering resources.

A central element of the Indigenous perspectives presented in this book is the extensive reciprocal interpenetrations and merging among areas of knowledge. As Danny Musqua, an Anishnabe 
elder, says: “All ways of knowing, all teachings are connected. One thing leads 
to another, making it more clear.” Therefore, from an Indigenous perspective, the topics in mainstream psychology, even the chapters in this book, are arbitrary, artificial, and ultimately unnecessary divisions of a knowledge-creating whole. Also, though similar terms may be used in the mainstream and Indigenous approaches to psychology, they typically can have very different meanings, emerging as they do from their very different cultural contexts. For example, the term self within a mainstream perspective emphasizes an individually based experience with clearly felt boundaries, while self within an Indigenous perspective emphasizes a communally and spiritually infused experience with permeable boundaries that still maintains ultimate respect for an individual’s integrity. And finally, Indigenous Healing Psychology introduces important new dimensions into the study of psychology that cut across and go beyond any particular mainstream topic; for example, the critical 
importance of culture, consciousness transformations, and spirituality; the need to recognize and honor diversity; and the cultivation of healing and the commitment to social justice. These dimensions are just now beginning to be discussed in mainstream texts, though still superficially.

While introducing new viewpoints, Indigenous Healing Psychology seeks to reshape the landscape of mainstream psychology into less rigid, separate, and separating categories in order to expand the discipline’s potential for growth. Still, it can be helpful to see how chapters in this book have particular relevance to topics historically and more recently addressed in mainstream psychology. The list below suggests some of these connections, mentioning some mainstream psychology topics relevant to each chapter.

Chapter One—what is psychology

Chapter Two—research; learning; states of consciousness

Chapter Three—states of consciousness; personality; psychology of religion

Chapter Four—research

Chapter Five—development over the life span; motivation; intelligence

Chapter Six—therapy and counseling; psychological disorders; emotions, stress, and health

Chapter Seven—behavior in social contexts Chapter Eight—what is psychology

 



Author royalties from the sale of Indigenous Healing Psychology are given to the Indigenous people who make this book possible.


NAMES AND NAMING: EXPRESSIONS OF CULTURE AND IDENTITY

The names of Indigenous places, people, and experiences used in Indigenous Healing Psychology emerge from a fundamental respect of a people’s right and privilege to construct and choose their own names. The process of self-identification can be empowering, an important part of decolonization process. I only use names that are used by the Indigenous people I live and work with, and considered as appropriate and respectful by them; not, for example, names generated by colonial intrusions and now rejected by the people themselves.

Sometimes these names are in a people’s own Indigenous language, and sometimes they are translated into English—and then only to facilitate readability and to reflect common and respected usage. Often there are various spellings of names and places, especially with English translations and transcriptions of Indigenous words. I use spellings as preferred by the specific Indigenous elders who speak in this book.

Historically, the naming process—central to culture and identity—is also entangled with politics. Names of Indigenous places and people most typically accepted in the West are fraught with the distortions of oppression and racism. There is the shameful history of Indigenous people being named by their colonizers, without the colonizers acknowledging that naming act as a racist means of control. The naming process typically devolves into an act of labeling or pinning people down into limited characteristics, often accompanied by dehumanizing connotations.

The process of naming can also be fluid, reflecting 
changes in historical understandings and cultural priorities. All the while, Indigenous names and naming ceremonies persist and provide strength within the culture.

To facilitate a more correct pronunciations of certain frequently used words from the Indigenous cultures central to Indigenous Healing Psychology, the following guide is offered; approximate pronunciation appears in [ ].



	 
	 
	 
	Ju/’hoan [Zhun-twa]
	Fiji [Feejee]



	 
	Ju/’hoansi [Zhun-twasi]
	mana [mahna]



	 
	/Kae/kae [Xai-xai]
	Naqara [Nangara]



	 
	n/om [num]
	Ratu Civo [Ratu Theevo]



	 
	=Oma Djo [Toma Zho]
	yaqona [yahngona]



	 
	!aia [kia]
	 







PROLOGUE

“Things of Power”

Releasing the Healing Potentials of Psychology

It’s 1968, my first trip to the Kalahari Desert in northwest Botswana. I’m interviewing =Oma Djo, an experienced and respected healer from the hunting-gathering Ju/’hoansi. His village of /Kae/kae, with nearly one hundred people, is defined by small grass-thatched dwellings set deep within the sandy, bush-scattered expanse of the Kalahari. =Oma Djo is my friend and guide into Ju/’hoan healing and community. As is the custom for field research, I have my tape recorder running during our interviews; its external microphone, extended on its cord lying in the sand, is facing him. I don’t want to miss a word.

There is no electricity or other tools or signs of the so-called modern world of technology and communication among the /Kae/kae Ju/’hoansi at this time. What we now consider dated modes of communication, such as my tape recorder with its external mic, are not in =Oma Djo’s world. He has rarely seen any kind of tape recorder before the one I bring.

I have the music from several Ju/’hoan healing dances, their central ritual of healing and community development. Today, I’m playing back some of those recorded healing dance sounds for =Oma Djo—and at his request, playing those sounds over and over. The very idea of a tape recorder, which, as =Oma Djo says, “captures our voices inside a little box, so we can hear them over and over again,” deeply impresses him: “Now this is something definitely powerful,” he says. And now, jolted by =Oma Djo’s fresh vision, as I think in a manner less encumbered by habitual but superficial patterns of understanding, seeing as if never before what this machine actually makes happen, it also becomes for me “something definitely powerful.”

=Oma Djo’s hunting-gathering world contains very special, and extremely valuable, wisdom experiences and teachings. We as humans have lived 99 percent of our history as hunter-gatherers. As a member of a group that provides a contemporary window into that lifestyle, =Oma Djo offers glimpses into understandings and insights that occupy a central place in our evolution and, therefore, potentially a central role in guiding our future development. In short, I believe it makes more than sense that we listen to =Oma Djo—it is imperative.

Suddenly, in the middle of the interview, =Oma Djo leans forward, a deep curiosity furrowing his brow. He begins to question me about the tape recorder, first remarking on the true wonder of this machine whose functioning I take for granted. With his perplexed look, sharpened by the sincerity of his questions and softened by the joking current of his teasing, =Oma Djo brings me to a new awareness about “things of power” and that particular thing of power—this tape recorder that in replaying the healing dance releases anew its potential to bring about healing and community development.

“There are times,” he says, “when I sit looking at this,” pointing to the tape recorder, “and I forget it’s a box. . . . I imagine seeing the people whose voices are singing right in front of me. You know, if you look at it, it’s just a piece of metal. That is certainly not anything that’s going to throw back your voices at you. I wonder how it works?”

I labor to explain and start simply. “What happens is, when you make sound, this little part,” I point to the microphone, “picks up . . .”

=Oma Djo interrupts, not impatiently but eagerly. “Look,” he comments, “I know about that, I know about the part the voice goes in. It goes in here,” he says, pointing to the microphone, “and then it goes up that line,” pointing to the microphone wire, “and then it goes into that main box,” nodding toward the tape recorder, “and the voice is collected there. But what I suspect is that this thing,” pointing directly and sharply to the microphone, “this thing is not really hearing. This big box it goes into is the one that’s got the real power in it. This little thing,” now touching the mic almost dismissively, “is just a pickup; it’s like an extension. The sound goes through and then really gets caught up in the main box.”

All I can say is, “That’s it.”

=Oma Djo smiles and pushes on. “You should be telling us about things like this because what I still want to know is, how does it work? How do its insides work?”

Retreating to my only resource, a form of popular and for me still “fuzzy” physics, I begin talking about energy waves and sound waves—concepts I’m actually not very familiar with.

“We already know those things,” =Oma Djo assures me, without being condescending, “but what I really want to know is, how does it work?”

I have to admit that while there are people back home who make the tape recorder and therefore know how it works, I’m not one of them.

=Oma Djo looks at me with great sadness. “That’s too bad, Dick. For whenever we’re given a thing of power by our ancestors—and surely this thing that captures our voices is powerful—we’re always told how it works and how to use it.”

When =Oma Djo speaks of a “thing of power,” he means literally things imbued with n/om, the spiritual energy that permeates Ju/’hoan life, making healing and community development possible. But he’s talking more profoundly about all things of spiritually infused power; all things that motivate, mystify, and inspire us; all things that help unfold the complexities of our lives. =Oma Djo is cautioning against releasing a thing of power without knowing about its workings, without knowing how to use it for healing and the common good. In his world, there is never a full understanding of these things of power—true mysteries remain and are respected as such—but there is always an attempt to release a thing of power within a context of the best understanding then available. =Oma Djo’s teaching shapes my life, and it has guided my use of that contemporary thing of power, the discipline of psychology.

The power of psychology, too often expressed in sociopolitical terms, and subverted for purposes of control, rather than in spiritually infused terms for purposes of healing, is affirmed throughout our lives in so many ways—positively, negatively, and typically a mixture of both. I know this intimately because as a Ph.D. in clinical psychology, I am both a provider and, like many of us, a recipient of psychological services. There are psychological assessments that open doors for persons to pursue previously unknown dreams. At the same time, there are psychological tests that reinforce, even create stereotypes that consign people to paths of lost opportunities. Also, there are psychotherapies that offer understanding and relief from deeply troubling anxieties and depressions, at times opening up possibilities for embarking on a healthier life path. At the same time, there are psychotherapies that overrely on diagnostic categories that can function more as moral or political labels than expressions of psychological insight, thereby not only predetermining but also limiting therapeutic outcomes. And there are community development projects that encourage enhanced participation and social justice. At the same time, there are community development projects that maintain an oppressive status quo being wielded by those in positions of power, prestige, and privilege.

Psychology pervades our lives but unfortunately not always for the good. How can we encourage psychology to return to its healing roots, where the welfare of all is the commitment and social justice the aim? Put another way, how can we break one common sociopolitical expression of psychology’s power; namely, its stranglehold over health and therapeutic services? This stranglehold too often undermines our personal responsibility to develop our full potential by insisting that psychological professionals, studying us from the outside, are the experts in telling us who we are—thereby ignoring that vast wealth of intimate self-knowledge that we, as residents in our lives, possess. And this stranglehold too often targets those who are already marginalized—in part through that very stranglehold. That is when and how psychology as a professional discipline and institution becomes a vehicle of and for colonialism. When racism and oppression and their consequent diminution of others infects mainstream psychology, its power becomes overpowering, denying diverse nonmainstream groups their rightful access to healing resources and social justice. These resources then become the concealed or hoarded riches of psychology.*1

=Oma Djo is opening a door to what in the West remains a relatively unexamined but essential source of knowledge about psychology; namely, the collective wisdom of our first psychologists—Indigenous healers and elders, like =Oma Djo, who are from communities who are the original inhabitants of lands throughout the world. In this book, we meet and learn from these elders and healers who welcome me into their homes; people whose wisdom I deeply respect; people I wish to honor and support with this book. For nearly fifty years now, I spend varying periods of time living and working with those elders and healers from among the Ju/’hoansi in the Kalahari Desert, the Fijians from the South Pacific, the Sicangu Lakota people from the Rosebud Reservation, and the Cree and Anishnabe First Nations people from Saskatchewan, as well as the Athabascan and Inuit peoples in Alaska. Though only the Ju/’hoansi still live primarily as hunter-gatherers, the original human mode of adaptation, all Indigenous people speaking in this book retain strong social, cultural, and spiritual links to their respective ancient ancestors and have strong ties to their ancestral lands, which function as both a source for and anchor to their traditional teachings.

Indigenous Healing Psychology only suggests emphases central to Indigenous approaches that enhance Western approaches, to highlight certain themes that are healing; this book is not prescriptive, with no offering of a detailed or complete picture of how that enhanced psychology looks. And most important, Indigenous Healing Psychology emphasizes principles rather than discrete practices, acknowledging that practices exist within a worldview and to assimilate them without taking their worldview context into consideration is appropriation, an expression of colonization.

We look beyond the limits of mainstream psychology toward these first psychologists. As we reconnect with these evolutionary roots of psychology, we reapproach original meanings, derived from ancient Greek, of the word and world of “psychology”; namely, the study (logos) of the soul or spirit or enlivening breath (psyche). We can then better journey toward envisioning a healing psychology.



PART ONE
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PREPARATIONS





CHAPTER ONE

“If We Can’t Measure It, Is It Real?”

Entering the Profession of Psychology

 

 


THE HARVARD EXPERIENCE

Seeking a professional path toward working, in a helpful way, with those unjustly denied access to health and healing resources, I enroll in the clinical psychology doctoral program at Harvard University in 1961. For someone feeling as I do, an outsider who questions the assumed and often unspoken principles of the mainstream and realizes there is something very important, something spiritual beyond and within what is accepted as “reality,” it is, I find out, a strange place to land.

At Harvard, clinical psychology, which functions as part of the program in personality psychology, sits within the Department of Social Relations, where it is joined and enriched by programs in developmental psychology, social psychology, sociology, and social anthropology. This cross-disciplinary milieu, powered in its origins by an openness to explore and deal with a full range of human experience, is a rich and challenging environment. When I’m in the clinical psychology program, a consideration of “grand” theories of personality still prevails, offering a wholistic perspective, while emphasizing a full range of functions, attributes, and motivations. As a result, there is some respite in my graduate training from the prevailing and more limited focus on psychopathology that characterizes clinical psychology in general.

But the Department of Social Relations is increasingly under siege,*2 especially by the experimental psychologists, who historically and fervently maintain their work as the “real” scientific approach and who seek to be exemplars of mainstream psychology. These experimental psychologists, so named because they are committed to a tightly controlled laboratory-influenced or experimental research methodology, now constitute the Department of Psychology. Separated off from social relations in its own building, featuring closed-door experimental laboratories, the Department of Psychology is newly empowered by the behavioristic model championed by the emerging Harvard superstar, B. F. Skinner.


MAINSTREAM PSYCHOLOGY

I use the terms mainstream or conventional psychology in a primarily practical sense. I draw on material covered in standard psychology texts, as well as my own years of experience being defined as outside the mainstream, to generate a description of this conventional approach. But this description is only a practical approximation, not a definition, and clearly not definitive.

I occasionally use some synonyms for mainstream or conventional, each touching on a particular and more theoretical definitional aspect of this prevailing psychology. For example, the terms Western and Eurocentric psychology refer to mainstream psychology’s roots in the work of European and North American psychologists and identify a psychology that dominates not only in the geographic west but in those areas throughout the world that are influenced by Western culture and thinking. The irony is that some of the more philosophically rigorous and humanistic psychological theorizing originates among European psychologists—but this countercurrent to the mainstream is typically and incorrectly dismissed by the mainstream as “only” philosophical and therefore not belonging in psychology, which is a “scientific” discipline. The adjective positivistic—as in positivistic psychology—highlights mainstream psychology’s experimental, behaviorally oriented epistemology and research methodology, in contrast to a more humanistic perspective. Finally, the adjective biomedical is employed to signify mainstream psychology’s commitment to biological (including neurological and genetic) dimensions of human nature as most fundamental and predictive, instead of social or cultural dimensions.



Yielding under the influence of the self-proclaimed scientific rigor of these behaviorists, social relations begins to wilt in its more humanistic commitments. For example, I soon discover that clinical psychology’s actual commitment is to do research showing why psychotherapies don’t work rather than to train people to do effective therapy. And instead of working to change the system, so that those unfairly underserved are treated with dignity and equity, the program is more committed to maintaining, even justifying, the status quo. Those commitments are especially dangerous because they are typically subtle and implicit. They are even more dangerous within the context of Harvard because they carry the imprimatur of the university and its arrogantly held standards, which falsely signal to the world that Harvard is not only a bastion of enlightened thinking, but it’s also the “court of highest approval and last resort.”

Mainstream or conventional psychology is increasingly in the hands of those who are trying to fortify psychology’s control over people, claiming a special expertise over issues of identity and development, even to the point of telling people not only who they are but who they should become. It’s in this regard that mainstream psychology can be seen as an instrument and institution of colonialism. For example, the mainstream typically proposes as the model of human nature what is in fact a Western model, and then, considering that Western model as the standard of excellence, it labels other non-Western models as “lacking” or “less developed”—shorthand for “inferior”—rather than considering them as valid and valuable contributions in their own uniqueness. This abusive, racist-fueled labeling not only erases personal identity and dignity but also denies rightful access to sociopolitical and economic resources.


COLONIALISM

Colonialism is a term often, and especially 
historically, associated with militarily powerful nation-states invading the 
territories of less militarily powerful peoples, imposing oppressive conditions 
on the conquered, and unjustly extracting material benefits from them. 
Colonialism’s socioeconomic plundering relies on a strong cultural and value 
component, highlighted by the colonists’ racist assumptions of the inferiority of the conquered and the presumed need for them to be “saved” by the colonists’ “superior,” even “more godly” way of life.

While Indigenous lands and resources are still being stolen today, colonialism now often emphasizes its subtler though no less dangerous and abusive forms. Without formal or extended military interventions—though instances of this still occur!—and instead leading with processes of cultural invasion or imperialism, this form of colonialism contains classic racist ideologies and their accompanying economic and political oppressions. Though it can be masked or falsely softened within this process of cultural imperialism, the colonialism remains deeply oppressive. When an Indigenous person feels, or is even told, his culture, history, identity is “inferior,” even “worthless,” damage is done to who one is, and, more poignantly, to who one becomes.

Colonialism is fed by white privilege that allows for pervasive, unacknowledged, and unmerited access to resources and benefits for people because of white skin color. White privilege is devastating, all the more so because it is stealthy, at times “excused” by the white person with phrases such as “but I didn’t intend that to happen.” Though there may not be identified invading nation-states, those oppressed by this colonialism are still being invaded with constant attacks on the inter-twined resources of socioeconomic security and personal and cultural dignity. When racism fuels poverty, there is terrible suffering. When racism erases personal dignity, ignoring a person’s basic humanity through demeaning and dismissive judgments, there is terrible injury.

And this contemporary colonialism, with its economic and 
personal integrity invasions, which are always linked together, is promoted obviously by multinational corporations in their greedy grasp for resources, as well as more secretively by powerful professions like psychology in their desire to define and control, telling us “who we are.” It is this more subtle contemporary form of colonialism that can describe aspects of mainstream psychology’s relationship to Indigenous cultures and psychologies. See Decolonizing Methodologies written by Maori scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999) for an eloquent discussion and searing indictment of how colonialism corrupts social science research.



But why use such a strong word as colonialism to describe mainstream psychology? That’s a legitimate question. Strong words seem needed to highlight hidden purposes. Indigenous Healing Psychology seeks to offer data that colonialism does accurately describe certain processes, strategies, and structures within mainstream psychology. Documenting the many ways this contemporary colonialism of mainstream psychology robs Indigenous people, and other groups outside of the “mainstream,” of their rights and resources, Indigenous Healing Psychology offers leverage for the acceptance of alternatives to the mainstream, alternatives that can now promote work toward healing and social justice.

Behind this mainstream effort at control is the fascination, even obsession, with measuring and categorizing people according to their scores on various measuring instruments—most of which implicitly express Western conceptions and standards of human nature. With this reductionist process of translating human complexity into numerical categories of culturally bounded and biased behavior, only traces of humanity remain.

I’m talking with a friend, Carol Phelps; we’re both new doctoral students at Harvard, though she’s enrolled in the experimental track in the Department of Psychology. We’re discussing human motivation, in particular our need to understand things beyond the five senses. Under the sway of Skinner, Carol is already dedicated to translating the ambiguous, shifting characteristics of human nature into the manageable realm of measurement, preferably measuring human characteristics with a number—though she proudly calls her approach experimental, rejecting the term reductionistic as inaccurate and pejorative. “It’s hard to measure what you’re calling a ‘motivation to explore the unseen,’” she comments. Then, only half jokingly, she adds, “And if we can’t measure it, is it real?” “Do you mean ‘does it matter’?” I suggest. “Well, if that’s how you want to put it,” she says, as she conveys more resignation than agreement.

In one sweep of the experimental paradigm, any motivation toward what is transcendent can be banished from psychology’s purview. Like Skinner, Carol doesn’t dismiss that motivation to explore the unseen as nonexistent but insists that, until it can be measured, it is just like being nonexistent, or at least “nonreal.” And like Skinner, she’s vastly optimistic about what “good” (i.e., experimental) research can do. “But if we work at it,” she concludes, “we could eventually develop an experimental way of measuring even that motivation.”

The Skinner-energized experimental paradigm follows inexorably down a fateful path. Once measured, or tested, people are ranked and on that basis excluded or included in various groups and privileges. IQ (intelligence quotient) testing is a paradigmatic enterprise, as people are earmarked for privileges or schools or jobs if they get high scores. And predictably, since the IQ tests are flawed, reflecting the values and skills of their white, male, middle-class inventors, historically marginalized groups (such as cultural and ethnic minorities) score poorly, “confirming” their exclusion from the affirmations and rewards they deserve and merit.

But at Harvard I find mentors, like psychologists Erik Erikson and Henry Murray, who are fighting mainstream psychology’s reductionism (trying to reduce life’s intrinsic complexities into manageable but limiting measurements) and imperialism (seeking to force the diversity of unfolding and intrinsically influenced paths of people and events into a false Western universalism). These mentors, appreciating the richness of human nature, accept that many of the most important aspects of life, such as spiritual development, cannot—and should not—be measured. Those aspects can remain a respected mystery and retain an unquestioned reality.

Erik Erikson

Within his imposing wood-lined, tall-ceilinged office, far removed from the other discipline-related faculty, Erik Erikson establishes a zone of intimacy for our talks. Warm shafts of sunlight pierce through the darkened but soft cave-like space we inhabit. Time often stands still, or at least flows most carefully, when I visit—highly unusual in the ultracompetitive, time-conscious Harvard milieu. This subdued, secluded atmosphere is almost a necessity, as Erikson speaks in a gentle, soft voice.

Though esteemed in psychology for his work in ego psychology and especially his incorporation of the entire life cycle into his widely quoted eight stages of human development, Erikson is not accepted by the Harvard establishment. “After all, he doesn’t even have a Ph.D.” is what I often hear—and at Harvard, that’s a cardinal sin! In fact, Erikson, though officially a Harvard professor, doesn’t even have a B.A.—but that amazing fact is lost in the institution’s Ph.D. obsession.

Yes, Erikson has no Ph.D. in psychology; his Ph.D. is in understanding human behavior, through his intensive and sensitive clinical work, his background as an artist, and his own fluid identity experiences.*3 How many psychologists can have as part of their emerging understandings of human nature a psychoanalysis by Anna Freud? But as was his character, Erikson rarely mentions that gift, never attempting to gain credibility or authority from it. Harvard students flock to his courses that transcend the typical boundaries of psychology. Undergraduates fill a large classroom to hear his lectures, offering enthusiastic, even glowing course evaluations, which at Harvard is often cynically seen as a sign the course is too easy or not up to academic standards.†4

I like the way Erikson frames his stages of development, stressing human potential. Though each stage represents a crisis, he suggests that crisis, once met, engaged, and even embraced, can be an opportunity for movement forward, rather than merely a time of being overwhelmed, and therefore to pass through as quickly and painlessly as possible. I’m also especially intrigued by Erikson’s discussion of wisdom, which involves spiritual understanding, as the primary task of our later years.‡5 He dares talk about and indeed emphasize, even cherish, something that defies psychology’s conventional measurement procedures and yet remains essential to being fully human.§6 Though Erikson stays true to shis psychoanalytic roots, by always considering the neurotic, even pathological aspect of human functioning as well as the positive promise of human potential, his gifts of understanding and compassion, lived through his actions, bring a special balance and equanimity to his work—for example, neuroticism is not reduced simply to human weakness or inadequacy but is also seen as a potential precursor to creativity and a fullness in development.

Henry Murray

Henry Murray works in an old, elegant two-story Cambridge dwelling, a home more than a psychology office or lab.*7 But in that building, supported by a series of creative and brilliant psychology doctoral students and young professors,†8 Murray develops essential elements of psychology, such as fundamental concepts of personality theory,‡9 and research methods to unlock hidden elements of personhood, including the Thematic Apperception Test (TAT), a widely used clinical/research assessment instrument. Working out of a separate space suits Murray just fine, as he has a critical, almost conspiratorial attitude toward other psychologists, especially those in the experimental branch. “We don’t have to take in their messages,” he says to me, with a distinct twinkle and a strong half smile.

The separate and separated setting of Murray’s work fosters an especially conducive atmosphere for creativity, exploring and daring to transcend conventional boundaries in psychology. But the very isolation that supports this creativity also isolates Murray’s work from the everyday realities of those not existing in the refined atmosphere of a university and the even rarer atmosphere of Harvard—those, for example, in the nearby poverty-stricken areas of Boston. The deeper he goes inside, to mythic lands of history and consciousness, the more he travels in inner framed realms of experience. Murray is not alone in this disconnect, but the cloistered nature of his workplace highlights its distance from the streets. It’s rare for any psychologist at that time, especially if teaching within the protective and protected walls of Harvard, to work in marginalized neighborhoods and deal with issues endemic to those poverty and racism-dominated sites, such as substance abuse and family violence.

He is a fatherly presence for me, and I am part of Murray’s family, spending time not only in his office but also his home. While being sharply insightful, he’s also calmly confident and forgiving—in spite of the many slights and insults Harvard sends his way over the years. He creates a welcoming presence for careful understanding. As his last gift to me, he takes me into the library in his office to a special section in his bookshelves. “Here, take whatever books you would like,” he says. Classics line the shelf, some first editions. I take a few—and they all have intimate greetings from the authors, including glowing praise for Murray’s work. Without pretense, even comment, he’s giving me parts of his self.

Influenced by Freud and Jung, his psychoanalyst, Murray makes a profound journey into Jung’s archetypical realms.*10 He is a student of literature, in particular Melville’s novel Moby Dick, and seeks to draw inspiration from mythic transformations to inform his research on personality. Moby Dick, the great white whale, can be a symbol of the elemental and mysterious forces of the world; Captain Ahab, who pursues the whale, a symbol of humanity’s search for understanding, which can devolve into a need to control (killing the whale). Various sculptures of the great white whale adorn the shelves of Murray’s office, attesting to his humanistic expansion of psychology, sculptures that colleagues at Harvard treat mainly with humorous disregard. Yet I find the search for the great white whale an exciting entrée into psychological thinking.

At the same time, Murray is attuned to and knowledgeable about the biological realm of human nature. He draws upon his M.D. and a Ph.D. in biochemistry to bring neurological and instinctive dimensions into play. What a wonderful training in the respectful interplay of all dimensions of human experience. Crossing disciplinary boundaries in our work together, drawing upon literature, philosophy, history, and mythology to enrich psychological discourse, Murray helps me be at ease with allowing curiosity and exploration to guide my training as a psychologist.*11 And as a committed researcher, he demonstrates that research, infused with humanistic values, can discover.†12 Ambitiously pursing new major research projects, whether it be a new study of personality or a substantial literary biography of Melville, Murray leaves most unfinished—and a sense of potential failure lingers. But it is more an engaging with reality than failure as Murray, while reaching for the elusive brightness of the stars, remains connected to the shadows cast in his underground worlds. I can only admire what he accomplishes, and all with passion and balance.*13

Murray is continually kept at the margins, though treated with respect. When the new William James Hall is constructed to house all the psychologists in one place, Murray is given a special penthouse office, acknowledging his prior independently productive lodgings. In what is a little journey of reflections, I honor his new lodgings by walking up the fifteen flights to the penthouse as we continue our visits.

Skinner and Radical Behaviorism

B. F. Skinner walks confidently but unassumedly, hands behind his back, slightly slumped with rounded shoulders, to and from his lab in the basement of the imposing Memorial Hall, whose large-stoned construction dwarfs passerbys. That’s the home of the Department of Psychology, now dominated by experimental psychologists. Skinner is already being hailed as the father of radical behaviorism, the latest incarnation of the behaviorally oriented research being hailed as an exemplar of psychology as science. Though still in the beginning stages of his career as one of the giants of mainstream psychology, Skinner fits the mold of the classic Harvard professor—an acknowledged leader in his field, an embodiment of success, and unafraid to offer his views to others as truths—and with Skinner, this can occur with a disarmingly quiet, almost polite arrogance.†14

Arguing that a topic’s ability to predict behavior is the key to determining whether psychology should study it, Skinner therefore dismisses inner states and experiences as proper topics since they are subjective phenomenon: eluding objective measurement, they therefore remain useless for prediction. He thus defines psychology in limited and limiting terms: psychology should focus on what is materially observable—namely, behaviors—and therefore what can be measured so that we can see what those behaviors can or cannot predict. Skinner concedes that inner states, such as free will and consciousness, intentions and attitudes, exist, but they are of no use since they have no predictive value. For example, until we discover the actual behaviors that cause things we now attribute to free will, free will remains only a concept, a convenient place marker for something that shows our ignorance—it is, says Skinner, merely an “explanatory fiction” ready to evaporate when the actual causal behavior is discovered. I have to admit—explanatory fiction is a very elegant, even disarming concept.

While seeking to fully understand Skinner’s theory and practice, Erikson and Murray resist his dismissal of what they see as the often unfathomable yet essential heart of human experience—and so do I. “What’s free will,” I wonder, “if it’s not—at its core—beyond the concrete definitional characteristics of behaviors and actions?” I know the feelings, the experience of freely choosing paths, and I believe, those choices make a difference—and can even help me predict outcomes. But I’m not sure I can describe the details or mechanics of that predictive process. Also I’m not immune to external pressures, so I may be exaggerating to say freely choosing, but doesn’t the desire or effort to choose freely count for something? I know Skinnerians will say to me: “Yeah, you think you know free will exists and predicts, but do you have the research to back up that assumption—and not just your wishes or aspirations, which are basically just your own personal experiences?”

Skinner’s research is also propelling him into clinical work, so impressive are his findings on modifying specific behaviors. For example, he and his students are invited into the back wards of the local mental hospital to introduce their programs of conditioned learning with some of the most severely withdrawn noncommunicative patients, for whom all other treatments are failing. Using M&M’s candies as the reward, Skinner’s team gets some of these patients to move, ever so slightly, toward connecting with the worlds outside themselves—a major therapeutic accomplishment. If a patient makes even the slightest gesture toward communication—for example, a quick shift of the eyes or slight turn of the body toward the member of Skinner’s team—that behavior is immediately rewarded. The rewards continue, so that not only does the frequency of that initial gesture increase, but also it sometimes leads to even more communicative behaviors, such as a brief though stammering conversation—all of which are also rewarded. This progressively connecting communication process doesn’t occur with all patients, and the final stages still are meager, as most patients remain hospitalized. But some change, at least for a time, at least enough to become noteworthy, does occur.

I’m not the only one who’s skeptical, even critical, while still, mostly silently, amazed: “He’s getting those patients to come outside of themselves . . . and just to eat some M&M’s?!” Though I believe the Skinnerian approach ignores deeper wellsprings of behavior, I have to acknowledge its ability to get results. M&M’s! Yes, they can reward and so directly, especially within the deprived setting of a hospital back ward. And then in honesty, I ask myself: “How much of my life is characterized even dictated by habit, unthinking arrivals of behaviors? How little does it take for me to be rewarded so I change—without even knowing I’m changing?”*15

Skinner’s radical behaviorism provides fresh and compelling evidence to support strict behavioral approaches to therapy. With the acceptance of cognitive and emotional factors as crucial aspects of human functioning, this strict approach morphs into the more inclusive and flexible cognitive behavioral therapy, or CBT—today’s dominant psychotherapeutic approach.

Analytical Theory and Therapy

Attending Harvard’s clinical psychology program means I learn about analytically oriented psychotherapy, in particular Freudian theory and practice.*16 Harvard as an institution keeps a respectable distance; generally uncomfortable with any clinical versions of psychology, it is especially critical of psychoanalysis, seeing it as too speculative and therefore insufficiently academic. But my clinical training occurs outside the pristine nonapplied walls of Harvard, in a series of Harvard-affiliated hospital settings. And the general Boston area is a hotbed of psychoanalytical work; it prevails as the therapeutic game in town.†17 Behavioral approaches, including CBT, are not emerging as a viable local alternative, humanistic orientations have only a few scattered practitioners, and psychopharmacological interventions remain in their infancy.‡18

Though I have an introduction to analytic thinking through both Erikson and Murray, theirs is a flexible, exploratory approach, drawing insights from analytic work, without being strictly beholden to it. But I find a more dogmatic approach among many of the psychoanalytically oriented practitioners who are now in charge of my clinical education. Powered by a sense of elitism and entitlement, these practitioners assume that only specially trained experts can make judgments about people’s mental health—and being an expert means being formally certified as a psychologist or psychiatrist and, informally at least, a psychoanalytically oriented one. As the arbitrators of mental health, these experts are charged with the task of placing people into mental illness categories, which though meant to suggest appropriate treatments too often create boxes that can limit peoples’ own power and capacity to engage in journeys of self-discovery. The Diagnostic Statistical Manual (DSM), first published in 1952, is the primary vehicle for and repository of these diagnoses, and it has extensive shortcomings and biases.

I learn enough about psychoanalysis to understand its implications for practice but, sensing some important limitations, don’t become a psychoanalytically oriented therapist. While the Freudian approach has a wonderful appreciation of a client’s depth of being, there’s also a failure to appreciate the full range of being. For example, I’m attracted to Freud’s discussion of the unconscious. It is, he claims, a storehouse of painful and conflict-ridden memories of early childhood anxieties that, as a result of unexamined defense mechanisms that function to dampen or ignore the pain, remain unresolved. And though those unresolved anxiety-ridden memories are now largely inaccessible to current, adult awareness, they continue to influence, in hidden and often neurotic ways, our present lives. And I find that dreams, which Freud calls the “royal road to the unconscious,” are an excellent pathway toward unlocking unrecognized potentials of meaning.

But I believe Freud, with his stance against the validity and value of spirituality, places unrealistic and limiting boundaries on the nature of the unconscious. For me, the unconscious is but one phase of a larger picture of consciousness with its often spiritually powered transformations. Ironically, this more fluid and expanding understanding of consciousness is vividly understood by William James, one of Harvard’s own iconic pioneering psychologists. But at the time of my entering graduate school, James is still being judged by many as too vague and speculative, even too spiritual, and so is often discreetly hidden from public discourse within the Harvard psychology community.

Also, I find Freud’s concept of anxiety as the primary stimulant for the formation of unconscious material to be unnecessarily narrow. Rather than focusing as he does on anxieties that come from neurotic processes of socialization, I feel there must be a place for existential anxiety, for the organic and unavoidable stresses, challenges, and opportunities of being human—the anxieties of living life fully.*19 And finally, with its undue focus on psychopathology, I miss in psychoanalytic therapies an appreciation for the full complexity of mental illness, including its reservoirs of strength. If the focus is on illness and how to fix that disability, then it becomes hard to value the voices of clients who, since they are actually experiencing those terrible anxieties and terrors, can potentially give some expert advice on their own treatment.

The Wisdom of Patients

And so I seek another, less accredited or reputable source of wisdom while at Harvard—the patients I meet as part of my clinical internship. I listen to the painfully earned knowing that comes from those called “patients,” an establishment label that marginalizes them. The term patient—more a pejorative label than an accurate descriptor—highlights the power structure that puts doctors and therapists in charge, not only of the patients but also of all the knowledge that might lead to their recovery—in essence of knowledge generation itself. But for me that psychiatric power structure turns inside out. It becomes my privilege to learn from patients—and even though as a student I’m still in a low-status position in the hierarchical clinical world, I insist that these patients are “clients” and feel we are co-journeyers on the path of sickness and health.

During my clinical practicum at Massachusetts Mental Health Center,*20 I’m placed on the back ward and instructed to learn about psychosis by observing the patients. Unable to just observe, I’m drawn into conversations, interactions, and, at times, unknown spaces. An older woman, with saliva dripping from both corners of her mouth, her clothes torn open, exposing one lacerated breast, races toward me with a menacing look. “Whoa! Do I want to be run over?” I rapid-think, as slight shivers of fear take over. “This is out of control!” And in the immediate next split second, I catch myself falling into retreat. “Wait, hold on,” I tell myself, “it’s only a person in need; she needs something.”

I can’t turn away. Sounds spit out of her mouth, projectiles meant to back me away—and still I can’t turn away. That’s what she’s expecting me to do—everyone else on the ward does. But I stand, waiting, listening, until she stops in front of me. Grunts, moans, partial words keep sputtering out. She relaxes a bit; the spitting stops, though saliva still drools from the right side of her mouth. And then, with a renewed, almost supreme effort, she begins to speak; she’s barely articulate, but I can understand most of her words. “It’s terrible . . . just terrible . . . just terrible this pain . . . this pain all the time . . . this pain inside, right here . . .,” as she points to her heart. I think I understood that even before her spitting sounds became recognizable words. And now she wants to embrace me—and we hug. I’m touched to my core, shaken but in balance. And quietly she walks away.

I don’t describe this encounter to my supervisor later that day—probably a good idea, as the supervisor begins by reminding me that we psychologists in training are supposed to be cultivating our professional distance as we observe—without becoming involved—the manifestations of psychosis in the patients. All these labels are meant to help socialize me in being a professional—a person without the true heart for healing. How can I explain that I have just met another human being who is teaching me about pain and healing?

My clinical internship is at Judge Baker Guidance Clinic. I’m doing therapy with Frank,*21 a twelve-year-old boy, and like many twelve-year-old boys, he’s physically active. The concept of therapy at Judge Baker is based on the classic fifty-minute hour of talk therapy derived from the psychoanalytical model. So here’s Frank, sitting in his chair, me sitting in my chair, and we’re supposed to talk. And Frank is fidgeting, endlessly fidgeting, his body calling for movement, his face sullen, his tongue silenced—and we’re supposed to do talk therapy, for fifty minutes no less.

After two sessions of what must be real discomfort for Frank—it certainly is for me, so much so that I cut our second session short—I ask him at the beginning of our third meeting if he wants to take a walk. He literally leaps at the offer, and before I can suggest where we might go, he’s out of the office, out of the building, walking briskly and bouncily down the street—away from the clinic. We walk and walk and walk—and I begin to talk a bit. And Frank begins to talk a bit. He has lots of “things that bother me.” In the next three weeks, we do a lot of walking, occasionally shooting a few hoops—and Frank begins to talk about those “things that bother” him, including a physically abusive father and being bullied at school. “This kid is going through a lot,” I think to myself. “It must be hard for him to talk about it.” I feel we’ve engaged in our therapeutic work.

In my supervision meeting, I receive a different message. After describing our walks and games, my supervisor, in classic psychoanalytic fashion, says: “You’re doing good work. You’ve established a therapeutic alliance with him. Now the real therapy can begin. When you get back into the office, you can have him really talk about his problems.” That’s strange, I think. It seems to me that Frank and I are reaching out to each other, creating between us a “therapeutic alliance”: our walk and play is not just the context for the therapy but the therapy itself. How cleverly classical Western models of therapy, in this case psychoanalytically oriented therapy, can sometimes overlook healing.

The Best of the Rest

Harvard, in its search for “the best,” also offers a quality introduction to a variety of important mainstream psychological approaches. In addition to being invited into the grand theorizing phase of personality psychology, being birth-side to Skinner’s radical behaviorism and being immersed in psychoanalytically oriented clinical work, I take graduate courses from other professors who are leaders in their fields or leaders to be; outstanding figures, such as personality theorist Gordon Allport and cognitive psychologist Jerome Bruner offer a rich diet of theory and research.*22 My thesis on experimenter bias, supervised by Professor Robert Rosenthal, a young, talented, and energetic experimental social psychologist, employs a quantitative research methodology, with a heavy reliance on statistical analyses. As a graduate student, I establish this strong foundation and fluency in the contours and content of large areas of mainstream psychology, so I’m now in a position to explore more fully and honestly alternative views to and in psychology.




EXPERIENCES BEYOND THE HARVARD PROGRAM

Abe Maslow and Humanistic Openings

But Harvard is not my only source of academic psychological training. Abe Maslow is teaching at neighboring Brandeis University, and he’s emerging as one of the key founders of humanistic psychology. He’s working to create what he calls a third force in psychology, a vital but still distinctly minority position in psychology, emphasizing a wide and deep range of human potentials that can create harmonious and fulfilling relationships and institutions. This third force counteracts what he perceives as the limitations of the two prevailing approaches to psychology: the psychoanalytic, with its deterministic philosophy and undue emphasis on pathology and negative emotions; and the behavioristic, with its mechanistic and reductionistic approach to understanding human behavior.*23

Abe is another of my mentors, and we are colleagues and friends as well, especially as I take my first job in his Brandeis psychology department.†24Abe is a true and brave trailblazer, standing up for the humanistic and wholistic values I seek during those years at Harvard, as he withstands frequent criticism, cynicism, and even mocking from the psychology establishment, negative feedback that always seems to outweigh in his mind the support and appreciation he gets from the emerging humanistic psychology movement.*25 Though he is elected president of the American Psychological Association, a very public and prestigious recognition, he’s profoundly anxious about his upcoming presidential acceptance address—way beyond the normal nervousness preceding such events. “I feel so unsure about this presidency,” he tells me. “What will I say in my acceptance speech? Will they just dismiss me as a romantic dreamer? Not a real psychologist? Even a fraud?”

A beacon illuminating spirituality as critical to full or self-actualized development, Abe presents psychology as a discipline wherein moral values, such as honesty and altruism, are encouraged and human courage and discovery nurtured. Because of his overwhelmingly positive orientation, he is criticized as being unrealistic, a misleading Pollyanna, a “dangerous dreamer,” and, what hurts Abe especially, not a “real” psychologist. But Abe tells me, “If I’m a dreamer, at least I’m talking about essential dreams!”—dreams supported by research and dealing with actual and necessary potentials.†26

And yet Abe is not easily cowed. “What do those guys really know about the world, about how to be a good person?” he says, naming a behaviorist or two who are among his most vocal critics. Abe’s confidence is bolstered by his belief that he is writing for the ages, trying to connect with a community of famous thinkers, most long since deceased. “My real audience,” he tells me, “is people like Plato and Aristotle . . . I want to engage them in dialogue.” Yes, Abe is a bit dismissive and arrogant. Or is he trying to defend himself from contemporary critics since he’s not especially thick skinned?*27

Abe is a dear friend and loyal supporter. I spend many evenings at his house, at times as part of the academic soirees he holds, usually stimulated by some visiting scholar. Abe is very famous at the time, and many visitors to his house are overfilled with adulation for him. He’s not entirely comfortable with this but not sure how to control it. His wife, Bertha, isn’t at a loss for words or actions. One evening, Bertha enters a roomful of essentially adoring students gathered around Abe to offer them a plate of cookies and is clearly heard to chirp, “Peek, peek, peek . . . peek, peek, peek!” Her birdlike iteration of a concept central to Abe’s theory—namely, peak experiences, the spiritually oriented sources of insight that energize the further reaches of human development—momentarily silences the strongly animated strings of conversation. Bertha’s “peeks” throw Abe off balance and temporarily irk him, deflating the seriousness of the ongoing conversation. But he recovers quickly, as he too realizes the need for a grounding in the ordinary, if effective conversations are to evolve within that visiting group. “After all,” he later tells me, “I have to keep remembering—I’m not such a big deal.”

Deeply ensconced in his American academic context, Abe is not fully open to the wisdom of Indigenous peoples.†28 His earlier contacts with Indigenous cultures seem to have faded into the background.*29 Working honestly within his own middle-class Eurocentric world space, Abe is taking risks, seeking truths. Though he experiences difficult economic conditions and anti-Semitism growing up, he is functioning, as a psychologist, primarily within urbane, academic settings. His agenda for social change, while offered as revolutionary, lacks the substance of being anchored in the daily crushing realities of the oppressed and marginalized. But Abe is not alone in this disconnect between his theories and the realities of lives oppressed by poverty and racism; psychologists of all persuasions, including mentors like Erikson and Murray, are generally not actively engaged in issues of social justice. There is a historically honored tradition in the social sciences, such as sociology, of being an instrument of social justice, but not until the emergence of community psychology in the mid1960s is mainstream psychology forcefully called to task from within for not facing these issues.

Abe is an admirable psychologist. But I’m disappointed that he doesn’t see how spirituality is possible at all levels and how the physical and spiritual are often merged in healing work, so that, for example, physical sacrifice can be a simultaneous pathway in and toward spiritual understanding.*30 When he offers visits to art galleries to see great works of art as one example of a peak experience, his way of describing moments of transcendence, Abe is betraying not only his cultural blinders but also his elitism. This elitism is reinforced through his central concept of self-actualization, which for him is the highest and most fully realized stage of development but remains a stage reserved for the very few.†31

Abe also puts great faith in the highly educated, the intellectuals, to become enlightened leaders, further expressing his elitist notions. This often implies a distrust of experiential learning when it remains unexamined. The personal growth movement, which draws inspiration from Abe’s writings but pushes experiential learning to  some limits,*32 tests his acceptance—and patience—in this regard.

Esalen Institute, founded in 1962, is a leader in that personal growth movement. In the mid-1960s, I give a workshop there on education as healing. The early morning of the second day of my workshop, I walk by one of the Esalen workshop rooms to pick up Alex, my fifteen-year-old son, who has come with me to Esalen and falls asleep in that room that night. As the first few people file quietly into the room for an early morning meditation session, Alex is just getting up from his sleep, stretching his arms and rubbing his eyes. The newly arrived people sit quietly, respectfully, eyes fastened on my son—and offer their devotional attention to him whom they perceive as this young “guru”! Fitting neatly into their yearnings for spiritual guidance, my sleep-arising son is a young Buddha for them. He has no idea what is going on, and as he quietly leaves the room, others touch him gently, affirming the spiritual transmission they so desperately seek. It’s probably best my son has no inkling of what is transpiring. Yes, he’s now awake—but not awake in the spiritually awakened state. In any case, Abe would have smiled knowingly. “See,” he might have said, “you need to understand what your experience means if it is to mean something!” There is, of course, also some very serious and dedicated work occurring at Esalen, and experiential learning that is truly educational.

The Yeasts of Consciousness

During the years of my Harvard graduate school training, two powerful paths of consciousness emerge in my life: psychedelic research and meditation. They provide yeast to my developing insights about the limitations of mainstream psychology and, even more importantly, about what exists beyond that culturally delimited framework.


CAUTIONS ABOUT THE HARVARD PSYCHEDELIC RESEARCH GROUP

Before even discussing my involvement with the Harvard 
psychedelic research group, including my own use of psychedelic substances as a 
participant in the research, I want to mention several important points. At that 
time all the psychedelic substances that are used in our research are 
legal—including psilocybin, mescaline, and LSD. Also those psychedelic substances, which induce strong, even life-changing alterations of consciousness, are taken within a guided and controlled context. With the psychedelics coming directly from a world-renowned pharmaceutical company as part of our research program, I know the substance I’m taking, including the actual amount.

Equally important, I take these psychedelic substances within a supportive environment, guided by principles and structures derived from spiritually based ceremonies. For example, our group turns often to Buddhist teachings, especially Tibetan and Zen Buddhism, as well as the ceremonial structures of Indigenous Mazatec curanderismo work with their naturally sourced psychedelic sacred mushroom, in order to guide our transformations of consciousness toward the experience of ego death and beyond.

We don’t have the opportunity to actually work with 
elders from the cultures that create those ceremonies, so that information about 
these ancient pathways toward transforming consciousness is often filtered 
through Western eyes. That is a definite limitation, and sometimes we are just 
struggling along, doing the best we can. But we are at least trying to follow 
one ancient Indigenous teaching; namely, that strong consciousness altering 
substances are sacred, taken in the context of ceremony for healing and 
spiritual development not used for recreation or pleasure seeking or escape—which is considered an abuse.

While the above description details the intentions, aims, and ideals of the Harvard psychedelic research group, as expected, actualities don’t always meet up with ideals. At times, for example, a hedonistic path overwhelms the search for spiritual understandings. It’s this kind of degradation of sincere spiritual explorations that leads the Indigenous Mazatec healer Maria Sabina to be disillusioned and highly critical of the many pleasure-seeking Westerners that begin flocking to her traditional mushroom ceremonies. She feels deeply disappointed by the personal agenda of the Western visitors, even though the aim is to “know God.” As she says: “Before nobody took the children [the mushrooms] simply to find God. They were always taken to cure the sick.” The mushroom ceremony is sacred, and as is typical with Indigenous use of psychedelic substances, eating the mushrooms is directed toward the good of the community, in this case healing the sick. It is through service that knowing or under-standing God becomes concrete and actual, for it is a higher power that heals.

But my experience with psychedelics is clearly different from and totally opposed to the use of drugs, especially addictive and destructive substances such as cocaine, crystal meth, and the host of opioid-related drugs like heroin, prescription painkillers, and synthetic opioids like fentanyl—which often, taken in adulterated form, become lethal. These highly addictive drugs are not only illegal but are also often linked to criminal activities to support the drug habit. Especially among marginalized and oppressed communities, such drug usage becomes a vehicle of colonization, destroying will and dignity, reinforcing despair and deterioration.

Therefore, in no way is my following discussion about 
psychedelics taken as part of the Harvard research group a support for or in any 
way condoning the use of addictive drugs, which are both dangerous and 
destructive. But since a too quick judgment could lead to a confusion between 
two very distinct substances—psychedelics and addictive drugs—I still remain 
somewhat conflicted in talking about my psychedelic research experiences at Harvard.

One thing is for sure: spiritual journeys are at the 
heart of a healing psychology. And under careful, sensitive, and knowledgeable guidance, 
within profoundly growth-supportive and culturally wise settings, psychedelics 
can encourage intense, spiritually oriented explorations of consciousness. 
Instances among Indigenous peoples exist. And more recently, instances are 
developing in the West. Recent United States FDA government-approved research 
studies are, once again, suggesting the therapeutic potential of carefully administered psychedelically initiated experiences of transcendence and self-discovery for a range of conditions, such as anxiety, depression, and cancer-induced end-of-life transitions. This new line of research is rediscovering and reaffirming many of the principles and processes used in the therapeutic interventions of the Harvard group.*33



“Now that’s some way to get through graduate school,” I’m often told when I describe my being part of the Harvard psychedelic research group, spearheaded by Harvard faculty Tim Leary and Dick Alpert and drawing mainly on graduate students from the personality and clinical psychology programs.†34 There’s so much more of substance and innovative discovery occurring within that group than is suggested by the media frenzy, which focuses selectively and in an exaggerated manner on the “irresponsible” and “out-of-control” behaviors of Leary and Alpert (aka Ram Dass), who are eventually fired from Harvard for their unprofessional conduct.

A charming, often fun-loving, brilliant antiestablishment man of ideas and ideals, Leary is a public figure and most willing to be recognized as the leader of the group. He cares about my education and models ways to explore new and hidden pathways toward a more revolutionary psychology. An equally charming but more serious and careful critic of the mainstream, Alpert, also a public figure, is willing to be second in command. He’s more personally committed to supporting me as I navigate my way through the Ph.D. program, now carrying within me psychedelic insights. And then there are the two psychedelic community houses, one where Leary, Alpert, one graduate student, and other associates and their families live; the second where I live with several other Harvard graduate students and our families. These homes, in continual interaction, are centers of discourse and experience, places of respite and struggle—including what to make of psychology and how to remake it.

Yes, graduate school is more exciting because of that psychedelic research. Psychedelic sessions can release discoveries into the nature of reality, fueled by shifts in perception and understanding. Sometimes these discoveries seem similar to psychotherapeutic insights, though often more profoundly felt. For example, in one session I realize for the first time, with fresh and lasting power, that my feeling of inner hollowness is a yearning not just for some personal fulfillment but for spiritual fulfillment. Sometimes these discoveries come with dramatic narratives that reveal fundamental understandings. In one session my body outlines melt into a felt fire, my sense of solid being dissolving into sparks that rise and vanish into the night air. “Really . . . I mean really we’re here on the earth only briefly,” I affirm without fear, “and then . . . and then . . . we return into the Great Mystery where it all began—and begins again.” The impermanence of our lives within the sacred permanence of our spiritual universe becomes real for me in that moment.*35

But our psychedelic experiences are not only nor purely blissful or beautiful. Fears are common and not always easily confronted or accepted. Visions of hellish pain and anguish are part of many sessions, offering a more realistic picture of the heavens and hells of reality. These “bad” sessions require special processing, especially after the physiological effects of the psychedelics end, as we realize that acceptance of the negative forces can affirm the reality of the positive.

To many outside our group, any drug-induced experience is not valued or even considered real, and the more dramatic psychedelic narratives are further dismissed as illusions or even delusions. But as one of the mentors for our group, Aldous Huxley, says, the doors of perception are certainly opening with psychedelics and most often into new realities. We take comfort in the fact that similar extraordinary experiential reports of spiritual journeys or spirit travels, at times induced by psychedelic substances, appear in many Indigenous spiritual traditions, especially among Indigenous healers. And we are affirmed in knowing that the frequent psychiatric labeling of these Indigenous healers as “psychotics” arises mainly from a lack of understanding and an attempt to diminish and control what is not understood and therefore seen as a threat to Western professional identities.

And yet, all is neither profound nor profoundly spiritual. More than once a person emerges from a psychedelic session looking both wondrous and perplexed. “In that session I saw right into the nature of the universe . . . it was really powerful!” says one young man in hushed awed tones. “But I forget what I saw,” he laments, his feet now firmly planted on the earth.

The translation from psychedelic experiences into professional discussions within the psychology department, or even among our network of friends, is not easy. We wade through layers of disbelief and dismissal, attempting to approach core experiences of seeing into the nature of reality. We are energized by the fluidity of consciousness and our glimpses of spiritual transformation released in those psychedelic sessions and gather more data to add to the ongoing construction of a psychology of deep human potential.

Focusing on a variety of purposes and situations, including therapeutic and spiritual explorations, the Harvard group studies psychedelic substances within an experiential and collaborative research paradigm, stressing respect for persons taking the substances by establishing a supportive and caring environment within which the research occurs. There is, for example, Wally Pahnke’s Good Friday Experiment (Pahnke 1963), demonstrating the power of psychedelics to deepen spiritual commitment among a group of divinity students,*36 and the Concord Prison Experiment (Leary et al. 1965), whose outcomes encourage the use of psychedelics coupled with psychotherapy to build a more positive identity among inmates, which in turn can affect recidivism. As researchers, we all take psychedelics and, at times, take those substances with the participants during certain specially designed research projects, though there is always a researcher in the “control tower” who is not taking the substance and maintains a sensitive monitoring and research presence. The primary data collected are self-reports, supplemented by standard outcome measures. Both the privileging of self-reports of experience and the shared, collaborative relationship between researcher and research participant are key learnings for me.

But the visionary thrust of this psychedelic research program suffers from an idealism that blinds us to important realities of spiritual transformation. If the transformational paths of Indigenous peoples are more fully understood, we might see that their spiritual journeys represent not only deeply culturally grounded and cultivated communal journeys, but also psychic struggles as necessities, helping them to counteract the oppressive sociopolitical contexts they exist in.*37 In most parts of the world, these Indigenous paths are carved out from within conditions of oppression and deprivation, adding layers of challenging realities that we are divorced from. Reading about Indigenous paths, as we do with a passion, is not the same as living in and within the actual context of those paths. Thus an element of romanticism colors our spiritual journeys, accompanied by a failure to respect the origins of the teachings that guide our explorations and, most importantly, to give back to those from whom the teachings emerge. Our failures to deal with how psychedelics relate to on-the-ground issues of racism and poverty is part of a larger failure of our not attending sufficiently to the application of psychedelic insights into everyday life.

The work of the Harvard research group has an element of chaos that comes from being at the cutting edge of discovery but also invites the dangerous possibility of unintended negative consequences. Sometimes the desire to spread the word about psychedelic potentials overreaches the ability to maintain the necessary care and caution. We all struggle to find a balance that feeds the insights and avoids potential harm.

All the while my solid learning about psychology, including mainstream approaches, continues. Rather than undermining my studies of the mainstream, the psychedelic research expands my understanding, sharpening and deepening my insights into and critique of mainstream psychology. Both Leary and Alpert come into the program as respected psychologists and while at Harvard still retain their identity as psychologists, though more and more as critics of and mavericks in the field.*38

Meditative Journeys
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In the midst of our psychedelic explorations, a number of us in the group realize that though psychedelics open the door to expanded consciousness, more is needed to sustain and develop the awareness that is given to us. It’s the recurring issue of how do these psychedelic insights make a difference in our daily lives.*39 To learn more about a practical application of enhanced consciousness, I turn to the teachings of G. I. Gurdjieff, who stresses meditation in daily life in a practice he calls “the work.”†40

Gurdjieff draws upon teachings from the Middle East, including Buddhist and Sufi spiritual traditions, and creates a system of practice speaking to the abilities and needs of seekers in the Western world. He suggests we are “asleep”—unaware, robot-like automatons—during most of our waking hours. We need to “wake up”—become aware of who we really are, what our place in the universe is, and how to evolve spiritually. That process is initiated by meditative practices while engaged in our day-to-day existence. I really like the practicality of Gurdjieff ’s approach, as it goes beyond the cloistered setting of many meditation approaches. I become an active member of a group guided by Willem Nyland, who is one of Gurdjieff ’s trusted students, and to this day Nyland’s group seeks to keep Gurdjieff’s teachings alive.*41 I build on principles of the Gurdjieff work through various yoga and meditative practices, which all help to ground and expand some of my earlier insights about transformational possibilities.†42

I come to Harvard to enter a profession that can work in helpful ways with others and, over time, increasingly to learn about healing and spirituality. Without a doubt, for most of my Harvard education, I’m in the wrong place. Can psychologists be educated to heal? Certainly not with the official blessing of Harvard!




MAINSTREAM PSYCHOLOGY

The Dominant and Dominating Perspective

The shape and contours of mainstream psychology, etched so dramatically during my Harvard training years through the actions and reactions of leading Freudian, behavioral, and humanistic psychologists, as well as the emergence of cognitive psychology, remain today—though some of the raw vigor of the disagreements among those approaches, for example, between Skinner and Maslow, is gone. This mainstream approach can be characterized by certain perspectives and actions and rests upon a set of overlapping fundamental assumptions by which it seeks to dominate the dialogue about what is psychology, thereby validating its own approach and devaluing alternative perspectives.*43 Though these fundamental assumptions initially draw heavily from the psychology that prevails during my Harvard graduate training, they remain psychology’s guiding assumptions today. Major dimensions are articulated during my time in graduate school by major figures in psychology; contemporary psychologists still carry out those assumptions, though they may rename them.

While these assumptions can be guiding principles, they don’t describe the full range of actual work done in mainstream psychology because within its boundaries there are always elements seeking to avoid being bound. I discuss examples of these Western critiques of the mainstream under the section “Countercurrents within the Mainstream.”


HIGHLIGHTING THE DISTINCTIVENESS OF THE DIFFERING APPROACHES TO PSYCHOLOGY

Indigenous Healing Psychology attempts to create a 
vehicle for constructive comparisons between mainstream psychology and countercurrents within that mainstream and Indigenous approaches to psychology. I’m trying to offer stimulating paradigms of these approaches, focusing on distinctive core elements, to create jumping off points that highlight distinctive differences rather than painting caricatures that undercut fruitful inquiry. Sparks of understanding can emerge from such an examination of differences, which if considered openly can highlight avenues of similarity, and nurture collaborative pathways toward enhancement.

But this is not a clear-cut, firmly bounded inquiry. These approaches to psychology are dimensions, not dichotomous categories. The boundaries of each approach are more fluid than static, and there is overlap between the approaches. For example, what is a countercurrent within the mainstream at one point in time can be part of the mainstream at another time. The strongly emerging influence of women, as well as an explicitly feminist perspective, in mainstream psychology is but one example. But the examples I’ve selected to illustrate countercurrents are meant to represent perspectives or principles that exist largely outside of and are critical toward the mainstream.

Yet there are distinctions that remain important, and these need to be highlighted. For example, though often countercurrents seem 
similar to Indigenous approaches, there are typically crucial differences, differences whose subtlety can mask their reality. This doesn’t imply that the countercurrents are of no value; they make valuable contributions to enhancing mainstream psychology even though those enhancements may be less profound or far reaching than enhancements offered by Indigenous approaches.

Working with paradigmatic examples of the approaches to psychology can encourage the lively and enlivening analyses and reflections that can support a healing of psychology, and a healing psychology.



Psychology as a Universal Framework


[image: image]

Mainstream psychology presents itself as a science of human behavior, generating universal truths about human nature; yet in reality, it is the characteristically unacknowledged expression of one cultural context: Western or what I’m calling mainstream culture. What is a legitimate expression of a particular historical period in a particular culture is exported throughout the world. This particular Western view of psychology dominates the shape and function of psychology because the cultural context from which it emerges is the seat of political, economic, and technological power—not because that particular form of psychology is superior. Western psychology promotes itself as the standard for psychology or more subtly simply as “psychology.” It buttresses this claim of exclusive validity with authoritative statements such as “psychology demonstrates that individuals are most motivated by individual rewards,” as if that statement represents what is the case for people throughout the non-Western world where what is often most motivating is working with and serving the community, rather than just representing the case for most people in the West, from whom the data is typically drawn. Mainstream psychology is an expression of false universalism, a form of psychology indigenous to a particular setting.*44

Psychology, or more accurately Western psychology, is said to officially begin in the late nineteenth-century German laboratories of Wilhelm Wundt, who is hailed as the first “real” psychologist. He’s considered the first scientific researcher because he establishes the first laboratory-based or experimental research center. Laboratory research is the gold standard of research; behavior measured in the controlled and isolated setting of the laboratory is considered the measure of naturally occurring everyday behavior.

Introductory psychology textbooks suggest there are psychological preludes to Wundt’s “real” psychology; for example, Greek philosophers like Plato or Aristotle display psychological thinking. But the texts are clear that these philosophers are not really psychologists; their psychological thinking is typically dismissed as either uninformed or ill formed and sadly primitive. Some texts might broaden their historical net and include a Chinese philosopher like Confucius as an example of psychological thinking, but until recently, Indigenous peoples are not included in the psychology family, even peripherally.

Psychology is a set of theories and data, initially growing out of, and still dominated by, a Western mind-set, with a bias toward white, middle-class, male perspectives. This characterization of psychology is perversely logical. Most of its research findings are derived from observations about white, middle-class North American male behavior, for it is those males who historically populate colleges and take introductory psychology classes in droves—and a typical requirement of these introductory classes is that students become subjects in a research project.*45 The professors and researchers are themselves typically an older version of that same subset of people (white, male, middle class), so they see nothing wrong with their limited subject pool, too easily seeing reflections of themselves as accurate representations of “what is,” which further solidifies this Western bias. The founders of psychology easily morph into the fathers of psychology, as face after face of influential psychologists portrayed in standard texts are white males.

But most perniciously, this double layer of Eurocentrism in psychology remains largely unexamined, often unrecognized. Data from a biased sample of human behaviors dangerously morphs into a “universally” appropriate description and explanation for who all of us are and who all of us might become. The idea that “middleclass white, framed through a male perspective” represents a distinct cultural phenomenon is not discussed, remaining implicit or, at worst, considered nonexistent, but that particular cultural framework continues to be offered calmly as a description of what is “natural” or “normal”—of the way it is, or most dangerously, the way it should be. This is a powerful underpinning for mainstream psychology acting as a colonizing force. The very idea of psychologies is not acknowledged; the contributions of Indigenous approaches to psychology are rarely even conceptualized.

The Pursuit of Science
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A preoccupation irreverently called “physics envy” lurks over the shoulder of mainstream psychology, steering the discipline toward what is perceived, incorrectly, as the scientific purity and power of physics. “Science” for psychology is an enterprise of seeking logical, causal relationships through the controlled study and measurement of laboratory-isolated variables, which can result in a series of scientific laws.*46 And with this emphasis on this particular form of science comes the assumption that it is only through such a form of science that valid knowledge in general is produced.

Skinner’s work exemplifies this physics-driven perception of science. He’s not satisfied with correlations, which characterize much of psychological research but only indicate a relationship or connection between variables, but seeks causal relationships, in which one variable is shown to cause the other. And he develops sophisticated, yet simple measures to tell us how much or how little there is of whatever he is studying. It becomes a hallmark of psychological validity that any concept becomes valid only after you develop a scientific way of measuring it, and the more elegantly and directly number-based that measurement is, the better.

One result of this focus on concrete and simple measurement, symbolized by an almost obsessive pursuit of numbers, counting, and categorizing as vehicles for knowing, is that psychology is increasingly reductive. It chooses measurement accuracy over the meanings of what is being measured, resulting in an increasing focus on more limited, even trivial variables. Preferring to analyze problems into a minimum number of separate, and increasingly more manageable units, psychology forgoes what is a more natural quality of human behavior—the interconnectedness of variables that suggests a wholistic as opposed to this segmented or fragmented approach. So, for example, intelligence is what the intelligence test measures—discrete responses to a series of separate, focused questions with standardized criteria for measurement, rather than a more intuitive search for the complexities of thought and understanding, which allows intelligence to include the critical dimensions of wisdom.

Carrying this objectifying notion of science one step further, Skinner says the important thing is not only measuring accurately but also predicting outcomes and then, almost logically, controlling them. In contrast, the aim of the more humanistic psychologists like Murray, Maslow, and Erikson is understanding human behavior, recognizing that, with a deep enough understanding, accurate predictions and effective interventions result, though they are transitional, always remaining subject to the evolving complexity of life itself.

Materialism as the Ultimate Criterion of What Is Real
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In an effort to be scientific, psychology emphasizes the material—that which is observable either to the human senses or the senses aided by machines that record physical responses, such as brain waves or galvanic skin responses.*47 Psychology assumes that if we can see or touch something, it’s real or real enough to merit being researched. Positivism is a label for psychology’s almost peculiar search for truths, where some biological explanation is passionately pursued, as if it were a magic bullet capable of solving all problems.

In this surge toward materialism, psychology is striving to distance itself from its conceptual roots in religion and philosophy, the two fields that historically deal with issues of human nature and behavior that psychology now claims as its domain. But, it’s stated, since those two fields deal with those issues in a way they can’t be concretely measured, their conclusions fall outside the purview of psychology. The major wedge used to create this historical separation is the new discipline’s commitment to a strictly controlled scientific method, as opposed to what is considered the more speculative and personal ways of knowing that currently characterized religious and philosophical discourse and knowing.

This effort at intellectual cleansing not only cuts psychology off from its roots, it also leaves off a major part of its definitional task. Psychology comes from the Greek word psyche, meaning “life force,” “breath,” “mind,” “spirit or soul,” all of which are immersed in spiritual implications. Topics such as healing and spiritual transformation—indeed anything considered beyond ordinary human behavior—are therefore not considered capable (even worthy) of scientific investigation.

Mainstream or Western psychology rarely discusses the fact that most non-Western cultures place topics of spirituality and healing at the center of their reflections on human nature, at the center of their psychology; and when this fact is discussed, it is often interpreted as a sign of the primitive and superstitious nature of these cultures. This same process of discrediting and belittling is applied to the fact that Indigenous peoples typically do not make clear distinctions between the material and spiritual, thus giving spirituality a firm and recognizable place in the material flow of ordinary life, acknowledging that the beyond is also within us.

Problems to Be Fixed Rather Than Potentials to Be Fulfilled
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Mainstream psychology focuses on human and social problems and pathologies and how to fix them or, in a more positive vein, how to make things better. The clinical fields are psychology’s most popular professional pathways, exerting a large influence on what is researched and studied, and their primary clinical expertise is in dealing with neuroses and psychoses rather than growth and actualization. The Diagnostic Statistical Manual (DSM)—the so-called bible of clinicians—focuses on these neuroses and psychoses and details the available categories for establishing mental illnesses and serves as the blueprint for both the creation of research programs and the confirmation of their success, while establishing proper procedures for clinical work. With the pressure from insurance companies to reimburse only identified illnesses, the DSM’s illness categories provide fuel for that commodification of health and healing. In the process, prevention efforts—healing at the level of root causes—are minimized or ignored.

But there are three important consequences of psychology’s emphasis on problems and pathologies. First, psychology is committed to finding something that is broken in order to fix it or make it better; personal neuroses and social dysfunctions are targeted. In the effort to find worthy subjects to work on, there is a second consequence: medicalization. Ordinary life issues and challenges are labeled as medical problems or mental illnesses and therefore must be fixed and fixed by the appropriate professional—namely, a psychologist or other mental health worker. For example, grief over the loss of a significant loved one, which is an inevitable life challenge deserving a wide variety of responses, is too easily medicalized into a mental illness when the DSM states time and feeling limitations to what can be considered the proper or healthy experience of grief. What may be an existentially appropriate process of grieving can be too easily labeled as clinically unacceptable grief; in short, a mental illness problem. A third consequence of this focus on problems and pathologies is that psychology overlooks enormous areas of human potential. Certainly dealing with life’s challenges, including those severe enough to become mental illnesses, is a necessary element of such growth and development. But when psychology emphasizes fixing problems, the creative potential in human development can become an afterthought.

Psychology as an Ahistorical, Apolitical Approach
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The worldwide forces of colonialism, fueled by racism, are undeniable. Tragically, through its naïve and inaccurate claims of universalism, coupled with its culturally biased focus on what it perceives as normative and subsequent efforts at fixing what it determines is wrong, which often amounts to processes of assimilation to the status quo, mainstream psychology too easily becomes another vehicle of colonialism. Freud’s influence remains strong within mainstream psychology, even when theoretically dismissed, and thus his claim that forces within the individual are the engines that determine change. So though psychology does work toward change—certainly Freud seeks to improve his clients’ mental health—those efforts focus on the individual and especially what is within the individual.*48 Therefore, the variety of powerful socioeconomic and political forces that lead to oppression, such as systemic, institutionalized racism, are not prioritized and at times ignored, with the consequence that psychology becomes apolitical. Though psychology can claim that social change is the province of other disciplines, like sociology, it’s hard to conceive of the individual as immune to the effects and challenges of surrounding sociopolitical forces. This disclaimer might defend the apolitical stance but ignores the reality of actual living situations where external sociopolitical forces and internal motivational forces are interwoven and both contribute to change. A further argument mounted in defense of this apolitical stance is psychology’s embrace of the concept of science as a neutral and therefore objective pursuit—ignoring the increasing evidence about the interactive and intersecting nature of the researcher and researched and the need for those in positions of authority and power, such as psychologists, to take necessary political stances.

With its particular brand of ahistoricity, psychology does not deal with the many instances in which history affects contemporary human thoughts and actions. Historical facts of racism, as displayed, for example, in the enforced and abusive residential school systems for Indigenous people,*49 leave enduring, often indelible scars, on individuals, communities, and cultures, cutting into human dignity and limiting efforts toward releasing full human potential. Mainstream psychology is unwilling and unprepared to deal with such historical tragedies, even when it’s clear they persist, feeding into and maintaining poverty and oppression.†50 This occurs in spite of the fact that by the 1960s poverty and racism are already acknowledged as causes of mental distress and illness—which psychology does claim within its province. William Ryan’s concept of blaming the victim*51 exposes this individual, indeed individualistic, apolitical approach of mainstream psychology. Ryan describes how someone who is poor, unemployed, or marginalized is too often blamed for his condition, rather than seeing the causes of poverty in institutional forces, such as racism and oppression, forces typically beyond the control of individuals. Something “wrong” with the way the person acts and thinks is unfairly considered the primary reason for his being poor.

Psychology as a Colonizing Force
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With its Eurocentrism intact, unchallenged because of its subtle and deeply embedded implicitness, mainstream psychology is able to offer, even demand, its version of reality and human nature as the version—a universal framework and description of the way things really are. Those who differ from this universal version are seen not just as different but also as lacking or even inferior; they are often labeled pejoratively, using the cover of a professional assessment, as having a psychological problem, sometimes even pathology. The only path toward “progress,” toward becoming more rather than less than, is to be more like the version of human behavior portrayed by mainstream psychology as the standard of human behavior—a goal ultimately unachievable (and indeed unacceptable) for vast numbers of people living in non-Western milieus. Rather than following an agenda of social justice, mainstream psychology is a proponent of the status quo—in the process leaving aside a commitment to psychological health for all people.

Behind mainstream psychology’s unacknowledged colonial agenda is the increasingly overwhelming power of psychology as an institution. The psychological testing industry is one case in point. Almost all people, especially in the West, are tested, scored, and ranked, whether it be for intelligence, personality traits, or social skills. Because tests are commonly given to school-age children, their results help determine the life paths open to people, as the scores compare individuals with each other, focusing more on whom to exclude from opportunities. These psychological tests help define and support the power structure of psychology, as they can be administered and interpreted only by psychological experts—formally trained and licensed (legitimized) psychologists—and those experts typically come from the West.

The results are tragic. Mainstream psychology is a vehicle of colonialism in large areas of the world, evaluating and categorizing peoples as failing to meet standards or, even more pernicious, as “needing our help,” which means “needing (help) to become like us.”*52 It works most ashamedly with groups it helps to marginalize, including minority groups with their own culture and the vast numbers of people throughout the non-Western world. Rather than opening psychological services up to the people, psychology too often helps the helpers to become more entitled, more in control of psychological resources. Psychology not only supports the status quo but also embellishes it, bringing a psychological dimension to the exercise of political and economic power over others.

Countercurrents within the Mainstream

As this dominant and dominating version of psychology is articulated and gaining strength, there are still movements within the discipline of psychology that are resisting, offering instead a series of more humanistic, wholistic, value-centered, and culturally and spiritually sensitive alternatives. Even as Wundt is hailed as the “father of modern psychology” because of his experimental laboratory, William James, almost in spite of his wide-ranging acceptance of enhanced states of consciousness as well as ordinary motivations, is also venerated by some in mainstream psychology as one of its earliest and most insightful theoreticians.*53

There are many interconnected and overlapping streams in these alternative approaches. There is, for example, humanistic psychology. Characterized by the work of Maslow and his concept of self-actualization and Carl Rogers†54 with his person-centered counseling and its identification of empathy, unconditional positive regard, and authenticity as keys to being an effective therapist, humanistic psychology offers a wholistic view of human nature, with a focus on potentialities for growth.‡55 Humanistic psychology evolves into another alternative approach—transpersonal psychology. Transpersonal psychologists discuss concepts like altered states of consciousness and out-of-body experiences; express the influence of Eastern religions and philosophies, especially Zen Buddhism and Buddhist insight meditation; and insist on the need for spirituality to enter into the counseling relationship. And the at times romantic and oversimplified concept of human potential espoused by these humanistic approaches gets a dose of hard realities with the emergence of an existential psychology, influenced by European existentialists like Sartre and their discussion of the need to face, and accept, inevitable anxieties and crises, which are intrinsic to living life fully.*56

Mainstream approaches to psychoanalysis are enhanced by alternatives like ego psychology. For example, Erikson, resisting classical psychoanalysis’s preoccupation with inner states and pathology, stresses opportunities for growth as well as obstacles and considers social and cultural contributions to development as respected realities. Meanwhile, Jungian archetypical psychology, with its focus on balance, mythic functioning, and the search for meaning, continues to provide a more wholistic, spiritual, and less pathology-oriented alternative to the psychoanalytic orthodoxy.

Mainstream psychology’s ahistorical, apolitical stance, which dilutes and deflects a concern with sociopolitical change and equity, is dramatically challenged by a particularly vibrant alternative; namely, feminist psychology. Symbolized by the concept of “reclaiming” the voice of women, and by extension all those who are historically silenced by psychology, and spearheaded by psychologists such as Nancy Chodorow and Carol Gilligan, feminist psychology seeks to go beyond a simple critique of the current male-oriented definition of psychology and instead offers a new vision of psychology itself (see e.g., the early work of Chodorow 1978 and Gilligan 1982). Insisting on the centrality of underappreciated concepts such as caring and sensitivity to the relational world, feminist psychology also states that social change must be in the forefront of psychology’s definition and practice. This emphasis on social change is also championed by the emerging field of critical psychology, with its trenchant critique of the moral and political failures in psychology, including to some extent community psychology, the very field within psychology that has apparently emerged specifically to deal with these sociopolitical issues.*57

There are also some important countercurrents within mainstream psychology that draw heavily from other disciplines, such as cultural and medical anthropology. This anthropologically inspired countercurrent, with its emphasis on ethnography as a whole culture methodology, brings a new level of appreciation of natural settings and cultural context rather than isolating what is studied in the artificially bounded laboratory setting. This anthropological perspective also brings a renewed appreciation of the interconnections among phenomenon, including the individual, group, family, community, and culture, rather than separating what is studied into smaller and smaller disconnected units. The fields of psychological anthropology and multicultural counseling are born.

Underlying, as well as ingrained in these alternative approaches to psychology is a set of emerging alternative methodologies, conceptions of research as a way of qualitative knowing rather than quantitative measuring. These qualitative methodologies emphasize respect for all participants in the research process; understanding rather than prediction; the valuing of human complexity in contrast to reductive categorizing; and goals of social change and liberation. Based on the assumption that there is more than one (“official”) way of doing science, these alternative methodologies are nurtured within fields like phenomenology, life history research, feminist research, and community-based participatory research.

Though these various countercurrents from within psychology are vibrant in their challenging of the dominance of the mainstream approach, they remain by and large marginalized, dismissed, and devalued by the psychology establishment. As I work as a psychologist in various settings throughout my career, I find support in these countercurrents, but predictably, because of their very “counter” nature, I feel marginalized because of that support. It’s from this position of being an insider with an outsider’s perspective that my psychology career unfolds.
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