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Abstract

The paper examines the arguments related to contemporary notions of multiculturalism, including the ethical dilemmas involved in multicultural counselling.  The paper argues that the present proliferation of untried, untested, and unreliable counselling theories in Western countries is inimical to the construction of genuine multicultural counselling bridges. It advocates the abandonment of such theories. It offers a model, which combines eastern (mainly Indian) and western approaches, and with judicious use it would enable counsellors and psychotherapists to cross cultural boundaries, construct more multicultural counselling bridges, and work in tandem. 

However, for the counselling theories to have substance, meaning, and validity, it is indispensable that the theories subscribe to an objectivist epistemology, instead of the subjectivist epistemologies into which most of them have lain so far. The differences and distinctions between subjectivist and objectivist epistemologies are clearly articulated. 

Finally, it is argued that counsellors and therapists must keep searching for valid multicultural counselling theories in the hope of discovering the Holy Grail of multicultural counselling and discard the poisoned chalice, by which many of the present theories appear to be contaminated.  

INTRODUCTION
Rudyard Kipling, the Nobel Laureate in The Ballad of East and West, wrote, “Oh, East is East, and West is West, and never the twain shall meet”. Mark Twain made a similar statement with reference to himself and his wife, the Twains, who for one reason or other, despite their prior arrangements, kept missing each another. I shall, however, argue that it is possible for the East and the West to meet on terms of friendship and equality and with a genuine desire to learn from each other and respect each other’s differences and worldviews.  But before I start I should like to clarify two points.

1.  
The blueprint of the bridge that I propose to present you with is one of many such bridges that other academics from different cultures might wish to construct. 

2.
Whether our attempts to construct such a bridge result in our finding the Holy Grail or a poisoned chalice, we shall discuss toward the end of the paper.

I should also like to make it clear that the ideas I put forward are not in any way, unique or original. I am indebted to the great thinkers of the past centuries. All I can hope to do is to display some of their ideas and place them before you for your consideration. But I must not overlook the possibility that each of you may interpret those ideas differently. As Cicero in Julius Caesar remarks: 

 “But men may construe things after their fashion”, (Act 1, 3.)
It is this subjectivity of our perceptions and interpretations that strikes at the very root of all counselling theories. There are some who would disagree. They would argue that their perceptions and interpretations are guided by reason and logic and are therefore objective and valid. But, as Kant argued in his Critique of Pure Reason,” reason leads us into self-contradiction and impasse, for reality does not correspond to reason therefore it cannot be possible even in principle for us to understand reality by the use of reason alone,” (cited in Magee, 2002, p.178). In so doing, Kant struck a fatal blow at the formulations of the rationalist philosophers!  The above statement makes it clear that in any counselling or therapeutic situation, despite our belief that our observations and interpretations are guided by rationality and logic, they do not necessarily form the basis of arriving at truth.  We shall return to this very important theme later. But before we turn to the construction of multicultural counselling bridges let us briefly consider the nature of multiculturalism itself. 

Multiculturalism

It is a term that defies a precise definition. It is best seen as an umbrella term, which incorporates within it a variety of shades of meanings, attitudes, beliefs, and values. The major elements of multiculturalism are summarized below:  

MAJOR ELEMENTS OF MULTICULTURALISM

· All human beings are products of their own culture.

· Multiculturalism is not a political credo.

· Each culture has its own uniquely acquired ways of construing its own world(s), which give meaning to their lives.  

· Within each culture there exist a plurality of values and traditions. 

· The ‘plasticity’ of human behaviour enables persons to transcend (within certain limitations) their own culturally embedded boundaries. 

· Each culture is in some ways flawed because no culture has all the answers to the Socratic question of what constitutes the good life and how it should be lived (Parekh, 2000).

· Each culture has something of value to offer to another culture and equally importantly something of value to learn and imbibe from another culture. 

· A mixture of cultures is more likely to lead to an enrichment of one’s intellectual, emotional, artistic, spiritual, humanitarian and moral visions. 

The Multicultural Movement

The multiculturalism movement – or rather crusade – started in the 1970s, first in Canada and Australia, and then in America, followed by other European countries including U.K., Sweden, Denmark and Germany.  In the last three decades there has been a steady flow of people from the EU countries, Eastern Europe, the new Commonwealth countries, Africa, Hong Kong, Korea, Thailand, China, New Zealand, Japan, and countries in South East Asia and South America. Hosting countries are mainly Australia, Britain, Canada, America and several European countries. Persons coming to the West have included a vast assortment of political refugees, asylum seekers, highly educated professionals, tourists, and other types of 'settlers'. 

The question that has been raised is how will the respective governments of each Western country deal with the new arrivals? There are serious issues related to individual rights, duties, equities, equal opportunities, freedom of speech and worship, health and medical care, childcare, the care of the elderly, the infirm, the handicapped, mentally ill, problems of language, prejudice, learning, education, housing, gender differences, sexuality, to name but a few.  There are other questions too:  the freedom to live in accordance with their own value systems, without fear of discrimination, persecution and rejection? How will all these vital issues be dealt with in a satisfactory manner? 

One of the major characteristics of humanitarian societies is their concern for the minorities, the underprivileged, living not only within their own societies but also the immigrants. But not all Western nations are united in such humanitarian concerns.  Opinions are divided. At one end of the political continuum are those who see themselves as “their brothers’ keepers, and. at the other end those who view immigrants at best as potential resources for “cheap labour” and at worst as “spongers” and “exploiters” of the system. Such conflicting and antithetical views are not surprising. Past history points out that human beings are perhaps the only species that finds it difficult to live, not only with themselves, but also with one another. Human beings to a large extent are the only species that kills for fun, pleasure and profit. Human beings are perhaps the only species that imprisons, incarcerates, tortures, and executes people who hold beliefs that are different from those of their captors. 
Among many politicians too, there is an often-voiced opinion that for multiculturalism to “work” – whatever that might mean – it is up to the migrants to abide by the norms and values of the host country. This would speed up the process of assimilation and integration within the mainstream society. Occasionally, politicians go to absurd lengths in their attempts to create a unified multicultural society. Here is a recent example from Britain. The recently ‘deposed’ Home Secretary (or Minister) suggested that all immigrants, recent and old, needed to learn the British National Anthem, as a test of their loyalty. This was a bizarre suggestion, to say the least. One wonders how many indigenous native-born white British know the words of the National Anthem? Besides, one could train a parrot to recite the National Anthem! Luckily, the idea was aborted in its embryonic stage. 

When persons leave their own culture and emigrate to another, they do not leave their cultural norms and values behind or jettison them at the frontiers of their chosen country. They bring with them their culturally acquired psyche as well as their familial, social and communal norms and values, their hopes, aspirations and their fears, their dreams and their nightmares, their art, music, literature, and everything that was an integral part of their culture. Without invoking a Darwinian formulation  -  “the survival of the fittest” - most people have the ability to adapt and incorporate changes within their cultural identities. Over time, most people succeed in acquiring a fairly fluid bi-cultural persona, which allows them to switch from one cultural persona to the other as demanded by a given situation. Alan Roland (1988) in his excellent thought-provoking book, Cultural Pluralism and Psychoanalysis introduces the term bi-cultural personality. He refers to as a “bicultural person” as “walking a tightrope”, albeit an existential tightrope.

i can testify to Roland’s observations. At a personal level, I have lived in England for more years than I have in India. But within me, there resides, an indefinable “Indian-ness”- the turtle shell. I can neither discard it nor, for that matter would I like to! As the Nobel laureate, Naipaul (2003) points out no intelligent person, however individual his/her vision can be separated from his society and his culture. My inability and my refusal to transform myself into a compliant English ‘clone’ is at times construed as a form of wilful aggression. Needless to say it often gets me into hot waters. But I would rather the defiance than the surrender. For surrender would mean the loss of my “birthright” and with it my moral and existential integrity. 

  In keeping with Roland’s formulations, I would agree that it is difficult if not impossible to relinquish one’s identity that one has developed over the years and pull out a completely new one - with the speed of a magician pulling a rabbit out of a hat or the great Skinner pulling a habit out of a rat!  I have learned to play the ‘game’ – with its own, idiosyncratic rules - of living in two cultures or two worlds without consciously tilting the balance either into one or the other, though the switch is not always easy, and at times even painful. Juggling with two personas can lead to variety of existential dilemmas. Luckily, in my own case I see my own bicultural personality differently. Like a chameleon, I am able to switch my persona from being ‘Indian-Indian’ to ‘Indian-English’ and when in India, to English-Indian or (recycled) Indian-Indian. It is only after reading Alan Roland’s book that I “discovered” why I had chosen to call my novel The Chameleon.  I thought it was good title for a novel. But the full impact of the title dawned on me when I brooded over Roland’s concept of a bicultural person. Over the years I come to see a bicultural persona as a beautiful summer garden with lush green lawns, tropical ferns and flowers blooming side by side, along with a few winters of discontent. Perhaps my Jesuit education, which involved imbibing a mixture of religions, languages, friends, nationalities, that gradually instilled in me a set of qualities, which have made it possible for me to live in two worlds with less discomfort than I might otherwise have experienced. 

But whether one achieves a total metamorphosis - Kafkaesque or Elysian - is debatable. One carries one’s culture like a turtle its shell. The shell offers safety and protection. When danger – physical, psychological, existential - threatens, one withdraws into one’s shell, as a mauled animal might into in its layer. The shell is solid and robust.  But, destroy the shell and you destroy the turtle. 

BUILDING A MULTICULTURAL COUNSELLING BRIDGE

The bridge, which I envision will rest on eight pillars, four western and four eastern. The material for the bridge has been gleaned from respective philosophies, ideologies, value systems, religious texts, etc. I humbly acknowledge my indebtedness to the great ancient world religions and contemporary western thinkers. The pillars supporting the bridge are:

WESTERN CULTURES



EASTERN CULTURES

I.
Individualism



I.
Communalism

II.
Cognition




II.
Emotionality

III.
Free Will




III.
Determinism

IV.
Materialism




IV.
Spiritualism


A few points need to be clarified. Each set of two should be seen not in dichotomous terms, rather as a dimension, ranging from one end to the other.  A dichotomous approach tends to classify people in 'either-or' terms. Such an approach is limited in its usefulness. People seldom fit into neat theoretically formulated and/or empirically derived categories. The sheer complexity and variability of human behaviours and responses, within and between groups or a given culture, precludes serious attempts at such categorical classifications. A dimensional approach on the other hand takes account of human variability. It has the advantage of allowing us to measure salient attitudes and behaviours at any given point in time and over time. It also enables us to hypothesize expected theoretical and empirical differences and changes in positions along the continuum both within and between cultural groups.

The theoretical and the empirical bases of these factors have been described at length elsewhere (Sachdev, 1992; Sookhoo, 1995; Laungani and Sookhoo; 2001; Laungani, 1993; 1995; 1997; 1999; 2000; 2001; 2004; 2005). All four dimensions in each culture coalesce together and allow us to form two divergent – but not necessarily incongruent - worldviews of the people of Eastern and Western cultures. A comprehensive analysis of each of the four dimensions - the beliefs, attitudes and values they subsume and the behaviours arising there from – has been described elsewhere (Laungani, 2004). The major relative differences between Eastern and Western cultures can be summarized as follows: 

	INDIVIDUALISM
	COMMUNALISM

	Emphasis is on personal responsibility, self-reliance and self-achievement. 
	Emphasis is on collective responsibility and collective achievement.

	Individual needs may override the needs of the family.
	Individual needs are subordinated to the needs of the family.

	Identity development is achieved through critical stages, such as those postulated by Freud, or Erikson. 


	Identity ascribed, even imposed on the individual. It is generally caste/class or subgroup related.

	The acquisition of identity is seen as a critical and traumatic process.


	Since Identity tends to be ‘imposed’ upon the individual, there is little room for ‘experimentation’.  

	Family life and relationships operates on a horizontal model.


	Family life runs on a hierarchical model; elders are deferred to. 

	Emphasis on nuclear (or one-parent) families


	Emphasis on extended families

	Social behaviours tend to be ‘class-related’.


	Social behaviours tend to be caste and religion-related.

	Pollution and purification is seen in terms of hygiene
	Pollution and purification in seen in spiritual and caste-related terms

	Religion tends to be less important; secularism important
	Religion plays a dominant role in everyday life

	Rituals, if any, tend to be secular
	Religious rituals play a dominant role in day-to-day behaviours


	                COGNITIVISM
	               EMOTIONALISM

	Emphasis on rationality and logic
	Emphasis on feelings and intuition

	Feelings and emotions tend to be kept in check


	Feelings and emotions tend to be expressed freely

	Emphasis on work-and-activity


	Emphasis on establishing relationships

	Relationships are often a by-product of work
	Work is often a by-product of relationships

	Relations are based on shared interests and commonalities
	Relations are generally based on caste, extended family networks and religion 



	The concept of time plays an extremely important role in the lives of Westerners. 


	Easterners have a ‘flexible’ and ‘loose’ attitude toward time. Things will get done when they get done. 


	               FREE WILL
	              DETERMINISM



	Emphasis on freedom of choice. One can within limitations, set goals and attempt to achieve them. 


	 Freedom of choice limited. Restriction imposed on an individual by one’s caste and family orientations. 

	Proactive:  Where there is a will, there is a way.  


	Reactive:  Whatever happens is destined to happen. 

	Success or failure due largely to

Individual effort
	Although effort is important, success or

failure is related to one's karma

	Self-blame or guilt is a residual

consequence of failure
	No guilt is attached to failure

	Failure may lead to victim-blaming


	No blame is attached to victim



	Luke-warm beliefs in rebirth and after-life


	Very strong beliefs in the cycle of birth, rebirth and after-life


	
MATERIALISM
	
SPIRITUALISM

	The world is "real", solid, physical, objective


	The empirical world is illusory and transient

	Rejection of contradictory explanations of phenomena

If a is a it cannot be not-a


	Co-existence of contradictory            explanations of phenomena:

a can be a and also not-a

	Reality is external to the individual
	Reality is internal to the individual

	A strong belief that reality can be perceived only through scientific enterprise


	Reality can be perceived through contemplation and inner reflection and through transcendental meditation 


The question which now arises is this:  Would it be possible for counsellors from western and eastern cultures to meet and work together as equal partners? Can one envisage a situation where counsellors, regardless of their own cultural origins and backgrounds will counsel clients from a different social, cultural, and ethnic backgrounds with the same ease as they would clients from their own culture? It is clear that the differences between western and eastern cultures present two distinct worldviews, or differential theoretical perspectives. The differences also reflect differences in their epistemologies. Is it possible for the two worlds to meet?

There are three major problems that require our attention. 

1. Proliferation of counselling theories in the West

2. Subjectivist epistemologies

3. Ethical Considerations


Let us discuss them briefly.

1. Proliferation of counselling theories in the West

Recent years have witnessed an unprecedented growth in counselling theories. Let me present you with a few eye-catching “theories” gleaned from Howard’s book, Challenges to Counselling and Psychotherapy (1996).

Some Contemporary “Theories” of Counselling
· Vita-Erg Therapy,  

· Zaraleya Psychoenerget Technique 

· Elavil Sleep Therapy

· Psychedelic Therapy,

· C1C2 Project Psychotherapy 

· Bio Scream Psychotherapy,  

· Logotherapy,    

· Soap Opera Therapy;   

· Neurotone Therapy     

· Mandala Therapy,

· Senoi Dream Group Therapy

· Anti Expectation Psychotherapy.

Most of these theories are embarrassingly naïve and so ill conceived, that to refer to them, as ‘theories’ is to insult the divine origin of the term theory. Sadly, all such theories

· Lack clearly formulated conceptual frameworks

· Lack any dominant unified paradigm(s) 

· Are seldom subjected to any severe critical tests. 

· Are in a state of epistemological anarchy  - where “anything goes”.
· Promote conflicting views concerning the nature and purpose of counselling 

· Betray inadequate training in counselling

· Offer subjective evaluations and assessments by their practitioners

The question is what does one do with such theories? David Hume, the 18th Century Scottish philosopher, in his book Inquiry offers a dazzling solution:
David Hume’s Solution

 If we take in our hand a volume - of divinity or school metaphysics for instance – let us ask:  Does it contain any abstract reasoning concerning quantity or number? No. Does it contain any experimental reasoning concerning matter of fact and existence? No. Commit it then to the flames, for it can contain nothing more than sophistry and illusion. (in Schacht, 1984).
In keeping with David Hume’s advice let us commit most of the contemporary “theories” to the flame. What we are left with are a few theories:  the psychoanalytical (with its variants), the person-centred (with its variants), and cognitive behavioural (with its variants). To these three, one might add the current intensive efforts by clinical psychologists and psychiatrists to explain every aspect of human behaviour in neurophyshiological and neurophilosophical terms, thus dispensing – supposedly - at one stroke with the age-old Cartesian mind-body dualism (Churchland, 1986). The Freudian and neo-Freudian theories, as we know, explain human actions and behaviours by invoking unconscious at work within the individual’s psyche, which should come under the control of the ego or self. The person-centred theories on the other hand, assume that human beings have the capacity to think and behave rationally. With subtle and indirect guidance (non-didactic) from the counsellor, they are able to resolve their problems, empower themselves and become ‘masters’ of their destiny. The cognitive behavioural theories combine mental processes with human actions, which are reinforced when the client ‘performs’ the ‘desired’ behaviour or abstains from performing the undesired behaviour. These are the current tried, trusted and reliable theories. I use the words tried, trusted and reliable, but intentionally left out the word valid. 

I believe it is important to remind oneself again and again and again that neither the popularity of a theory nor a high degree of consensus among its practitioners guarantees its value or validity. As Imre Lakatos (1978), the eminent epistemologist has explained, a theory may be valuable even if no one believes in it and it may be without any value even if everyone believes in it. In other words, the value of a theory is independent of its popularity and its reliability. A universal belief in the geocentric theory of the universe, lasting over a thousand years was destroyed by Copernicus and later by Galileo when they expounded the heliocentric theory. Thus, what is important is the quest for objective knowledge, not subjective knowledge. 
2. Subjective epistemologies

No counsellor, therapist, psychoanalyst, psychologist, in fact, no scientist works in a social vacuum. Our ideas, approaches, techniques, values, methodologies are to a very large extent influenced by our culture and the dominant epistemology (or epistemologies) to which we subscribe. Even the problems we investigate and the methods we use are culture-related. It would be a rare Western counsellor or psychotherapist who would attribute a client’s distress to the mysterious workings of evil, malevolent spirits that had invaded the client’s body and soul. But such explanations play a fairly dominant role in many countries, including some parts of the West Indies, such as Haiti, Grenada, and parts of South America, Africa, in England among the African communities, in India, Pakistan, Malaysia, Indonesia, the South Pacific Islands, and elsewhere (Moodley & West, 2005). This is not to say that myths and mysteries, rites and rituals, divine interventions and God’s will have no role to play in theory construction. They do. In fact they serve as excellent starting points. One has only to consider the growth of scientific thinking in ancient Greece to realize the important role played by myths, fables, mysteries and supernatural explanations that served as a stepping stone for formulating bold ideas and conjectures to explain the universe in natural terms instead of in terms of divine interventions These were then subjected to critical tests and examinations to establish their value (Gregory, 2001; Popper, 1972, 1999). In fact as Popper and several other philosophers of science have pointed out, all science initially starts with myths and mysteries, which provide a rich source for ideas, conjectures, and theories. 

If one were to construct a solid counselling bridge across eastern and western cultures, it would be necessary to examine not only the cultural factors but also the epistemologies, which guide the professional work of counsellors and therapists. 
Popper’s three worlds of epistemology

One of the great exponents of epistemologies is the late Sir Karl Popper. In his book Objective Knowledge: An Evolutionary Approach (1972), Popper expressed his thesis on “three worlds of epistemology”. 

KARL POPPER’S

THREE WORLDS OF EMPISTEMOLOGY
   WORLD 1
(The Physical World)

· World of material objects:  inorganic, organic 

· earth, rivers, mountains, trees, minerals;

· aeroplanes, rockets, cars, computers, houses, etc.  

· Factories; mills; all other material objects

  WORLD 2    (The Mental World)
· World of mental states; 

· World of feelings, emotions beliefs, attitudes, values, 

· Subjective assessments and evaluations 

· Subjective knowledge, intuitions, viz., “I know”
WORLD 3
  (The Objective World)

· World of ideas in the objective sense; critical arguments; 

· Theoretical systems; scientific propositions; 

· Problems and problem situations; 

· Objective contents of thought
World 1, (The Physical World). The existence of a solid, material, physical world is an indisputable fact, despite what a few “idealist” philosophers might construe. In it we all live, improve, modify, exploit, and even attempt to destroy.

World 2, (The Mental World). The mental world is subjective, private and internal. It consists of our feeling states, emotions, attitudes, and all our subjective assessments and evaluations. Popper argues that, “traditional epistemology has studied knowledge or thought, in a subjective sense; in the ordinary usage of the words “I know” or “I am thinking,” (1972, p. 108). To transpose these ideas into a counselling terminology, a counsellor might state that, “my client seems to be in a state of anxiety. I know, because I have seen him in such a state before and have also seen many other clients in such a state before.” These evaluations arise out of the counsellor’s work experiences, feelings, intuitions, observations, and his/her own subjective interpretations of the clients’ mental and emotional states.

However, many counsellors are often unwilling to recognise that the interpretations offered by one counsellor may be in sharp contrast to those offered by another. One wonders whether many counsellors are aware that even a congruence of interpretations can be explained by offering different sets of hypotheses. One might argue that the practice of Indian forms of meditation ‘lead to’ beneficial consequences; lowering of one’s blood pressure, slow-down of one’s heart rate, feelings of well-being and tranquillity. However, similar responses can also be obtained by biofeedback techniques and other equally plausible explanations. 

Popper points out that subjective epistemologies have little or no relevance in promoting objective knowledge. Knowledge acquired through such subjective claims is temporary and evanescent. Theories formulated on such subjective considerations come and go. They fade and disappear.

World 3, (The Objective World). The idea of World 3 is not as unique or original as it sounds. Plato was one of the earliest philosophers to present this formulation when he proposed his world of Forms, or Ideas, a world of higher realities, which are unchanging, timeless, and incorruptible. (Those familiar with Indian philosophy will note the striking similarity between Plato’s world of Forms and the concept of brahaman expressed by Shankara in the Advaita Vedanta.)  Popper points out that Plato’s world was an objective, autonomous third world, which existed in addition to the physical world and the world of the mind. 

 World 3 epistemology is a world of ideas, scientific propositions, theories, critical arguments, logical and rational criticisms; tomes in libraries, pure thought. It is the world of objective knowledge. Although created by the human mind, and although arising in World 2, it comes to enjoy an independent existence of its own. As an example, let us take prime numbers. All prime numbers, as we know, are odd numbers. We also know that a prime number is indivisible by any number other than by itself. But when we consider number 2, we know that, (a) it is an even number, and (b) it too is indivisible by any number other than by itself. This mathematical finding with its anomaly - though discovered by the human mind – is irrefutable and incontrovertible. Whether the discovery of prime numbers can be traced to the Egyptians or to Pythagoras the great pre-Socrates philosopher in the 6th century B.C., or to someone else is not the point. The point is that mathematical formulations, scientific propositions, tried and tested theories exist in a world of their own and are uninfluenced by subjective epistemologies.  
Now the question is this: which of Popper’s three worlds do contemporary theories of counselling inhabit? Without a doubt, World 2! In fact, most, if not all our attempts to understand the mental processes of the client (and even our own) start in World 2, and that is where most of them remain.   

In my humble opinion I feel that it is essential that the current major theories of counselling, which are “rooted” in World 2 epistemology are modified or reformulated so that they can be subjected to rigorous critical tests. Those that fail to meet with rigorous testing should, like malignant lesions, be excised, It is only then that theories of increasing objectivity and increasing truth content can be generated, and become  “permanent residents” in Popper’s World 3 epistemology. Otherwise there is the danger that the field of counselling may compromise its professional integrity and degenerate into quackery. 

3. Ethical Considerations

 It would be naïve to deny the moral and the ethical basis of any counselling encounter. One expects the counsellor and/or the therapist to operate from the highest moral and ethical standards. But since the entire field of ethics is riddled with disagreements and dissensions it is difficult to arrive at the best course of action even in a relatively innocuous situation. There are two issues of concern. 

1.
Ethical Universalism 

2. Ethical Relativism. 

Let us deal with each separately. 

3.1. Ethical Universalism. Is there one universal code of ethics to which people all over the world from time immemorial subscribe, viz., Ethical Universalism, or Ethical Absolutism? Three thousand years ago, Socrates raised a fundamental question: how shall we live our lives? Socrates believed that virtue was the most important characteristic in our attempts to lead a good life. Virtue as closely related to knowledge. No man, Socrates argued, sins wittingly. If people acquired knowledge they would become virtuous. Knowledge to Socrates was founded on the premise of rationality and was acquired by the dialectical method, which Plato incorporated in all his plays. Knowledge thus enabled a person to know the good from the bad. And to know the good was to do the good. Wrong doing, occurred through ignorance or lack of knowledge. Socrates of course was referring not only to individual good lives – yours and mine - but also to collective good lives. In proposing a relationship between knowledge and goodness, he was also proposing not only a rationalistic moral philosophy, but also a philosophy of Ethical Universalism or Ethical Absolutism. His proposal would suggest that ethical “laws” are permanent, timeless, ageless, and are applicable to the entire world from time immemorial. Although there is undeniable merit in such a proposal, it runs into at least three difficulties:

3.1.a. Does having rational knowledge necessarily induce us to lead a good and virtuous life? Were that the case, it would follow that regardless of differences in culture, gender, age, race, religion, caste, colour, learning, education, poverty, prosperity, health, illness etc., we would all be able to live with one another in peace and harmony. But that clearly is not the case. We do not all live with one another in peace and harmony. 
3.1.b. There is no guarantee of a one-to-one correspondence between intentions and actions. Knowledge of differences between right and wrong, does not always lead to appropriate actions. One might know what is right and what one ought to do, but one may not do what one ought to do. The relationship between “is” and “ought” is tenuous and the ‘distances’ between the two, often unbridgeable. 

3.1.c. Popper (1963; 1972) points out that even the most well intended human actions do not always lead to their intended consequences. They may also lead to unintended consequences, which may turn out to be the opposite of what one might have desired or intended. This is because it is quite difficult to predict the short and long term consequences of our actions.

It is reasonable to assume that all counsellors, therapists, clinical psychologists, psychiatrists, in the course of their work encounter several such moral ethical dilemmas when dealing with their clients, be they from the same or different cultural backgrounds. A few counsellors might possess the dubious “virtue” of shutting off the moral considerations, and operate in a sanitized, antiseptic environment. But no sensitive counsellor is likely to ignore the moral considerations, which form an integral part of a counsellor’s therapeutic process. 

3.2. Ethical or Moral Relativism 

Are ethical and moral judgements relative to one’s upbringing, intelligence, personality, and above all the culture, which one is born and socialised into? Our conceptions of ethics and morality, which are a product of our enculturation, may vary from those of others (Hospers, 1990; Levy, 2002; Russell, 1955; Williams, 1985). And who is to say that one set of conceptions is more moral than others? Are there objective ways by which one moral principle can be tested against another? Is it “better” to execute a convicted murderer by a lethal injection or by stoning the person to death? Or not to execute the murderer at all! This raises the vexing problem of moral and ethical relativism, a problem to which no universally acceptable solutions have thus far been offered. What happens, or should happen when counsellors’ conceptions of morality are at variance with those of their clients? What ought a counsellor to do in such a situation? Should the counsellor accept the client’s moral position at the cost of foregoing his/her own? Should the counsellor arrive at a compromise of moral values? Are such compromises possible? Or, should the counsellor stick with his/her own moral principles despite their being at variance with those of the client? Difficult though these issues are, one cannot - indeed ought not  - (notice the moral imperative) disregard these issues. 

Conclusion

We have travelled a long way and I feel that we are left with far more questions than we are with answers. Although the questions may seem rhetorical and even unanswerable, I believe it is important to ask them. Not to ask questions is an admission of despair. Is it conceivable that people from different communities and cultures who speak different languages, worship different gods, engage in different cultural practices, eat different foods, hold different beliefs and values, construct their individual, social and collective worlds differently – is it really conceivable that they can come together and live together in peace and harmony? Can we learn to merge, mix and melt, accept, assimilate and accommodate our differences and diversities and create a genuine multicultural society, where each member is equal to the other, equal before the law, and respect for the law of the country, freedom from alienation, discrimination, persecution, rejection, and victimisation? Can we as healers and menders of fractured psyches, bruised souls, promote the idea that in collective goodness lies, individual goodness and work towards creating a harmonious multicultural society? Is such a utopian society within the bounds of possibility? Are our attempts likely to succeed? Will we finally discover the Holy Grail? Or are our efforts doomed? 

 It is now time to raise the final question, which I have kept until the last: the question of the Holy Grail or the poisoned chalice.  I should like to stay clear of the mystical and the mythological connotations attached to the term Holy Grail. Nor do I wish to see it as an explicitly Christian symbol, where it is described as the cup of the Last Supper and the chalice in which Christ’s blood is caught (Morgan, 2005). To me its appeal resides in its use as a metaphor, which stands for relentless Promethean struggle, unending quest, a desire for ultimate achievement and the transformation of one’s dreams and desires into reality. 

 The pursuit of the idea – regardless of its logistics - of constructing counselling bridges across cultures is not unlike the quest for the Holy Grail. But given that no one so far has succeeded in finding the Holy Grail, it might well turn out to be a futile quest, which may lead to a poisoned chalice. One cannot rule out the possibility that our quest to construct counselling bridges may founder. Ah, but what nobility in such a grand failure!  It is also possible as the ancient Greeks, including Xenophanes, Heraclitus and Democritis pointed out that we may be in possession of the Holy Grail and not realize that it is the Holy Grail. The Greeks were aware that our knowledge concerning reality and the world in which we live is conjectural. To quote Xenophanes:
But as for certain truth, no man has known it,

Nor will he know it; neither of the gods,

Nor yet of all the things I speak.

And even if by chance he were to utter

The final truth, he would himself not know it:

For all is but a woven web of guesses.

With the best will in the world even our concerted attempts may fail. As the Player King in Hamlet remarks:

                                       Our wills and fates do so contrary run

That our devices still are overthrown,

Our thoughts are ours, their ends none of our own.

But the romantic in me believes that it is better to have tried and lost than never to have to have tried at all.  I know not what the answer is, or what it might be. Luckily, I am sustained by hope, blind, reckless hope. The last thing, if you recall that came tumbling out of Pandora’s box was “hope”. Life without hope is like a body without a soul.

********************************************

References

Churchland, P. M. (1986). Neurophilosophy. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Howard, A. (1996). Challenges to Counselling and Psychotherapy. Macmillan.

Jahoda, G., & Krewer, B. (1997). History of Cross-cultural Psychology and Cultural Psychology. In J. W. Berry, Poortinga, Y. H., & Pandey, J. (Eds.) Handbook of Cross-Cultural Psychology, Vol.1, Theory and Method (pp.1-42) Boston: Allyn & Bacon 

Hospers, J. (1990) An Introduction to Philosophical Analysis, 3rd ed. London: Routledge.

Lakatos, I. (1978). Falsification and the methodology of scientific research programmes. In: J. Worral & Gregory Currie (eds). The Methodology of Scientific Research Programmes, Imre Lakatos, Philosophical Papers, Volume1, (pp.8-102). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Laungani, P. (1993) Cultural Differences in Stress and Its Management. Stress Medicine, Vol. 9, No.1, January, 37-43.

Laungani, P. (1995). Patterns of Bereavement in Indian and English Societies. Bereavement Care, 14, 1, 5-7. 

Laungani, P. (1997)
Replacing Client-centred counselling with Culture-centred counselling. Counselling Psychology Quarterly, Vol.10, No.4, 343-351. 

Laungani, P. (1999) Death among Hindus in India and England. . International Journal of Group Tensions, Vol. 28, Nos. 1-2, pp. 85-114.

Laungani, P. (2000) The Changing Patterns of Hindu Funerals in Britain: Cultural and Psychological Implications. Asian Journal of Psychology and Education, Vol. 33, Nos.1-2, pp.2-14.

Laungani, P. (2001) Hindu Deaths in India – I. International Journal of Health Promotion and Education. 
Laungani, P.  (2004). Asian Perspectives in Counselling and Psychotherapy. London: Brunner-Routledge.

Laungani, P. (2005) Family Life in India. In: Roopnarine Uwe Gielen (Eds.)  Families in Global Perspective: Boston: MA: Allyn & Bacon.

Laungani, P. & Sookhoo, D. (1995, July). Myocardial infacrtion in British white and Asian adults: their health beliefs and health pratices. Paper read at the 4th European Congress of Psychology, Athens, Greece.

Levy, N. (2002). Moral Relativism: A Short Introduction. Oxford: One World Publications.

Moodley, R., & West, W. (2005) (Eds.) Integrating Traditional Healing Practices Into Counselling and Psychotherapy. Thousand Oaks, California: Sage Publications.  

Magee, B. (2002). Confessions of a Philosopher: A journey through Western Philosophy. London: Phoenix Paperback

Morgan, G. (2005). The Holy Grail. Harpenden, England: Pocket Essentials.

Naipaul, V. S. (2003). Literary Occasions: Essays Oxford: Picador.

Parikh, B. (2000). Rethinking Multiculturalism: Cultural Diversity and Political Theory. New York: Palgrave.

Popper, K. (1963). Conjectures and Refutations. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.

Popper, K. (1972). Objective Knowledge: An Evolutionary Approach. Oxford: The Clarendon Press.

Roland, A.  (1988). Cultural Pluraliism and Psychoanalysis.
New York: Routledge.

Russell, B. (1955). Human Society in Ethics and Politics. London: Allen & Unwin.

Sachdev, D. (1992). Effects of psycho-cultural factors on the socialisation of British born Indian children and indigenous British children living in England. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, South Bank University, London.

Schacht, R. (1984). Classical Modern Philosophers. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul Limited. 

Sookhoo, D. (1995, August) A comparative study of the health beliefs and health practices of British whites and Asian adults with and without myocardial infarction. Paper read at the 
53rd Annual Convention of the International Council of Psychologists, Taipei, Taiwan.

Williams, B. (1985). Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 

PAGE  
24

