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What I want to argue in this article, is that the main way in which psychoanalytic long-term therapy operates, is through the therapist's intensely subjective experience of the patient, and this is precisely what makes it a unique and invaluable method of engaging and facilitating change in an-other.

In recent years, it has become progressively clear that the lack of consistency in the scientific paradigm on which psychoanalytic theory and practice are based has contributed to psychodynamic therapies and therapists becoming vulnerable on more than one level. The recent conflict between many psychoanalytic organisations and the HPC has more than highlighted the fact that psychoanalysis cannot be indecisive about whether it belongs to the physical or the social sciences (Samuels, 200929. Samuels, A. 2009. Trahison des Clercs: Professional and political notes on the inflation of psychoanalysis – responding to Lesley Murdin. British Journal of Psychoanalysis , 25: 357–362. 

View all references).

The founder of psychoanalysis, Freud has set up the conflict by attempting to prove that the consulting room could be as accurate a research tool as a scientific laboratory, and that in this sense, psychoanalysis was being established as a new branch of medicine (Freud, 196110. Freud, S. (1961). Short account of psychoanalysis. In Historical and expository works on psychoanalysis (Vol. 15, pp. 159–184). England: Penguin Books

View all references, p. 174). There is no doubt left nowadays that psychoanalysis has not comfortably fitted into any medical school across the world (Freud, 200211. Freud, S. (2002). The question of lay analysis. In Wild analysis (pp. 93–160). England: Penguin Books

View all references). However, in the context of psychoanalytic psychotherapy being accepted as an approved form of treatment by government policy, it has been asked to ‘prove itself’ within the same research framework in which the medical profession operates. More so than ever, medical research seems to be based on statistics and population data rather than on the traditional scientific laboratory methods. This is certainly the case when it comes to more grey areas of medicine, such as this of treating mental health. For lack of scientific evidence of the efficacy of psychiatric medication, a request for statistical evidence has become a powerful modus operandi of the scientific community (Clapham, 20103. Clapham, M. 2010. “The sarcophagus of practice”. In Rethinking audit cultures: A critical look at evidence-based practice in psychotherapy and beyond , Edited by: Moutsou, C. and King, L. 47–60. Ross-on-Wye: PCCS Books. 

View all references, pp. 47–49). Psychoanalytic psychotherapy, along with other ‘alternative’ professions has also been asked to produce the ‘right’ statistical data for its efficacy.

In this article, I draw upon the example of the research methods favoured by British social anthropology in order to argue that the anthropological way of acquiring knowledge or rather an understanding of certain social structures is very similar to the psychoanalytic understanding in the consulting room. By drawing a parallel between the anthropological fieldwork paradigm and the psychoanalytic/clinical understanding of the patient through the therapist's subjective experience of them, I argue that psychotherapy research and practice has a lot to learn from the fieldwork model.

One crucial difference though, between anthropological fieldwork and clinical practice, is that the anthropologist's aim is rarely to change the society studied, but merely to understand it in depth, while the therapeutic goal is to change the neurotic patterns for which the patient has sought therapy. There has been considerable anthropological writing about the necessity of the anthropologist being changed profoundly through their experience of fieldwork (Bowman, 19972. Bowman, G. 1997. “Identifying versus identifying with the other: Reflections on the sitting of the subject in anthropological discourse”. In After writing culture: Epistemology and praxis in contemporary anthropology (ASA Monographs 34) , Edited by: James, A., Hockney, J. and Dawson, A. 34–50. London: Routledge. 

View all references; Clifford & Marcus, 19864. Clifford, J and Marcus, G. 1986. Writing culture: The poetics and politics of ethnography , Berkeley, CA: University of California Press. 

View all references; James & Hockey, 199717. James, A and Hockey, JL. 1997. “Introduction: The road from Santa Fe”. In After writing culture: Epistemology and praxis in contemporary anthropology , Edited by: James, A., Hockey, J. and Dawson, A. 1–15. London: Routledge. 

View all references), and I argue here, that in a parallel way, the therapist's ability to allow herself to be changed and moved through her encounter with the patient is the most effective tool for therapeutic change in the patient.
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I want to highlight here the basic parameters of anthropological fieldwork and the recent discourses within British anthropology around the fieldwork paradigm. I will also draw upon my personal experience of doing fieldwork, and my understanding as an anthropology student of what I needed to achieve.

Fieldwork has progressively been established as the only valid research method in social anthropology since the beginning of the twentieth century, at least within the British anthropological tradition. It is worth noting that historically, the establishment of fieldwork as a valid research method coincided with the development of Freud's psychoanalytic theory, and the conflict of opinion between him and one of the pioneers of anthropological fieldwork, Malinowski (192723. Malinowski, B. 1927. Sex and repression in savage society , London and New York: Routledge. 

View all references) has marked the history of anthropology.

Fieldwork as a method consists of the anthropologist establishing herself in a small community, traditionally remote and isolated and living along the natives for a considerable length of time. The anthropologist is required to place herself in the role of the participant observer, in other words to allow herself to participate in the social functions of the given community, but to also retain her role as an outsider. She is encouraged to record her observations through keeping a fieldwork diary and fieldwork notes.

When I was an anthropology student in Cambridge, the minimum length of fieldwork stay required was 18 months. In reality, what was required was for the student to make herself at home in the community studied and to establish an ongoing and, more than often, life-long relationship with the fieldwork site and its inhabitants. Failure to establish such bond with the field site would be equivalent to failure of one's research project. Equally, however, the so-called ‘going native’ tendency of some anthropologists, i.e. choosing to establish themselves permanently in the fieldwork site, could jeopardise their ability to produce an academic reflective piece of work out of their research experience. I hope that the parallel here, between the position of the anthropologist as a participant observer in the field site and that of the therapist as a participant observer in the patient's emotional engagement with her is fairly obvious.

It was an implicit, if not explicit, understanding in earlier anthropological studies that the field site had to be a remote and isolated, to use a politically incorrect word, an ‘exotic’ location, where the anthropologist would have plenty of opportunity to observe the strange rituals and customs of the natives. The customs and rituals of the anthropological focus were literally strange, as in ‘alien’ to the anthropologist's accustomed social context. This put more of an emphasis on the anthropologist as an ‘objective’ observer, but still without compromising on the importance of her personal and prolonged participation. However, in more recent anthropological theory making, the emphasis has increasingly been on social structure rather than social function, in other words on the universal laws underlying cultural variability. Thinking of the underlying social structure, as opposed to a recording of various forms of social function meant that the anthropologist's role as a participant observer was becoming more central, as she would have to draw upon her own experience and understanding of such structures (Pradelles de Latour, 199428. Pradelles de Latour, C.H. (1994). Lacanian ethnopsychoanalysis. In Anthropology and psychoanalysis (pp. 153–162). London: Routledge

View all references).

Even more poignantly, the so-called post-modern movement in anthropology has questioned the very idea of ‘objectivity’ in anthropological research, which was taking the form of focussing on the ‘Other’ rather than oneself. Various feminists and post-modern anthropologists have pointed out the implicit power dynamics of choosing an ‘exotic’ location for anthropological fieldwork and so, a society that was seen as ‘inferior’ to the one where the anthropologist came from or was studying at (Strathern, 198731. Strathern, M. 1991. Partial connections , Savage, MD: Roman and Littlefield. 

View all references). Davies argues that both the traditional empiricism movement in anthropology and its post-modern critique had the affect of silencing the importance of emotions in the field by seeing the researcher's subjectivity as an obstacle to the research process (Davies & Spencer, 20107. Davies, J. 2010. “Disorientation, dissonance and altered perception in the field”. In Emotions in the field: The psychology and anthropology of fieldwork experience , Edited by: Davies, J. and Spencer, D. 79–97. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. 

View all references, p. 2).

However, the post-modern critique of traditional anthropology encouraged more complex anthropological research where the anthropologist was doing fieldwork ‘at home’. Consequently, her own subjective experience was directly implicated in the focus of her field research. Again, this latest movement in anthropology can be seen as parallel to the latest movement in psychoanalytic theory writing, which focuses on terms such as ‘inter-subjectivity’, ‘relational therapy’ or countertransference focussed therapy. The emphasis here is on the researcher's/therapist's subjective experience of the phenomenon at play. However, while in the anthropological tradition, the emphasis on the researcher's subjectivity has been analysed in terms of the inevitable messiness and chaos of the fieldwork experience (Strathern, 199131. Strathern, M. 1991. Partial connections , Savage, MD: Roman and Littlefield. 

View all references), as well as in terms of learning through error, in the psychoanalytic tradition, the therapist's countertransference experience is often depicted as a scientific laboratory finding. The latter is rather at odds with the nature of the inter-subjective process as depicted by phenomenological philosophers such as Merleau-Ponty (196224. Merleau-Ponty, M. 1962. Phenomenology of perception , London and New York: Routledge. 

View all references).
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Although there are many attempts to expose the intensely personal nature of the experience of fieldwork in the anthropological literature (Kulick & Wilson, 199519. Kulick, D., & Wilson, M. (Eds.). (1995). Taboo: Sex, identity and erotic subjectivity in anthropological fieldwork. London and New York: Routledge

View all references), I can best talk about what fieldwork is like through my own experience of living in Brussels, Belgium, as a PhD student of anthropology at the University of Cambridge. The inspiration for my research was certainly coming from the latest post-modern movement in anthropology, a wish to defy the traditional anthropological subject and to do fieldwork in a complex and complicated site. It was also inspired from my previous experience of having lived for 6 months in Brussels as an undergraduate student in an Erasmus exchange, from an attraction to the place, a wish to stay longer, to explore. There was though a core of traditional anthropological agenda in my research, in that the focus was on Greek and Turkish immigrants living in Brussels, so on subjects whose life circumstances were significantly different from mine.

In the sense of the main focus of my research, my experience was hardly one of ‘going native’. On the contrary, the subject of my fieldwork, the Greek and Turkish immigrants, was consistently elusive. I was constantly worried about completely failing to do ‘proper’ fieldwork, as I knew fully well that the purpose of fieldwork was to understand the subject through empirical observation. However, I was often irrationally reluctant to grasp the existing opportunities to participate in the happenings of the Greek community and to expose myself in encounters with Turkish immigrants. Davies identifies one possible defensive response to the disorientation of the fieldwork experience as that of withdrawal, a wish to reconnect with home and to remain separate and protected from the host culture (Davies, 20107. Davies, J. 2010. “Disorientation, dissonance and altered perception in the field”. In Emotions in the field: The psychology and anthropology of fieldwork experience , Edited by: Davies, J. and Spencer, D. 79–97. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. 

View all references, p. 85). Such feelings are transparent in the following extract from my fieldwork diary: 

Olympia and Tina1 
1. All names of informants cited are pseudonyms. View all notes
are about the same age as me. They are ‘second generation’.2 
2. Second generation immigrants are defined in this context, as people born in the host country from immigrant parents, and still identifying closely with the country of origin of their parents. View all notes
Their father gives us all a lift to the Greek Church festival in Huizegen. While in the car, the father asks me all sorts of questions: ‘Which part of Greece do your parents come from? Why were you born in London? What does your father do for a living?’ I catch myself feeling annoyed. They tell me about their summer holiday plans. It seems that the girls, even though they are in their mid-twenties, are almost always accompanied by their parents. They say that they always go on holiday to Greece, to the village where their father comes from. They ask me where I go on holiday with my parents and I say that I go to the Greek islands with friends, which I have a feeling sounds ‘bad’. I feel uncomfortable. On the return, they stop the car in front of their house. As I live nearby, I am ready to say goodbye. They say ‘no, you have to come in’. They offer me orange juice and nuts, which Olympia stresses come from Greece! While sitting in their living room, the mother and Tina are almost completely silent, while the father talks incessantly and Olympia, the eldest, chips in from time to time. The mother strikes me as unconfident, while Tina gives me the impression that she is choosing not to talk as a form of passive resistance to the family atmosphere. Father talks about the Moroccans and Turks in Brussels and he calls them ‘the Muslim tribe’. All violence in the streets seems to be down to them … . The conversation turns to a young Greek researcher, a psychologist they think, who gave them a questionnaire and after they filled it in, he left straight away and hardly talked to them. Olympia comments on how rude and arrogant he was. When I am about to leave, they tell me that I am welcome to visit whenever I feel like, and I can’t help but wonder whether I will manage another visit again.

As I have written elsewhere (Moutsou, 200026. Moutsou, C. 2000. Dreaming anthropology: Unfolding inter-subjectivity in complex anthropological research in ‘disease with postmodern anthropology’. Irish Journal of Anthropology , 5: 35–48. 

View all references), my fieldwork was largely informed by my own subjectivity as the researcher. However, I was not completely rid of an ‘Indiana Jones’ anthropological persona, that, in the anthropological slang of my student years, meant the mainstream anthropological attitude of a politically biased desire to explore, conquest and ultimately exploit and objectify the subject of research. The wish for exploitation and objectification is usually more mutual than the post-modern discourse assumed as the anthropologist is often in a rather vulnerable position, being the outsider in a community that is alien or even hostile to her and having to mobilise strong defences to manage or even emotionally survive the experience. Unfortunately, an assumption that the place of the anthropologist is to put her own personal feelings aside (not dissimilar to the advice for further analysis to the therapist who experiences strong feelings in a session), has often led to the silencing of such emotions in the field encounter (Crapanzano, 20105. Crapanzano, V. 2010. “At the heart of the discipline: Critical reflections on fieldwork”. In Emotions in the field: The psychology and anthropology of fieldwork experience , Edited by: Davies, J. and Spencer, D. 55–78. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. 

View all references; Jackson, 201016. Jackson, M. (2010). From anxiety to method in anthropological fieldwork: An appraisal of George Devereux's enduring ideas. In Emotions in the field: The psychology and anthropology of fieldwork experience (pp. 35–54). Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press

View all references).

Now that 14 years have elapsed since the end of my fieldwork, I could argue with conviction that I had achieved the purpose of anthropological fieldwork in terms of a subjective, empirical engagement and much less so in terms of the more objective anthropological endeavour. My immediate experience and understanding of Greek and Turkish immigrants was only possible through my subjective position as a young Greek student doing research. They symbolically stood for the Other of my anthropological research, the subject I was meant to engage with through their ‘alterity’.

However, I had a full life in Brussels for the 20 or so months I lived there. I socialised with other international students, engaged in multilingual talking and night life (Moutsou, 200627. Moutsou, C. (2006). Merging European boundaries: A stroll in Brussels. In Crossing European boundaries: Beyond conventional geographical categories (pp. 120–136). Oxford and New York: Berghahn

View all references), and placed myself in a unique position in relation to the research question. This is well illustrated in the following extract from my fieldwork diary: 

Shyness was and still is the main obstacle of doing fieldwork for me. I do not like to approach others first, I would rather they take the initiative, which is not a good attribute for a fieldworker. After a while and not much happening, out of desperation, I decided to call Agne, a friend of a friend. I was told that she lived in Brussels for many years as a student and she had many acquaintances. Agne was a few years older than me, a long time student. She was much friendlier than I expected on the phone and to my surprise, one afternoon not long after our telephone conversation, she unexpectedly stopped by at my flat. We talked about Thessaloniki, where we both came from, about student life in Brussels, the Greek immigrants and the racism that the Muslim communities in Brussels face. She ended up staying until midnight. We were smoking and drinking ouzo. That was the beginning of our friendship, also the beginning of her becoming a very eager key informant for my fieldwork. Agne lived the kind of bohemian student life I was envious of. Her Ph.D. in philosophy acted as a cover up for a cosmopolitan ‘Brusselois’ lifestyle with a parade of students and all sorts of acquaintances passing by or occasionally staying in her flat. That included many wealthy young people of various European origins who were brought up in Brussels and were at least trilingual, some Dutch and French friends, many Greek students and the occasional member of a rather nationalist local Greek organisation of which she acted as Chair. Agne would take pleasure in switching languages and conversations according to her visitors, and in practising her repertoire of the seven languages she spoke fluently. I admired her talent for socialising with people from all walks of life which made her a very good informant. I was honoured and slightly intimidated to become part of her entourage.

One of the things that struck me when reading again my fieldwork diary was how it is written in three languages: Greek, French and English. Although there is an apparent logic to the choice of each language (Greek for interviews with Greeks, French for interviews with Turks and Belgians and English for personal observation), switching from one language to another can also be apparently random and temperamental. Brussels is the only city in the world where I can walk and direct myself not only in the city centre, but also in several of its neighbourhoods without the help of a map. Although, some of the material I drew upon for my PhD thesis was based on the formal interviews I conducted as well as on statistical and historical information, there was no doubt in my mind that my main source of information and more importantly of analytic understanding was my subjective experience of having lived in the place as a young research student.

The epistemological basis of the fieldwork model

There are a number of epistemological assumptions in the fieldwork model, which I believe can be food for thought for the psychotherapy endeavour. More specifically, within the context of the post-modern critique of traditional anthropology, there has been a considerable body of literature (Clifford & Marcus, 19864. Clifford, J and Marcus, G. 1986. Writing culture: The poetics and politics of ethnography , Berkeley, CA: University of California Press. 

View all references; Luhrmann, 199821. Luhrmann, T. 1998. Partial failure: The attempt to deal with uncertainty in psychoanalytic psychotherapy and in anthropology. Psychoanalytic Quarterly , 68: 449–473. 

View all references) questioning and thinking critically about the implicit assumptions on the gathering of anthropological knowledge. In other words, anthropology as a discipline is questioning the idea that our knowledge about social phenomena can come from a position of ‘objectivity’, while the psychoanalytic research paradigm has often tried to fit into a model that takes it for granted that academic knowledge is objective. However, accepting that the epistemological basis of social anthropology could also inform psychotherapy practice would, in my view, validate the psychotherapeutic method and highlight its effectiveness. Below are the epistemological assumptions implicit in the fieldwork model that I believe are of huge importance to psychotherapy research.

A prolonged exposure to an encounter with another culture that allows the anthropologist to acquire personal experience of living in such culture is the best way to understand what this culture is like. This is probably the most fundamental assumption on which anthropology as a discipline is based. What such assumption entails is that for the gathering of a certain kind of information, our direct experience of a phenomenon is much more valuable than our theorising about it through the acquisition of measurable knowledge. Implicit in this assumption is the idea that the only way to have an experience which can enhance our understanding of a complex phenomenon is through allowing it time and space. This was the main assumption behind Malinowski's work in the Trobriand islands at the beginning of the century which established fieldwork as the only acceptable form of anthropological research, at least in the British tradition (Malinowski, 192723. Malinowski, B. 1927. Sex and repression in savage society , London and New York: Routledge. 

View all references). So integration of the experience of time and space is essential in the acquiring of subjective experiential knowledge (Heidegger, 197815. Heidegger, M. 1978. Basic writings , 59London: Routledge. 

View all references, p. 59). Davies calls this ‘radical empiricism’ (Davies & Spencer, 20107. Davies, J. 2010. “Disorientation, dissonance and altered perception in the field”. In Emotions in the field: The psychology and anthropology of fieldwork experience , Edited by: Davies, J. and Spencer, D. 79–97. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. 

View all references, p. 3). To bring the point home, Hastrup (201012. Hastrup, K. (2010). Emotional topographies: The sense of place in the far north. In Emotions in the field: The psychology and anthropology of fieldwork experience (pp. 191–211). Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press

View all references) describes eloquently, how she could only understand the relationship between landscape and self among locals in North Greenland through living in the place herself and experiencing the extreme challenges it posed to human survival.

The anthropologist needs to find a way of becoming a participant observer within the social context of fieldwork in order to gather anthropological knowledge. This second epistemological assumption concerns the anthropologist's personal involvement in her research as a significant factor in the acquisition of anthropological knowledge. The position of the participant observer stresses both the proximity and the alterity of the researcher. Standing at the threshold of an organised system allows one a different perspective. In psychotherapy, the term ‘countertransference’ is used to demarcate the private feelings and thoughts of the psychotherapist for the patient. However, it is often thought about as a way in which patients manage to put things under ‘our skin’ rather than as the therapist's inevitably intense involvement with the patient (Kristeva, 199518. Kristeva, J. 1995. New Maladies of the soul , New York: Columbia University Press. 

View all references, pp. 64–85). Equally, the position of the therapist as an outsider in the patient's life is often portrayed as having to be reinforced through the adherence to the analytic boundaries rather than as the inevitable consequence of the therapist's alterity. 

…  it is surprising that the myth that the practitioner is morally neutral in his actual day-to-day work remains so persistent: the moral beliefs that pervade what the therapist does and says (or avoids doing and saying) are relatively unexplored. Considerations of ethics in psychotherapy tend to focus on issues of the kind comparable to those that concern the medical profession: that is to say, on events outside the consulting room or gross misconduct within it … . Our views on how we should be to one another in general will have a bearing on what kind of relationship we seek with our patients. Should they adapt to our way of working or try to change it? Do we believe in caution or spontaneity, in reticence or openness? … (Lomas, 199920. Lomas, P. 1999. Doing good? Psychotherapy out of its depth , Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

View all references, p. 49).

The two extracts from my fieldwork diary in the previous section highlight my place as a participant observer. Rather than being seen as a ‘blank canvas’, in both situations of fieldwork, when interacting with an immigrant family and when socialising with international students, it was precisely the transparency of my identity as a student and as a researcher that constituted both participation and observation possible.

Doing fieldwork is (and should be) a life transformative experience for the anthropologist. The anticipation that fieldwork will be a deeply transformative experience is often silenced in anthropological literature, as this is both the hope and fear of any anthropologist embarking on fieldwork. As Davies remarks, the silencing of the strong emotions that the anthropologist experiences during fieldwork, has the effect of pathologising emotions rather than seeing them as an inevitable result of a process that is both testing psychologically, but also that can bring insight through the acknowledgement of such emotions (Davies, 20107. Davies, J. 2010. “Disorientation, dissonance and altered perception in the field”. In Emotions in the field: The psychology and anthropology of fieldwork experience , Edited by: Davies, J. and Spencer, D. 79–97. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. 

View all references). Below is an extract from a letter to a friend towards the end of my fieldwork. 

Nearing the end of my fieldwork I feel more and more anxious about whether I have done enough research. There are periods when I force myself to participate in all the social happenings of the Greek and Turkish communities, but that takes a lot out of me, it makes me feel drained. Then, I withdraw. I spend endless hours alone in my flat playing solitaire, relying on the occasional phone call from a friend. I end up feeling depressed. My life in Brussels has not been easy. My personal life is a mess. I feel confused. I blame fieldwork for all that. It acted like Pandora's box for me, bringing all the mess out into the open.

In the psychoanalytic psychotherapy tradition, the therapist is also required to undergo a transformative process. The place where this takes place though in the psychotherapist's training is through her own personal analysis rather than through her encounter with the patient. Again, this introduces a medical(ised) view of psychotherapy, as a process in which the therapist having managed to resolve her own personal issues, she has reached a position of being able to help the patient to undergo a transformative process (Davies, 20096. Davies, J. 2009. The making of psychotherapists: An anthropological analysis , London: Karnac. 

View all references). What is hard to admit to in both the anthropological and the psychoanalytic literature is the extreme vulnerability which the position of being open to an-Other entails. The temptation is to cover over such vulnerability through adopting the persona of the expert.

Fieldwork as a method allows a place for the unknown and for the unresolved in human affairs. Through fieldwork one can acquire an in depth understanding of a particular social phenomenon, but one can never understand it fully. Anthropologists, and especially anthropologists since the post-modern critique of anthropology, do not attempt or claim to understand fully a society. It is part of the tradition of anthropological writing to allow a place for the unknown and/or for the misunderstood. An example of this is anthropological studies on spiritual practices in certain societies. Anthropologists who have observed meditation and trance rituals, for example, in certain Muslim societies (Boddy, 19891. Boddy, J. 1989. Wombs and alien spirits: Women, men and the zar cult in northern Sudan , London: The University of Wisconsin Press. 

View all references) have had to admit to a lack of full understanding in what takes place during a trance and more than that in the quite frightening experience of unexpectedly finding themselves to be in a trance state within that context. In psychoanalytic psychotherapy, the fact that the unconscious is thought of as the basic parameter of the work implies that we are always working with the unknown. However, the focus on technique and mind expertise has taken much of psychoanalytic literature away from the idea that we are not always in control of the happenings in the consulting room and the possibility of being mystified by what comes up. Luhrmann (199821. Luhrmann, T. 1998. Partial failure: The attempt to deal with uncertainty in psychoanalytic psychotherapy and in anthropology. Psychoanalytic Quarterly , 68: 449–473. 

View all references, p. 468) reflects on the difference between acknowledging and accommodating uncertainty in anthropology and psychoanalysis: 

The analysts’ writings are in some sense a reflection on a professional commitment that they renew with each new patient they agree to treat; after tenure, the anthropologists’ professional commitment need renew itself only in teaching, and in any event to teach and write from a position of deep scepticism is a time honoured style within the academy. Moreover, it is hard to attack anthropologists’ status as anthropologists if they have doctorates in anthropology and jobs in anthropology departments, whereas psychoanalysts, no matter what their institutional affiliations, are always vulnerable to the argument that they are ‘not doing psychoanalysis’. In addition, analysts are not chosen to be training analysts – the senior authorities in the local institutes – until quite late in their careers. These institutional differences must encourage greater caution among psychoanalysts

The question of change
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It might seem like the epistemological basis of lived experience on which anthropology as a discipline and the writing of ethnography are based, are not a good model for the practice of psychotherapy, because the goal of therapeutic practice is to implement change in the patient. The critique of psychoanalytic psychotherapy and the quest for evidence-based practice come precisely from the perspective of providing effective treatment, i.e. treatment that alleviates symptoms. In this sense, anthropology and psychotherapy might seem like diametrically opposed endeavours, as the former attempts to understand and the latter attempts to cure. I would argue here, the endeavours are much more similar than they might seem when viewed from a medical perspective.

The question of therapeutic change is a highly complex one, as it does not always concern the encounter between the patient and the therapist, but much more complex agendas, often connected with outside factors in the patient's life. If we think, for example, of the case of Freud's Dora (Freud, 19059. Freud, S. (1905). Fragment of an analysis of a case of hysteria ‘dora’. In Case histories I (Vol. 8). England: Penguin Books

View all references), she was brought to Freud by her father, only when the father was worried that she might be suicidal. The father's agenda was about curing the suicidal thoughts. Dora's agenda though was quite different. She wanted to be listened to, and she needed a space where she could air her frustration. Lastly, Freud's agenda was different to both Dora's and her father's in that he wanted to use the interesting material that was surfacing in Dora's narrative in order to construct his theory of infantile sexuality. In this sense, there was not a meeting between the therapist and the patient and consequently, her therapy came to a premature and abrupt ending (Mahony, 199622. Mahony, P. 1996. Freud's Dora: A psychoanalytic, historical and textual study , New Haven, CT and London: Yale University Press. 

View all references). In terms of curing her suicidal thoughts though, one could argue that the therapy was highly successful as Dora went on to lead an active and engaged life. Therefore, the quest for effectiveness of therapeutic treatment brings us back to the epistemological question of how we can measure an outcome than cannot be measured in concrete terms (Heaton, 201014. Heaton, M.J. (2010). Measurement in psychotherapy. In Rethinking audit cultures: A critical look at evidence-based practice in psychotherapy and beyond (pp. 37–46). Ross-on-Wye: PCCS Books

View all references).

Another important similarity between the anthropologist's and the psychotherapist's position is the fact that they both need to be ‘invited’ to the position of the participant observer in order for the anthropological and the psychotherapeutic enterprise to be successful. It is a common experience in anthropological fieldwork that the anthropologist's key informants are people who occupy a somewhat marginal position themselves in their society or who are interested in social change. Equally, what often makes anthropologists in fieldwork, particularly vulnerable is that they are seen as a threat to the status quo of the society in question (Moreno, 199525. Moreno, E. (1995). Rape in the field: Reflections from a survivor. In Taboo: Sex, identity and erotic subjectivity in anthropological fieldwork (pp. 219–250). London and New York: Routledge

View all references). However, successful fieldwork can only take place when there is enough of a social wish for change so that a participant observer is allowed to become a temporary part of a society. Equally, psychotherapy only works when the patient invites the therapist to witness their psychic processes and when the therapist's and the patient's agenda as to what the process should entail can, at least, partially meet. Like most anthropological field sites, both welcoming and excluding the anthropologist at the same time, there is no patient seeking therapy who does not have, to an extent, contradictory feelings as to whether and how they want to change.

People come to therapy with debilitating symptoms that they claim they want to shift. The quest for evidence-based practice takes the wish for alleviation of symptoms at face value and seeks a quick and effective relief for these symptoms. The process of psychoanalytic psychotherapy though asks the question of what are the symptoms there for, how do they serve the patient in the same way that an anthropologist would ask the question of what social place do trance rituals occupy in a society and who they serve. I am thinking of a patient who came to therapy with debilitating panic attacks every time she had to attend a social gathering. The symptom treatment approach would reassure her that her fear was irrational. On the contrary, the discourse I opened up with her was about her fear being justified in that throughout her life she had been asked to fit into a social/family context where she had to pretend that things were all right, while clearly they were not. In this case, the therapy was treatment effective in that it alleviated the panic attacks. The way this happened though was by making her aware of her ‘real’ negative feelings and ‘giving her permission’ to listen to them. Even more importantly, opening up such a discourse with somebody means establishing a relationship with them where their feelings are being attended to. As such, the relationship is inevitably an intimate one.

Conclusion: the use of subjectivity in psychotherapy research

Jump to section

· Introduction
· The fieldwork paradigm
· The fieldwork experience
· The question of change
· Conclusion: the use of subjectivity in...
In brief, the fieldwork model is, to a large extent, a model focussing on the use of the researcher's subjectivity. By embarking on fieldwork, the researcher, often unwittingly, makes herself open to the experience of an encounter with an-Other. The research does not aim to uncover an objective truth, but to describe a profound understanding of the subject matter that comes from the researcher's lived experience. Two very important implications of this model is that the researcher is not thought of as infallible and equally the Other still retains some of his otherness at the end of the research. For any therapy treatment, following the medical model, both of the above implications become uncomfortable.

The implications for psychotherapy for adopting ‘the fieldwork model’ would be a prioritising of the therapist's subjective experience of the patient over a knowledge-based theory system, but more importantly valuing inter-subjectivity as a therapeutic space. The suggestion that the very effectiveness of psychotherapy lies in the use of the therapist's subjectivity in relation to her experience of the patient can easily raise alarm bells among professionals. It seems to imply that the therapist can become indulgent or even exploitative of the patient in order to satisfy her own needs. The truth is that like in the ethnography endeavour, the project is not one of mutual discovery. It is the patient who seeks out the therapist's help in order to understand her psychological processes and to alleviate her distress.

We live in a climate of increasing suspicion towards professionals, especially psychotherapists, and the genuineness of their wish to ‘do good’. There have been many recent manifestations of such suspicion, through the battle of psychotherapy and the HPC as well as a general culture of complaints and accusations that psychotherapists are likely to abuse their position of trust. The ambition of this article is by no means to argue, that there should be no guidelines in place to protect the public from potential ethical violations or that evidence based practice is of no use. However, it aims to explore an alternative model that is more consistent with the nature of psychotherapy practice and research. The process of psychotherapy as well as of becoming a therapist is and should be one of accepting uncertainty and vulnerability. Often the temptation is to cover over such emotions by theory making and the statistical proof of the effectiveness of the treatment. The fieldwork paradigm could provide psychotherapy research and practice with an effective working model for valuing and even endorsing the intersubjective as well as the vulnerability and uncertainty it brings with it; for viewing it as a valuable source of profound understanding of the patient, which in turn can facilitate therapeutic change.

Acknowledgements

I would like to thank Adam Phillips for his encouraging comments on this article and for inspiring some of the ideas discussed through conversations that took place during supervision sessions. I am grateful to John Heaton for his thoughtful comments on a draft of this article and Del Loewenthal for encouraging me to present it in the UKCP Research Conference, on 10 July 2010 and for facilitating the process.

Notes

1. All names of informants cited are pseudonyms.

2.  Second generation immigrants are defined in this context, as people born in the host country from immigrant parents, and still identifying closely with the country of origin of their parents.
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