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I dedicate this book to all those who search for a life in balance, and to those
who are inspired by the crimson fingers of dawn and walk amongst whisper-
ing pines.

I am enriched by the many intelligent conversations which I have had over
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9 Preface

PREFACE

Constructivist thinking is rapidly progressing as a valuable way of describing and understanding hu-
mans—their thinking, their feeling, their actions. Constructivist thinking is well established in the so-
called ‘hard’ sciences. It is widely used in anthropology and in the arts. It is now emerging as a new
way for sociologists to understand the objects of their study. As a philosophy, constructivism goes
back at least to the 15th century.

In psychology, until recently constructivist thinking has been kept on the sidelines in North America
by behaviourism, cognitivism, and humanistic psychology. It is becoming more and more apparent to
serious thinkers that the positivist foundations of behaviouristic social science are flawed and can no
longer serve as a legitimatizing basis for counselling and other “helping” professions.

Those who take the time to understand and begin to utilize constructivist
thinking in their clinical counselling and research work find it to be

enormously liberating...

The pioneering work of Piaget, Vygotsky, Bakhtin, Leontiev, Kelly, Bruner, and Gergen provides a
contemporary constructivist perspective for psychology. Recently the work of Michael Mahoney, Vittorio
Guidano, Robert and Greg Neimieyer and many therapist-writers associated with systems and family
therapies have opened up psychotherapy and counselling to constructivist contributions.

Kenneth Gergen has been a strong intellectual force in presenting a rationale for the value of social
constructionism. He has done much to develop this “relational psychology.” Peter Ossorio and his
“descriptive psychology” at the University of Colorado as well as Rom Harre and his associates at
Oxford and other British scholars such as John Shotter have been moving psychology in a constructiv-
ist direction.

In the last several decades constructivist thinking has become an increasingly valuable frame of
reference for various family therapies, narrative therapy, and some forms of post-rational cognitive
therapies. Now it is influencing general counselling. An example is the new book on Constructivist
Counselling: Theory, Research, Training, and Practice edited by T. Sexton and B. Griffin.

This book which you are reading will be a second book on constructivist approach in counselling.
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I have another book, Kenstruktivistisk Vejledning: Teori og Metode (1998) published in Danish. We
can expect others shortly. Much of the newer thinking in qualitative research methods is also springing
from a constructivist framework. It is not surprising since those who take the time to understand and
begin to utilize constructivist thinking in their clinical counselling and research work find it to be
enormously liberating and in many ways inspirational to both practitioners and to clients.

Of course there will be a struggle to bring constructivist thinking to new generations of students
and clients. Several generations of academics who were socialized into positivism will have to live out
their days, unwilling to shed the mantle of the positivist perspective even though as Karl Popper
remarked, “It is a way of thinking that is dominant but dead.” One of the great virtues of constructivist
thinking, however, is that it does not get into disputations about “I am better than you are.” Rather, it
says, “Here are some new and different ways of understanding humans and their societies. Try them
out and see for yourself.”

As you will notice, I use the title SocioDynamic Counselling for this book. For years I have worked
on these ideas and in due time I wish to clearly lay claim to a counselling perspective under the
trademark SocioDynamic which will identify it as a Canadian invention. SocioDynamic counselling is
constructivist-based and also incorporates ideas and knowledge from other disciplines. I want to do
what I can to establish the constructivist way of counselling.

You might be interested to know that “Socio” comes from a Greek root meaning ‘together’, ‘com-
panion’, ‘social’ and I use it to establish that this form of counselling is at least as much a relational or
social form of helping as it is individualistic. Dynamic also comes from a Greek root, dynamiko, which
means “characterized by continuous change or movement”; and characterized by an aesthetic equilib-

rium of parts which otherwise are unstable when considered separately. I have come to understand
that we humans are social beings, that we are continuously changing, and that at our best, we are a

holistic, aesthetic equilibrium. A life well-lived is a work of art, more like a poem or dance than a
machine or collection of disparate traits and parts. I hope to make this understanding come to life in the
SocioDynamic constructivist based work of counselling.

In the writing of this book I have been inspired by the hundreds of clients whom I have listened to
and who have taught me much about human existence in its diverse forms. I have also learned much
from the many intelligent and creative graduate students for whom I have been mentor over the past
thirty years. I am also indebted to the good intelligence and friendship of Mary-Baird Carlsen, Greg
Neimeyer, Timo Vahamottonnen, Peter Ossorio, and many others with whom I have had many stimu-
lating, spirited and respectful exchanges of ideas and understandings.

Iregard this book as a “‘work-in-progress”—a report of my “developing ideas” on constructivist think-
ing and counselling— this version brings my work up-to-date as of September, 1998. I plan to update
this book periodically so that I have an opportunity to share with my readers the ongoing development

of my ideas about the SocioDynamic perspective for counselling.
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15 Chapter 1

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION AND FIRST STEPS

The reason lightning never strikes twice in the same place is that the same

place isn't there the next time. ~Source unknown.~

As I begin writing this book, I am aware that [ face a difficult yet potentially rewarding task. My task
is to combine the scholarly knowledge of counselling, the result of almost four decades of work as
university professor and researcher, with five decades of professional experience of counselling which
as a practical counsellor. Moreover, I must try to interweave these two types of knowledge with my
world-view as a reflective practitioner to produce a book which is at once informative, inspiring, and
enabling of others in their own efforts as counsellors and helpers.

I will begin by giving a brief account of my own professional journey as one who has committed
the second half of life to advancing the cause and profession of counselling. It is my belief that within
the context of human service or “helping” occupations such as counselling, an author’s life should
stand behind what he or she writes as a vivum vadium of authenticity for what is written.

I took my first job as a fully paid counsellor in 1954. Prior to that time I had only counselling
practicum experience and volunteer experience for a year as a counsellor working with immigrants
from Afghanistan and Turkey.

I began as a school counsellor, first in a secondary school and then as an itinerant counsellor in
elementary schools. Three years later I was teaching counsellors at a college and working as a part-
time counsellor at a mental health and rehabilitation clinic. By 1958 I had moved to another college
where I directed the counselling services for the college. At that time I also began providing counsel-
ling and adult education to native people on the Klamath and Warm Springs Indian reservations where
I worked in combined roles as teacher, counsellor and educational advisor.

As I continued to practice as a counsellor my interest in doing research and in writing about coun-
selling became stronger. By 1965 I had completed a doctorate in counselling psychology at the Uni-
versity of Oregon and had spent a year as a research fellow at Stanford University in California, doing
counselling research. At this point in my life T was a counsellor, teacher, therapist, and held a license as
a psychologist. This professional persona rested on top of a worklife which included 18 years growing
up as a rural person, working on farms, ranches, construction and steel mills together with continuous
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but intermittent education. Eight years of professional employment had enabled me to begin an inte-
gration of a lower class, rural and working class world-view with an urban and professional world

view.

These new ideas included a revival of attention to the family of “human

sciences” which now includes such disciplines as phenomenology,

constructivism, social constructionism, feminist theory, narrative

psychology, and various interpretive disciplines such as hermeneutics and

ethnography.

In 1967 I moved to Canada, found a job at a university, and applied for Canadian citizenship. When
I began teaching at the University of Victoria at which time there were no courses in counselling. My
first academic assignment was to organize and begin teaching basic courses in counselling. In a period
of four years I was able to create a small counsellor education program where people could study to
become counsellors.

Due to an increasing interest in counselling and an increase in employment opportunities for coun-
sellors, several more faculty positions in counselling were opened so that a regular program of study in
counselling could become areality. By then I had also established a Counselling Centre for the univer-
sity.

In the years that followed I divided my time between training counsellors, researching and writing
about counselling, and practicing counselling. I succeeded in bringing Canada’s national counselling
journal to the University where I worked and served as editor-in-chief of the journal for a period of
three years.

By the late 1980s [ had completed a ten year project of assisting with the development of a national
training program for employment counsellors in Canada. Then, over the period 1988 until 1992, T was
director of a research project which examined all current methods of career counselling and began
work on the development of a new form of counselling. It was the position of the research group that
existing forms of career counselling specifically, and counselling generally, needed revision in order
to meet the changing needs of people in the coming century.

From the review of existing counselling models, the research team discovered that most models of
counselling and therapy were based on positivistic foundations at a time when positivism was on the
decline. New Human Science ideas about how social science should be conceptualized were now
beginning to replace positivist ideas. These new ideas were the family of “human sciences” which now
includes such disciplines as phenomenology, constructivism, social constructionism, feminist theory,
narrative psychology, and various interpretive disciplines such as hermeneutics and ethnography.

In 1993 1 was forced to retire as a result of compulsory retirement policies still in effect at some
Canadian Universities.

Since then I have continued to research, mentor, write about, and practice counselling. I have now
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taken as my goal: the introduction of a constructivist thinking into the theory and practice of counsel-
ling. I have spent the past seven years developing a counselling approach based on human science
disciplines—especially the constructivist perspective. I have persistently refined my ideas about coun-
selling and have continued to test them out in actual counselling practice with a wide range of clients.
It is my belief that a constructivist framework for guiding counsellors will improve their understand-
ing and the quality of the help which they provide for individuals. The constructivist perspective
should be especially heplful to individuals who are struggling with the doubts, uncertainties, and con-
flicts of the postmodern era which Canada and other industrial and post-industrial countries are mov-
ing into at the close of the 20™ century.

In the past five years, I have published a number of papers! on constructivist counselling and I
currently am a member of the editorial board of the Journal of Constructivist Psychology. I have taught
courses on constructivist counselling in five provinces in Canada and abroad in Portugal, Sweden,
Finland and Denmark. As well I have produced several professional videotapes demonstrating con-
structivist counselling®. This book is a record of my efforts over the past decade—efforts to develop
new ideas for improving the quality of counselling.

My perspective as author

A lot more could be said about any of the topics I have touched upon... I
have meant to ask the question, to break out of the frame... The point is

not a set of answers, but making possible a different practice.
~Kappeler, 1986, p. 212~

T have come to believe that the written word should do two things: first, it should inform the reader,
bringing new ideas and knowledge into interaction with the old. Second, a text should be written so as
to bring the reader into a reflexive dialogue with the author’s ideas and knowledge. It is valuable to
perceive reading and reflection as a tool for inching us forward along the path of understanding—
regardless of whether or not we agree or disagree with what the author has written. And, if we are
fortunate, new paths for thinking and understanding will be revealed to us, about which we may have
known little or nothing before our reflexive dialogue with the author. It is wonderful to be inspired by
what we read. Inspiration brings on the energy needed to expand conscious ways of knowing and
doing.

It is said that writing a book is ten per cent inspiration and ninety per cent perspiration. It is my
intention to even this distribution so that it does not take too much perspiration to read what I write but
that it offers much more than ten per cent inspiration to the reader who has a sincere interest in coun-
selling ideas and practice.
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Good counselling brings hope, encouragement, clarification and active

social participation into the life of the other.

This is a book about the transformation of counselling into a practice which is more relevant for
individuals who are in the midst of navigating seas of change. Further, and more specifically, it intro-
duces readers to an understanding of how to practice counselling from a constructivist perspective. I
assume that most of the readers of this book are either counsellors or are in some way interested in
learning more about counselling. My years as a counsellor educator and mentor has taught me that
many counsellors are deeply interested in improving the quality of the counselling which they provide.
Other counsellors are searching for a New Look in counselling—one which has been freed from posi-
tivism and which is respectful of both human spirit and knowledge gained from life experience. It is
for these counsellors that [ am writing,

One of my intentions as author is to provide readers with an opportunity to deepen their sense of
purpose in their work as counsellors. 1 hope that reading this book will lead readers to more deeply
appreciate counselling as a valued activity in society—a practice which can bring much meaning and
fulfillment both to counsellors and to the people whom they counsel.

I understand counselling to be one of the “noble professions” in the sense that it is composed of
human intentions and values which are generally considered to be of excellent quality. Good counsel-
lors and good counselling nearly always bring the distinctly “human” factor into human situations of
struggle, uncertainty, and pain. Perhaps more than any other calling, counselling is the practice of
respect—respect for who the other is and is trying to become, respect for the cultural identity of the
other, and respect for the importance of the dialectic between human agency and human connectedness
which shows itself in the multiple voices which the person may speak.

Good counselling brings hope, encouragement, clarification and active social participation
into the life of the other. And it does this on the level of the individual—in a face-to-face meeting
where uniqueness can be expressed and where the counsellor can make himself present to the client
and the client can experience being authentically listened to, and engaged in person to person dia-
logue. Of course I recognise the importance and need for group counselling and in no way am I trying
to down-play its applications in appropriate circumstances. However, [ am primarily concerned with
person-to-person interactions. Chapter 10 addresses the application for constructivist methods in group
counselling.

When I write about counselling, I try to write in a way that resonates with the human factor in
counselling—I intend to make counselling sensible within the context of how people experience their
everyday lives. More and more I resist the writing style which I was trained to use when I went to
university myself. It was a supposedly “objective”, scientific style of writing in which the author was
excised and not permitted to enter into the writing as a real person. The style was abstract, and was

supposed to keep authors from expressing their own opinions or values. I now no longer allow myself
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to be dominated by this mistaken idea of what a text is supposed to be and do. In order to communicate
my ideas and articulate my experience as a real person and as an experienced counsellor, I use a
writing style which has the following features:

1. For the most part [ write in the first person, thus putting the weight of my life experience as a
practical counsellor and counselling scholar behind what I write,

2. I'maintain the intellectual integrity of my writing by using notes and references. However, I use the
simplest referencing style possible so that what I write is not cluttered with “Mr, Smith says this...”,
“Dr. Jacob’s research demonstrates that....”, and so on. This “sea-of-names” approach is character-
istic of much academic writing and it tends to obscure the originality of the author’s own thinking.
It is my intention that the reader be able to take what I write as a carefully considered position on
counselling—a position developed from a long history of scholarship combined with reflexive
knowledge derived from practical experience and which does not require constant buttressing and
justification by reference to other authorities.

3. Itry to achieve clarity in my writing, but not at the expense of reader intelligence. I am opposed to
what is called the “dumbing-down” of texts for the supposedly busy and reluctant reader who
wishes to read only prosaic, practical writing—the reader whose interest is in finding out what can
be quickly and easily done and “what works”.

I believe that counsellors are intelligent and capable of understanding discourse on topics both
theoretical and practical as long as it is put forward clearly and with relevance. Contemplation and
action are both important in counselling and I try not to slight either in my writing.

Finally, I am aware of the awkwardness of trying to correct the masculine gendered writing which
has been dominant in literature almost since the invention of books. I try to maintain a balance be-
tween using feminine, masculine and plural forms of the pronoun and at times I resort to the use of the
royal “we” and other stylistic manoeuvres in an attempt to correct gender inequity.

So what is counselling anyway?

Counselling provides a person the opportunity to examine the implications
of her life as she is living it and thereby give consideration to alternative

paths as she might live it in the future.

It is estimated that there are more than 400 different helping models®. Most of these approaches to
counselling and therapy are derived from four main theory sources: psychoanalytic, behavioural, cog-
nitive or humanistic.
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Most counselling approaches share some common features. However, in

other ways counselling approaches may differ from each other greatly.

There is good research evidence that skillful counselling is helpful and meets individual needs
which cannot be met in other ways®. However, no one method of counselling has proven to be clearly
better than others. I believe that there are several reasons for this. First, the “person” or “self” of the
counsellor is just as important as any method the counsellor may use. Second, people seeking counsel-
ling have many different, and often unique, needs. Adherence to a single formula method of counsel-
ling prevents the counsellor from meeting the unique need of a particular client.

Finally, most counselling approaches do share some common features. For example, most counsel-
ling methods stress the importance of the counselling relationship and the value of good interpersonal
communication. In general terms, five factors seem to be present in most counselling methods applied
to clients seeking help with problems in worklife, health, family relations and other types of counsel-
ling. These five common factors are:

1. A supportive relationship of care, trust and hope is provided.
. Pertinent and accurate information is provided when needed.
. Clients are helped to clarify and create images of their personal goals and futures.
. Clients are helped to recognize their personal potentials/limits.
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. Clients are helped to construct alternative choices, plans and to implement their actions; and they
are helped to deal with obstacles to their progress towards achieving their goals. Or to put it in
narrative terms, clients are helped to find their voices and empowerment in the stories which they
tell and re-tell.

However, in other ways counselling approaches may differ from each other greatly. One example
of difference is whether or not the counsellor’s role is that of “expert” or *“ally”; another difference
between counselling approaches is whether the counsellor’s role is primarily advisory or catalytic. An
even greater range of opinions across counselling methods is found on how emotions in counselling
are treated.

Counselling can be described in many ways. In the following list I will present ten different de-
scriptions of counselling. I will examine some of these descriptions in much greater detail in later
sections of the book. As you read through the descriptions notice your own response to each; and

reflect on how you respond.

Counselling is a process which conveys care, hope, encouragement, clarification and
activation.

To care means to value and love; also to attend to and nourish the other. To care is to transcend
sentimentalism, to engage actively in creating better conditions for the other and to recognize that no
one deserves isolation. To care is to recognize our interdependence and need for mutuality. Caring is
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the opposite of indifference and thus implies further communication and a give-and-receive relation-
ship.

Caring for others, and caring for ourselves, is the basis for a new humanism. Such a humanism can
serve as a standpoint from which to create sustainable selves, life-styles and communities. The con-
struction of new life-styles is necessary for many as they struggle to go beyond economic unfairness
and greed to fashion selves, families and ways of working which are functional in the rapidly changing
social life of the 21% century’. In fact there are some signs that an effort is beginning in some countries
to invent new social contracts which embody care. Good counselling is the sine gqua non for providing
care on the level of the individual.

Counselling is a process of care which conveys care, hope,

encouragement, clarification and activation.

Counselling is a reflexive social practice (for helping others).
From a constructivist point of view there are many classes of social practice:
1. regulatory (for example: parenting and policing),
2. instructional (teaching and informing), and
3. helping (therapy, ministering, counselling), just to name a few examples.

Counselling is a complex set of social (that is, “between-people”) activities which are intended to
be “helping’ activities.

Several important, specific social practices which are constitutive of counselling are personal ne-
gotiation, problem-solving, dialogue, personal planning, and project construction. The potential value
of conceptualizing counselling as a social practice is that it places counselling in the domain of social
life and reduces the emphasis on individualistic psychology. With social practice there is more atten-
tion upon what happens between persons and not so much on what goes on inside the head of the
individual.

Counselling is an individualized, practical problem-solving method.

Most counsellors concur that problem-solving is often the focus of counselling conversations but
would not be able to reach any consensus on just what kind of problem-solving procedures should be
used.

Problem-solving strategies used by counsellors invoke the theoretical assumptions of the particu-
lar counselling approach. For example a counsellor under the influence of psychoanalytic theory will
want to spend time reconstructing the client’s past, and may emphasize such things as infantile behav-
iours carried forward into adulthood. On the other hand, a behaviourally oriented counsellor will typi-
cally have little interest in a person’s past or interior self, but much interest in specific present behav-
iours. Constructivist counselling emphasises the construction of meaning and the invention of solutions.
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Counselling is a general method of life-planning.

This description of counselling assumes that an individual’s life is evolving over time and is, to
some extent, historical and drawn forward by imagined futures. The concept of life-planning is holistic
and suggests that counselling is more appropriately viewed as a general activity since a person has a
whole life rather than a fragmented life of unrelated activities. Thus counselling is a general method
which should address the whole person rather than being broken into varieties of counselling such as
educational, career, vocational, personal, etc.

The assumption underlying life-planning is that a person always brings her whole life to the coun-
selling session. While the person’s concern may be with one aspect of her life—finding work, for
example—other aspects of her life such as family relations, health, and training are invariably impli-
cated and need to be brought into the counselling dialogue whenever they appear as relevant parts of
the person’s whole concern.

Counselling is an activity for supporting empowerment.

Empowerment has been criticized as a concept but I believe that it still has value in two aspects.
First, one gains power in social life by becoming eligible to participate in social life activities such as
schooling, working, leisure, training, and gaining membership in various groups and organizations
making up community life. One of the purposes of counselling from a constructivist perspective is to
assist clients to gain eligibility for participation in social life.

Participation in social life means to be able to engage, by choice, in social practices such as work-
ing, voting, recreating, family life, religion, learning, and accessing health resources. Individuals are
often made ineligible for participation in a social practice due to age, gender, poverty, certification,
lack of expertise, discriminatory practices, citizenship status, prior criminal record, inadequate self-
confidence, lack of language proficiency, strong conflicting beliefs, and so on.

Secondly, counselling should enable the person to experience a greater sense of control over her
life and the activities in her life, including her own thoughts, emotions and projects. Counselling can
help individuals examine the assumptions by which they are living, and thereby gain more latitude for
revising or replacing assumptions which are interfering with the individual’s sense of control over self
and context. Sometimes what has been assumed to be “normal” such as being the object of sexual
abuse or harassment is realized by the individual to be “not” normal and thereby the individual is
mobilized to resist or fight off the abuse. This process of gaining power in the situation often starts
with the lifting of a previously unexamined assumption. One of the most important manifestations of
“empowerment” is gaining a new frame of reference with which to interpret what is happening and

what is being experienced.

Counselling is an activity which produces maps for navigating social life.

This description of counselling emphasizes the planning aspect of counselling. A map is a plan.
Most counselling which clarifies a person’s problem or concern will open up alternatives for making
better maps to follow in getting where one wishes to go in social life. Constructivist counselling stresses
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the need to “map” life-spaces and this procedure will be discussed in detail in the second section of this
book.

Counselling is an opportunity to search for new locations in social life.

The term “social location” refers to our individual status or role in the social structures of social life
and society. For example the youngest member of a family is often located as the “baby” of the family
in reference to all other family members, and may occupy this status well into adulthood. Social loca-
tion implies the presence or absence of opportunities in your life to take up various roles in work, play,
love, recreation, and so on.

Counselling is an activity in which opportunity rather than regulation or compliance is stressed.

New and accurate information often constitutes the path to opportunities previously unknown to
the individual. This is why accurate and accessible information concerning jobs, training, further edu-
cation and other services which can be found in the community are so important.

However, information is of little value until it is incorporated into the consciousness of the indi-
vidual as useable and valued knowledge. Often this will depend upon the individual adopting a new
vantage point or frame of understanding which enables her or him to perceive, for the first time, the
value of the information presented.

This is why the quality of counselling conversation is important, and why it is necessary for the
counsellor and client to unearth the assumptions which are preventing the information from becoming
knowledge. To choose or to act requires opportunities for doing so.

Counselling is a shelter where hope, support, clarity and action can be promoted.

In modern social life, more and more people live without the “shelter” of a large family, traditions,
or religious life. In North America some cities are seemingly filled with “homeless” people—the
unsheltered. Of course in Africa and in some other places huge numbers of people are rendered
unsheltered overnight by the outbreak of war and violence. In every community, there are people who
are unsheltered, if not physically, then emotionally.

Good counsellors do care and are not indifferent to the difficulties faced by individuals. The coun-
selling relationship itself can be viewed as a kind of temporary shelter. In those times when the indi-
vidual has no place to go, no one to turn to, no one who will listen respectfully, the counselling rela-
tionship can offer temporary emotional shelter.

Within the safety of a counselling meeting, things can be sorted out—clarity is provided. The fact
that a person (a counsellor) is found who will listen, who will show respect, who will offer an intelli-
gent problem-solving structure, who will have information about the network of help and services
available in the community, and who will provide temporary emotional support—this means that the
person is, for the moment, experiencing being sheltered.

Counselling is an alliance formed in order to solve concrete problems in living.

Early in the history of counselling as a professional practice, counselling was seen as an advisory
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procedure. Later, advice-giving came to be discouraged but the role of the counsellor was deemed to
be that of an objective observer and the counsellor was assumed to be an ‘expert’.

However, under the influence of the Rogerian school of counselling, the counsellor’s status as
expert was reduced and an effort made to introduce equity and the concept of “facilitation” into the
counselling relationship. This trend spread to other types of counselling. The next historical step was
the perception of the counselling relationship as a ‘helping alliance’. Counsellor and client came to be
construed as allies. As allies, they work together in the search for solutions to practical problems of
everyday living. The notion of the helping alliance is rather widely accepted today.

The counsellor and client are partners in the reality-constructing

conversations of the counselling session.

Constructivists have entered into this discussion with even further revisions. They tend to see the
counsellor and other as joint participants in language. Counselling conversations are organized and
constructed through the joint or mutual participation of counsellor and client. Generally, the conversa-
tions focus on the client’s concerns.

Through the constructed conversation, problems emerge, get defined, linger, dissipate, or go away.
Most constructivists would probably agree that it is better to think of counsellors as allies or co-
operators than to think of them as objective observers, or experts. They view counsellors as partici-
pants with their clients in conversational dialogue which is aimed at getting things done in the person’s
life.

In a constructivist view, the counsellor and client may well be allies, but they are allies by virtue of
their participation in communication. They are, first and foremost, partners in the reality-constructing
conversations of the counselling session. They construct the relationship they have with each other,
and through it, construct or deconstruct what gets defined as a problem or concern that brought them
together to begin with. Constructivist counsellors are intrigued by the way in which people talk and
tell stories about their everyday lives. Telling stories seems to be both a way of inventing solutions and
of preventing solutions. From this perspective one of the main counsellor skills as an “ally” is to elicit
narratives or stories from the client and then work with the client to use the story in making improve-

ments in the client’s area of concern. I will discuss this in great detail in a later chapter.

Counselling as bricolage.

The terms “bricolage” and “bricoleur” are a bit obscure. Those familiar with the term “bricolage”
believe that it often has less-than-desirable connotations, probably because of how it came into use.
The famous anthropologist Levi-Strauss® used it to describe a person who uses cultural knowledge to
solve problems. Such a person was originally seen as a kind of jack-of-all-trades who could ‘do things
with his hands’. Levi-Strauss was at pains to show that there was a difference between scientific
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thinking and the bricoleur’s “mind of the savage”. To Levi-Strauss, while a bricoleur could solve
certain practical problems he was hopelessly limited because of his inability to think ‘scientifically’.

Since no one has shown indigenous peoples to possess less intelligence, or inferior intelligence,
compared to non-indigenous people, it seems likely that Levi-Strauss was unintentionally perpetuat-
ing a discriminatory concept that held everyday reasoning to be inferior to scientific reasoning. I
believe that the terms bricoleur and bricolage are descriptive of a very important function in social life
and that is: practical problem-solving ability. In my frame of understanding, a bricoleur is a kind of
professional do-it-yourself person, one who takes the cultural knowledge at hand and uses these life-
relevant materials to solve concrete problems which people encounter in everyday living.

In the best sense of the word bricoleurs are inventors. They face concrete problems in the here-and-
now and often have to work with what is at hand. Counsellors who choose the path of the bricoleur
might tell a story as follows:

We are those who face flesh and blood human beings asking for help in daily social
life. We know the meaning of uniqueness and the particular. We are not able to work
with ‘standard parts’, or ‘universal strategies’, and even doubt if such phenomena
exist. We listen to people cobble together their stories and we even cobble with them,
looking for sense-making. When we do our work skillfully, and with respect to the
cultural context, we are, in joint efforts with our clients, making sense and solving
problems. We are like Mad Max, the Road Warrior. We have something that runs and
we have ways of weaving meaning and finding sense even in the face of considerable
constraint and obstruction. We realize that solutions, just like problems, are largely

the result of inventiveness.

Is counselling the same as therapy?

I have been asked many times if I construe counselling to be the same as therapy and if I understand
counselling to be primarily psychological in nature. I will discuss both of these questions for they have
serious implications for the practice of counselling.

First, counselling is both like and unlike therapy. Counselling and therapy are alike in that they both
refer to a similar process of interpersonal communication and self-examination. This is a process by
means of which individuals confirm, review, invent or discard aspects of their selves, their frames of
meaning, and their repertory of actions.

Generally, we can say that this process in an internal process of evaluation, change and confirma-
tion. The purpose of counselling is to help people evaluate, accept, or change aspects of their self,
relations, or context. Through counselling people attempt to choose, understand, and make things
better for themselves in everyday living. In general, we can visualize counselling as a process by
means of which individuals are helped to develop and strengthen a set of internal criteria for

choosing, deciding, judging, and analyzing. In other words, counselling seeks to help people extend
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their control over their own lives—currently this is called “empowerment”. We can state that this
purpose of strengthening internal criteria more-or-less fits therapy also. However the procedures used
in the empowering process are often quite different.

Counselling is organized around the provision of hope, support, clarification and action planning.
Therapy, on the other hand, often brings to bear various categories of pathology, deficit, mental illness,
and is often associated with medication.

While there are ways in which therapy and counselling are similar, the two are quite different in
other ways. First of all, therapy tends to employ a language of deficiency. In therapy individuals are
seen as being “sick”, in need of “curing”, or in some way exhibiting deficits. I recently read that
psychiatry has now a diagnostic category for virtually all human activities. In other words we can go
wrong in every possible way!

Gergen’ has pointed out that therapy’s vocabulary of deficit has expanded enormously in the past
few decades. This vocabulary of deficiency draws attention to alleged shortcomings, problems and
incapacities and has a disempowering influence on people, it would seem.

Terms like inferiority, manic-depressive, anorexic, compulsive,
schizophrenic, learning disordered, and co-dependency are generated by

therapists and then spread to the general public.

Terms like inferiority, manic-depressive, anorexic, compulsive, schizophrenic, learning disordered,
and co-dependency are generated by therapists and then spread to the general public through the elec-
tronic media and various magazines and books. In our time it is customary for many people to think
and talk about themselves a great deal of the time in deficit-terms and see others that way also. People
who adopt such a vocabulary simultaneously see having a therapist as a necessity. In this way a more-
or-less permanent spiral of infirmity is created®. To illustrate this vocabulary of deficiency, consider
the following table.

Table of Deficits Low Self Esteem Repressed Personality
Depressed Obsessive-compulsive
Co-dependency Stress Syndrome
Seasonal Affective Disorder Mid-life Crisis
Inadequate Personality Bulemia
Addictive Personality Burned Out
Anti-social Personality Hyperactivity

Split Personality Learning Disorder
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This is just a sampling from a vast repertory of how people allegedly can be deficient and thus need
therapy to be “cured”, Therapy is associated with medicine and a “scientific” approach to human
change. Generally, the therapist is seen as having expert status, and as possessing knowledge about
human problems which is superior to that of the everyday person. In clinical settings, therapists may
even wear white coats to bolster their image of being close to, or part of, the medical profession.

Counselling, on the other hand is not a curing process. Rather, counselling is undertaken so as to
help people solve concrete, practical problems in living—such as choosing an occupation, finding
resources in the community, making life-choices, building or repairing a relationship, and so on. Coun-
selling is a practice directly attuned to problematics in the social life of everyday people. While coun-
sellors may use psychological knowledge, or knowledge from other disciplines such as sociology,
economics or philosophy to inform their practice, they have fewer pretensions about being part of the
natural science establishment.

People are simply not predictable in many ways.

Counsellors draw more on cultural knowledge—sometimes referred to as “common-sense” or “lo-
cal” knowledge. Counsellors often conduct themselves as bricoleurs, drawing on the knowledge at
hand in the specific cultural situation of the client to help the client fashion resolutions to life difficul-
ties which the individual is experiencing in her everyday context.

Counsellors operate, so-to-speak, as “practitioners of the best-guess” rather than as scientists claiming
to be able to predict and control people, behaviour, and emotional feelings. Scientists, and therapists
who emulate scientists, search for, and try to establish “universal”’ or generalized laws of behaviour.
This is sometimes referred to as the fallacy of the “universal child”. We now know and accept that
there is no such creature—each of us has grown up in a particular context and has developed a unique
twist to life. People are simply not predictable in many ways. Counsellors live and work in contexts of
the particular life-space, of local knowledge, and not the universe of the general.

In the following table I have drawn together some ways of distinguishing counselling from therapy,
bearing in mind that there is no unanimity in either counselling or therapy about just how either prac-
tice should be constituted and described.

Distinctions Between the Practice of Counselling and Therapy

Counselling Therapy

Counselling is participatory Therapy is expert-oriented
Uses cultural hypotheses Uses scientific hypotheses
Associated with learning Associated with curing

Focuses on normal behaviour Focuses on deficit behaviour
Multi-disciplinary resources Psychology/medical resources
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To recap, counselling and therapy are alike in that they are both interested in the process of exami-
nation and change. They are quite different from one another in their choice of methods and in their
vocabularies.

Introducing a new vocabulary into counselling discourse

In order to exist in the social world with a comfortable sense of being a
good, socially proper, and stable person, an individual needs to have a

coherent, acceptable and constantly revised life story. ~Linde~

Every profession builds up a vocabulary which tells the world what the profession is about, and what
its members believe, value, and do. Over the years, counselling has been accepted as one of the *help-
ing” professions (others are social work, psychiatry, psychotherapy and pastoring). Historically, coun-
selling has established a vocabulary borrowing heavily from therapy and personality theory. With the
exception of humanistic and existentialist counselling, this association with therapy and personality
science has meant that the vocabulary of counselling tends to have a positivist and quasi-scientific
bent. It is heavily endowed with psychological language.

Choosing constructivism as a theoretical scaffold upon which to build a revised form of counsel-
ling requires a partial, but not complete, change in the vocabulary used to describe the theory and
practice of counselling.

Constructivist thinking differs in several significant ways from positivist thinking and uses differ-
ent words [and uses words differently] to describe concepts and practices. Five aspects of construc-
tivist thinking and constructivist language are:

1. Constructivist thinking is not just psychological; it is also philosophical, sociological and literary.

2. Constructivist thinking is contemplative. It is receptive to poetic expressions and especially to
metaphor.

3. Constructivist thinking does not aim for final answers or unassailable, proven facts. It remains
open to invention and is directed to noticing and making differences.

4. Constructivist thinkers are inclined toward vocabularies which are dominated by metaphors of
“making” rather than “finding” (for example, making meaning rather than finding meaning), of
diversification and novelty rather than convergence to the already known®. The constructivist thinker
tends to see useful vocabularies as poetic achievements rather than compliance with universal
standards.

5. Constructivist thinking is more concerned with making changes than with employing fixed cat-
egories; more concerned with describing than explaining, and more concerned with always re-
describing in order to find ways of re-making ourselves in ever more meaningful and more flexible
forms.
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For the constructivist, questions have a much greater power than answers since questions open
pathways to new alternatives and explorations while answers tend to close off alternatives and convert
inquiries into conclusions,

So, in introducing constructivist counselling, I am, in part, introducing a new vocabulary into coun-
selling. My belief is that certain aspects and terms of this new vocabulary will be appealing to readers
and thus give them the tools for beginning to rethink their conceptualizations and practice of counsel-
ling. I am not particularly interested in trying to prove that the new vocabulary is better than the old,
nor am I interested in tearing down the old in counselling.

What I am interested in doing is pointing out some ways in which society and the social order are
changing, how these changes in social institutions have implications for people in the way they live
their individual lives, and how a revised counselling can be useful to people who are in the midst of
trying to navigate 21* century social life.

In order to try to achieve my objectives, I use a vocabulary which both describes and inspires, and
which breaks away from the scientific models and deficit languages of psychology and therapy and
relocates itself in the on-going cultural and social life experience of people. This new vocabulary uses
descriptions and metaphors from a wide range of disciplines, but especially from cultural experience.

I will bring this introduction to a close by returning to a source which [ encountered in the 1950s
and which has stayed with me ever since. This is the voice of the Danish philosopher Soren Kierkegaard'®
and his thoughts on what it means to actually help another person. I have slightly altered the wording
but have retained the meaning as I believe Kierkegaard meant it. The quote is pieced together from his
writing on pp. 27-29 of The Point of View of My Work as an Author:

One must first take the pains to find the other where the other is and begin there. This
is the secret of the art of helping others. Any one who does not master this is himself
deluded when he proposes to help others. In order to help another I must understand
more than she—yet first of all surely I must understand what she understands. If I do
not know that, then my greater understanding will be of no help to the other. If how-
ever, I am disposed to plume myself on my greater understanding it is because I am
vain or proud, so that at bottom, instead of benefiting her, I want to be admired. But
all true helping begins with self-humbling; the helper must first humble himself and
not set himself over and above the one he would help, and therewith understand that
to help does not mean to dominate, but to serve, that to help does not mean to be
ambitious but to be patient, that to help means to endure for the time being the
imputation that one is ignorant and does not understand what the other understands.
Be the amazed listener who sits and hears what the other finds more delight in tell-
ing you because you listen with amazement. Take the case of the man who is passion-

ately angry.., Unless you can begin with him as though it were he who had to in-
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struct you, and unless you can do it in such a way that the angry man, who was too
impatient to listen to a word of yours, is glad to discover in you a complaisant and

attentive listener—if you cannot do that, you cannot help him at all.

This remarkable piece of text was written in 1848 but was not published until after his death (1855)
by Kierkegaard’s brother. In this writing, he singles out a number of aspects of what one must do if one
wishes to truly help another:

1. Listen, and listen from the viewpoint of the other
Exercise patience and humility
Begin where the other is

Let the other teach you

R we

Restrain your own vanity and your need to be viewed as superior in knowledge and skill to the
client

6. Be willing to admit your own ignorance.

These observations form a good testament for counsellors in all walks of life.

As counsellors we have the privilege of hearing many stories and scripts
and then joining the storytellers in the task of re-authoring them toward

more preferred futures.

In the pages of this chapter [ have begun to set up an understanding of what constructivist thinking
is. I have introduced some portion of my own basic attitude toward counselling and 1 have probably
left more questions in your mind than when you started reading. I hope that this is the case. Some
answers will come as we go along in subsequent chapters. However, other questions will likely arise to
take the place of answered ones. Perhaps, as we move along toward a future of being better counsel-
lors, (as I have paraphrased from Alasdair MacIntyre!!), we will be able to grasp that:

Each human being who stands before us to speak, listen or remain silent is not only
a moral agent capable of choice, she is also an author or co-author of scripts mak-
ing up the story of her own life. It is because we all live out stories in our lives and
that we understand our own lives in terms of the stories that we live out that the story
is an appropriate form for understanding others. We must remember, however, that
we often are tellers-of-stories in a drama not of our own design. Then we are not
more than co-authors of our lives, and sometimes much less. Each drama constrains
some other, and no drama is ever perfectly, nor finally, written. We live out our

lives—our stories—both individually and in relation to each other, drawn forward
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by certain images—imagined futures. Some futures attract us, others repel—some
seem impossible of attainment, others may seem inevitable. The future always presents
us with a telos—a range of goals. By our activities and projects in the present we
either move or fail to move toward hoped-for futures. And we tell each other stories
of our movements and our failures to move. Our lives are lived out metaphorically
and mythically. Deprive people of their stories and you leave them paralyzed in their
actions and stuttering in their words.

As counsellors we have the privilege of hearing many stories and scripts and then joining the
storytellers in the task of re-authoring them toward more preferred futures. In order to proceed in our
task of becoming ever better counsellors for people moving into the 21% century, we need new words
and new tools for working. Words such as constructs, construction and co-construction, meaning-
making, meaning-generating, possible selves, future selves, life-space, mapping, multiple-realities,
strengths and preferences, relational being, personal and social reality making, the ‘as-if’, and many

others. Most of all, we need to shed our proclivities for a language of defect and deficiency and adopt
a language of construction and empowerment.
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CHAPTER 2
A CONSTRUCTIVIST FRAME FOR UNDERSTANDING

I frequently use the term ‘frame for understanding’. What I mean by this is that we always ‘look out
on’, or perceive the world, using our own mental lens to interpret whatever it is that we see, hear or
sense. Another way of saying this is that all of our knowledge is ‘perspectival’—that is, our knowing
is from a certain perspective. A good example of what I am talking about is the parable of the four men
and a mountain.

Once there was a land where God decided to place a tall mountain, covered by

Jorests and filled with rocks and precious minerals. Four men stood on the plain

below the mountain and gazed at this gift. One man, a builder, said “What a wonder-

ful gift—look at the forests. We will build many buildings and tall ships from the

wood we take from these forests—what a resource just waiting for our taking.” An-

other man spoke: “What a great sanctuary for our birds and wild animals. We can

preserve forever nature’s gift to us.” A third, the mayor of a town at the base of the

mountain cried out: “Oh, the miles of trails for our tourists, and the many beautiful

spaces for new apartments—our town can grow and grow and our people will pros-

per.” The fourth spoke: “This mountain is a divine inspiration. Its crags and snow-

covered peaks, its rushing streams and misty slopes,—this great stone reaching up to

touch God’s finger—will be a source of inspiration for poets and artists for centuries

to come.”

Each of these on-lookers saw the mountain through a different lens—each had a different set of
mental constructs with which to frame his understanding of what the mountain stood for or “meant”.
Each viewer used his lens to construct meaning—this is, to say: “here is what this mountain means to
me, and this is how [ plan to act toward it.”

There are a great many frames for understanding. Within the context of counselling, the principal
frames for understanding used in counselling and therapy are: psychoanalytic, behavioural and

humanistic.
The psychoanalytic frame for understanding is built upon the assumption that most of what deter-
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mines who and what we are happens when we are children. The ‘secrets of the self” are locked in
stories and happenings of childhood. The behavioural frame of reference is built upon the assumption
that humans are something like billiard balls, They move and rebound this way and that depending
upon the conditioning events and forces impinging upon them.

The humanistic frame for understanding assumes that people are like acorns. Given supportive
environments, they expand and grow and fulfill their seemingly endless potentials.

In the next section I will briefly discuss how we are undergoing major conceptual transformations
or “world-view-shifts” as we move from the 20 to the 21% century. Following that, I provide a rather
detailed discussion of the constructivist frame for understanding people and their actions.

Major transformations affecting the lives of individuals

We are beginning to have a more holistic or ecological frame for

understanding ourselves, others and the world.

In the century now ending, several profound shifts in our fundamental frames for understanding the
world and ourselves are occurring. Beginning at the basic level of physics and extending outward from
that base point into other sciences and the social sciences, a revolutionary shift in both thinking and
values is under way. Such major changes in how we understand ourselves and the world are referred to
as paradigmatic.

In a very general sense, we are leaving a paradigm of fixed causes, laws, and explanations where
the universe and everything in it was construed in more-or-less mechanical terms.

We are entering into a paradigm of flux, in which certainties have evaporated and there are multiple
views on virtually everything, even the most basic scientific entities. This shift is from the mechanistic
world-view of Descartes and Newton to an ecological, constructivist world-view springing from quan-
tum theory, non-linear systems theory, and postmodern philosophers such as Foucault', and Rorty?

This means that our basic frames for understanding both the physical and the human world are
transforming from a perspective which reduces material and living entities into ever smaller parts and
classifications to a perspective which integrates all things into patterns and configurations or networks
of meaning and communication. We are beginning to have a more holistic or ecological frame for
understanding ourselves, others and the world.

In every field, including counselling, people are struggling to reframe their way of looking at them-
selves, their work, their relationships with others, and the world around them. This intellectual crisis
which began within physics in the 1920s has developed into a much broader cultural crisis today.

Terms such as ‘postmodern’, ‘post-industrialism’, ‘deep ecology’, ‘systems view of life’ ‘human
science’ and ‘new world order’ are referring to this revolutionary change in how we think about the
human condition. These terms and the intellectual movements to which they refer also give hints about
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how, as counsellors, we have a need to re-orient ourselves conceptually. This we must do if we are to
respond intelligently, as professional helpers, to our contemporary social life and to the problematic
which it poses for people.

We can take Alfred Kuhn’s? concept of a scientific paradigm and re-constitute it as a ‘social’ para-
digm [for counsellors] as follows: A social paradigm (applying to contemporary social life, and there-
fore to the work of counsellors) is an inter-related configuration of concepts, values, perceptions, and
practices shared by a community. This configuration forms a particular vision of reality that is the
basis for the way the community organizes itself and the way in which practices are carried out.

The older social paradigm from which we are now struggling to gain liberation, and which had
been firmly entrenched for several hundred years had such fundamental tenets as:

1. the universe is a mechanical system, composed of elementary building blocks,

2. avalid metaphor for the human body is “machine”,

3. social life is, at its best, a competitive struggle,

4, the category ‘individual’ is more prized than the category ‘community’; the ‘self’ is a personal,
individualistic entity rather than a social or relational being,

b

unlimited material progress can be achieved through economic and technological growth, and

6. a belief that social life in which females are dominated by males is a basic law of nature.

The real violence is the ceaseless and often mindless, frantic activity so

characteristic of present-day social life.

The new world-view which is now being put together by a whole range of disciplines, is exempli-
fied by the work of the Norwegian philosopher, Arne Naess, and his writings on ‘deep ecology’. This
perspective sees human social life and natural environments as inter-related—together forming a web
of life®. Naess characterizes deep ecology as a way of “asking deeper questions”—especially about our
inter-connectedness with other humans, with other life-forms, and with the surrounding natural world.
As an aside, a deep ecological perspective is an invitation to recognize the destructive nature of fre-
netic social life which propels counsellors and their charges into such behaviour modification regimes
as stress management, time management and “power” lunches.

More and more counsellors are drawn into working with the results of overt violence such as sexual
abuse trauma, political refugee trauma, and the victims of crime and cultural restructuring. Yet the real
violence is one we are all subject to: the ceaseless and often mindless, frantic activity so characteristic
of present-day social life. Many people are enmeshed in social activities and work processes which
force upon them “tight” schedules, unceasing and intrusive communication, layer upon layer of con-
flicting activities, worries about surveillance and accountability, and pressures to “outdo”—the “win-
ning is everything” attitude in personal life, worklife and recreation. Deep ecology prompts us to ask
deeper questions about why we allow ourselves and others to submit to this kind of unspoken violence
against the self.
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Deep ecology and its sister disciplines, social ecology® and eco-feminism’ share a common under-
standing: many of the institutions and practices which are products of the industrial, behavioural
world-view are fundamentally anti-ecological. Factory life, corporate life, social life, economic, tech-
nological and social structures of the passing century tend to be rooted in what Riane Eisler® refers to
as the “dominator system” of social organization.

Dominator systems include patriarchy, imperialism, racism, capitalism, corporatism, and slavery—
all of which are, in varying degrees, exploitative and anti-ecological.

The new world-view, or frame for understanding, within which constructivist thinking plays a
major role, can be summarized and contrasted with the old way of thinking in the following table:

Table of old world-view/ new world-view contrasts

Old World-View New World-View
—Thinking— —Values—
ego-assertive social-integrative
self-assertive social-integrative
rational intuitive
expansionist conserving
analytic synthesizing
competition cooperation
reductionistic holistic

quantity quality

linearity, determinacy non-linearity
domination joint action
hierarchical networked
top-down decisions deciding by consensus

While not all of these features apply directly to counselling, as we proceed into an examination of
constructivist counselling, which is located in the new world view, we will certainly be confronted

with the need to incorporate certain of the features into counselling practice.

Building a constructivist framework for informing the practice of
counselling in the 21* century.

Constructivist thinking had its beginning with Giambattista Vico, the Italian philosopher of history
who wrote The New Science® in 1725. He was the first to claim that “to know” is “to make”. With this

assertion he anticipated Piaget’s constructivist ideas by two centuries. Later in that century Immanuel
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Kant published Critique of Pure Reason'® in which he argued that the human mind is an active organ
which captures, moulds, and transforms sensations and the chaos of experience into an ordered unity
of thought. In other words he set the stage for the human-as-interpretive-agent who “makes sense” of
what is perceived. The “making sense” is guided by the particular cultural lens which the person is

gazing through.

The individual is not the sole producer of her life, but produces it in joint

action with others and in relations with the physical environment.

In 1924, Hans Vaihinger published his treatise on the philosophy of “as if”’ in which he argued that
consciousness always moulds what it receives. The human mind appropriates and then changes what
has been appropriated to meet its own requirements. Not only does the mind receive, but “...it is also
assimilative and constructive.” Vaihinger argued that the function of ideas is not to “portray” reality—
an impossible task—but to be a kind of mapping instrument which enables us to find “our way about
more easily in the world.”"

Frederick Bartlett’s Remembering’? which appeared in 1932 was a clear introduction to construc-
tivist thinking but was ignored by researchers in North America as being “outside” of the mainstream
of research on cognition and memory.

Jean Piaget!® was at first more-or-less ignored but later became very prominent in developmental
psychology and is one of the most influential twentieth-century constructivists. He never tired of claiming
that “intelligence organizes the world by organizing itself.” More recently, Hayek’s Sensory Order'
stands out as an elegant expression of constructivist theory.

Constructivism is generally held to be a family of loosely associated theories and perspectives
across a range of disciplines from philosophy, to psychology, to sociology, to literary criticism, to
science and now, to counselling, psychotherapy, pedagogy and research methods. One distinction which
is often made is that of radical as opposed to critical constructivism®,

Radical constructivists take the position that there is no reality outside of, or beyond that which we
perceive. Reality results from our self-organizing capacities to impose order on our experience. The
claim that a person constructs her own reality, totally and freely, and then has the ability to reconstruct
manufactured reality is similar to what , in philosophical terms , is called solipsism. This is the doctrine
that people have no grounds for believing in anything other than the contents of their own minds.

However, critical constructivists counter this criticism by appeal to the principles of “implicate
order” and “participatory reality” put forth by physical scientists like David Bohm, John Wheeler, and
Tlya Prigogine all of whom argue that we humans are part of the whole, and that we always participate
in constructing whatever it is that we call “reality”.

Critical constructivists, such as Michael Mahoney!” and Vittorio Guidano®® do not deny the exist-
ence of a physical reality, an “out-there” which does influence us, but make the claim that this external
reality can never be directly known. In other words, human realities are metaphorical and constructed—
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constructed mainly through the use of language. Processes such as counselling can best be understood
as metaphorical processes.

Importantly, critical constructivists stress that individuals “co-construct” personal and social reali-
ties, emphasizing interaction and interdependence with surrounding social and physical worlds. For
the critical constructivist, the individual is not the sole producer of her life, but produces it in joint
action with others and in relations with the physical environment.

Accepting the existence of a world outside of our own constructions does not imply that that world
causes us 1o act in certain ways. What it does is place certain constraints on us and thus “influences”
what we think, feel and do. Constraints in the world-out-there do not determine me and my actions, but
they can render my efforts viable or unviable, as the case may be. The world-out-there affords me
certain opportunities, which I may or may not take up and act upon—but the world-out-there does not
determine me or my actions. The world-out-there does present boundaries, affords me opportunities,
does (or doesn’t) exert influence on me, and will effectively render my adaptive and creative actions
more or less viable. However, the world-out-there is never known to me other than through my con-
ceptual, perceptual, and sensory lenses. In every situation, it is my frame for understanding that has the
greatest influence on my choices and actions in life. Indeed, “The fault, dear Brutus, is not in the stars,
but in ourselves.”

In counselling and psychotherapy, constructivist thinking is now making a robust appearance’
after many years in the shadows of other helping approaches. George Kelly? initiated personal con-
struct counselling and therapy in the 1950s, but it did not really get underway for another 30 years after
that. Within the past 10 years there has been a rapid expansion of publications on constructivist forms
of helping of which this book is one example.

Constructivist principles for counselling

I will now describe those constructivist principles which I have selected to comprise a constructivist
frame for understanding with reference to counselling. The constructivist paradigm is rich, deep and
complex and still in a formative stage. Since constructivist thinking about counselling is in its youthful
stages, there is no catalogue of agreed-upon principles which all or most constructivist counsellors and
researchers agree upon.

My listing is based on: 1) a four-year research project which I and my associates conducted to
assess the status of counselling concepts and practices, especially career and work adjustment counsel-
ling; and 2) my efforts to bring constructivist ideas into my own counselling practice and to teach these
principles and practices to other counsellors and teachers of counsellors over the last decade.

The research project produced a conclusion that most current career counselling methods are con-
ceptually out-of-date and tied to assumptions about worklife and change which are simply no longer
tenable. Our assessment led us to believe that, given the changing social and economic conditions
occurring in most of the world, the best source of inventive and relevant concepts upon which to base

a new form of counselling is constructivism.
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My own experience with constructivist practice—both as a counsellor and as a
teacher of counsellors (mainly in Canada and in Scandinavia)—has shown me that
this approach is both inspirational and pragmatically useful. The following Table of
Principles includes most of the concepts which I currently implement in my own
practice and which I encourage others to try in their practice. The listing is rather
lengthy and includes a short discussion with each principle. Much of the rest of the
book will be devoted to presenting the practical aspects of constructivist counselling
and is, in effect, an implementation of these principles.

The principles are not listed in any order of priority. When I use the term ‘“con-
structivist counsellotr” I am well aware that constructivists differ on many points and
these statements of principle are only those to which I can subscribe, given my intel-
lectual and practical understanding at this point. I realize that some, but not all, con-
structivist thinkers share these particular principles with me.

Table of constructivist principles for counsellors

1. A constructivist counsellor assumes that there are multiple realities, rather
than one true, objective reality.

This claim often brings on a charge of ‘relativism’ from critics, but most
constructivists are quick to point out that just because there are multiple realities does
not mean that all realities are equally useful, or desirable. We simply have to take
responsibility for negotiating criteria for making distinctions between better and worse
realities.

2. A constructivist counsellor understands that people live in a social world which
is “constructed” through interaction, communication and inter-relating. From
the basic unit of a ‘social relation’ outward to family and group norms, com-
munity mores, cultural traditions, institutions, policies and laws—all such
human phenomena are constructed—more precisely, co-constructed by
societal members. The “rules we live by” are the result of human negotia-
tions. Sometimes the results of these negotiations are codified as laws, consti-
tutions and policies and remain in place over centuries. More often they are
in effect much more briefly, as in a marriage agreement, a friendship, a busi-
ness arrangement and a great range of other agreements which make up our
social life.

Obviously, it follows from this principle that counselling as a social practice is
socially constructed. The relationship which a constructivist counsellor has with the
individual(s) she is helping is exactly the one which they jointly construct during

their time of meeting.
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Of course, each may bring guiding ideas to the meeting and try to implement these concepts in
varying degrees. However, these ideas are no more than tools to be used in relationship construction.
The relationship they wind up with is the one which they co-construct and agree upon, either explic-
itly, or implicitly.

This assumption has enormous implications for counselling. It suggests that the principle focus of
counselling conversations should be on the on-going life experiences of the person being helped. Or to
put it another way, counselling is context-sensitive, or culture-centred. A constructivist counsellor
knows that the agentic or personal aspects of the person being helped are certainly important; simulta-
neously, as a parallel process, the relational, contextual, cultural aspects of the person’s social partici-
pation are always to be kept in awareness.

3. A constructivist counsellor assumes that language is the key “meaning-construction” tool.
Words do not simply serve as signs of a represented reality, they are reality-construction tools.
Words are tools for getting things done and for making meaning. We humans are “pre-wired”
neurologically to perceive patterns, to perceive likeness and differences, and to do so linguistically.
Human life is linguistic life. Thus “acts of meaning”, “stories”, “narratives”, “metaphors”, “constructs”
and all the many ways in which meaningful human performance is achieved form the operative basis
for constructivist counselling. Practically, this indicates the importance for counsellors in learning
how to work with people’s stories as a means of problem-solving and the value of respecting the

metaphors they use to describe themselves and their lives.

Learn to work directly with the on-going life experience of people—don’t

treat them as cases, categories, diagnoses, stereotypes, or classifications.

4. A constructivist counsellor assumes that on-going life-experience, as it appears through per-
formance, and as it is expressed as personal meaning, is the medium in which counselling is
rooted. What and how a person “means” conjoint with what and how a person “acts” should
be always be the principal foci of counselling,

Tintentionally use the term “act” rather than behave. To use the word “act” assumes that there is an
actor—an agent who interprets, decides, and then acts. With action the emphasis is upon internal
initiation and the individual’s internal, reflexive frame of reference. By way of contrast, the term
“behaviour” which is widely used in psychological science, indicates a “response” to stimulus. Behav-
iour generally does not imply intention: for example, a billiard ball “behaves” in response to impact by
another ball. “Action”, on the other hand, always implies intention or deliberation by the actor.

This distinction which I am making between behaviour and action may seem like quibbling to
some readers. However, it is a distinction critical to the counselling process for it contrasts a world-
view which emphasizes external criteria (for example, testing) for interpreting human performance
with a world-view which emphasizes internal criteria (reflexivity) for interpreting performance. In
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practical terms what this assumption says to counsellors is: learn to work directly with the on-going
life experience of people—don’t treat them as cases, categories, diagnoses, stereotypes, or classifica-
tions. Regard them as experiencing beings whose lifestyles, for better or worse, are fashioned (con-
structed) out of their experience in social life.

5. A constructivist counsellor assumes that there is considerable value in using the metaphor of
“self”” as a central feature of the counselling process. The metaphorical self is evolving, de-
fined by memory and language, and is multi-voiced. A self is not a “thing” but is a complex
configuration of meaning and a metaphorical way of referring to the subjective sense of who
we are,.

We prefer that our life have an overall coordinated feeling—that what we

do is meaningful and makes sense.

There are many dissenting and conflicted voices in constructivist thinking about the nature of the
self. Virtually all constructivists are agreed that whatever the self may be, it is not a thing—the self
does not exist as an empirical entity. It should not be reified and is not particularly accessible through
testing. As I have already remarked, the self is a metaphorical expression. My own thinking about the
contemporary self is along the following lines (see illustration):

The term “self” describes an auto-organizing complex of meaning sub-systems, all coordinated
with each other.

The self is organized into four interconnected sub-systems or configurations of meaning, each of

which can be “voiced”:

1 voices of worklife and learning

2. voices of intimacy and relations

3. voices of body and health

4. voices of spirituality-world-view, personal philosophy, transcendental belief system.

These four configurations of organized meaning are organized around an agentic core with a ca-
pacity to interpret, choose, and act. This existential core (of self) acts as a kind of basic compass or
“will-to-be” by means of which the person steers the course of her life and life-projects.

It helps our understanding if we consider talk about the self to be talk on the level of metaphor or
analogy. Six more constructivist claims about the self are:

a. Seclf-knowledge and all other kinds of knowledge are reflexively intertwined. This has two impli-
cations for counsellors. First, self-knowledge is extremely important in counselling. Secondly, that
any attempt at a complete objectivity—separating self from the facticity of the world is impossi-
ble. We can and should try to achieve a degree of objectivity toward ourselves. We can never be
other than subjective toward others.



SocioDynamic Counselling 42

b. We become a self through the innumerable projects which we activate, though our interactions
with others and by our own acts of self-reflection. We are literally “‘created” through our acts. This
is why personal projects, described later in the book are a vital part of constructivist counselling.

c. However, it is not just the activity of the project which implements our self. It is also, and equally
important, that we become a project through the way that others react to our project implementing
activities. In other words our self comes to be through the interpersonal processes in which we
participate.

] Existential will-to-be:
.| Voices of “I” as Actor,
= 1 Digsident

]| + self-responsibilty

« creativity and freedom
« care for self and others

d. We achieve, and attempt to maintain, a sense of continuity as a self, as well as balance and stability
as a self, through self-referential synthesis of our projects. This means that we tend, as individuals,
toward integration of our various activities in life. We are constantly revising the life story of “who
we are”. We are naturally inclined toward holism rather than fragmentation. We prefer that our life
have an overall coordinated feeling—that what we do is meaningful and makes sense. Of course
we often live in social contexts which promote fragmentation, thus throwing our natural tendency
to holism out of balance or into conflict,

e. The emotional feelings which we experience in our building, maintaining, and break-up of rela-
tionships and in our construction and carrying out of projects is a principal source of energy for
constructing and deconstructing our self and our projects. Guidano goes so far as to claim that no
human change occurs without emotion. Constructivists tend to place considerable emphasis in
counselling on the person’s “felt experience” and on emotions as either a lubricant or a glue for
social relations.

f. It is very important for individuals to transform their vision of themselves as objects, helpless
ones, Or victims, into projects. A project is not only something I can know about, it also sets a task
for me to do and a meaningful purpose for me to fulfill. In the context of counselling, herein lies
the secret of what is referred to currently as “self-empowerment” or self-construction.
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6. A constructivist counsellor assumes that individuals are always situated, or are always so-
cially located, in a specific context and thus will give voice to their concerns from that particu-
lar perspective,

As contexts changes, stories will change. As situations change, so do we.

This assumption of situatedness is derived from Pepper® and provides a basis for regarding story-
telling, narratives, and metaphors as essential material to work with in counselling. The counselling
session is a context within which the counsellor actively listens to what the other has to say and often
helps the other organize and reorganize her stories. This is done by providing clients with a relational
and “softly” structured communication procedure that enables the other to express the topics in their
life which they are concerned about or want “help” with. Once the concerns are told and “mapped-out™
in terms understandable to both the counsellor and the other, the client can be engaged in a process of
self-examination and self-confrontation to determine if there are more satisfying actions to take, or
perhaps other frames of understanding to use in gaining understanding and clarity about the client’s
life and trouble as revealed through the story.

As contexts changes, stories will change. This does not invalidate the historical truth of a story, it
simply makes the point that as situations change, so do we.

7. Constructivist counselling is a culture-centred activity.

Cultures are designs for living. They are invented and changed by the conceptualizations and ac-
tivities of their members—sometimes rapidly, but more typically over long periods of time. People
who are born into a culture are born into a blueprint for how life should be lived. However, there are
many sub-templates in a culture, or, in other words, many paths by means of which a person may
journey through the realities of the culture. When two persons meet, their communication will be
sensible just to the extent that they share, and understand each other’s principal cultural habits and
expressions.

Communication is always composed of symbolic elements and these elements are themselves em-
bedded in cultural templates or contexts and therefore are nuanced in complex ways.

Constructivist counselling can become a counsellor’s best intellectual and
practical method for helping others in the emerging socio-economic

context of the 21st century.
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To summarize this listing of constructivist principles which make up the constructivist counsellor’s

frame for understanding:

1.
2.
3.

We live in a universe of multiple realities.

Our human world is socially constructed.

Language is the human medium and supplies us with the tools for constructing and re-constructing
personal and social realities.

. Personal meaning, action and interaction within on-going experience and social life are the main

foci of counselling.

. The concept of a metaphorical self is a central organizing feature of constructivist counselling.
. Persons are always perceiving and acting within a context of others and environment.
. Cultures are designs for living. Counselling is a process of helping members of a culture choose,

construct and navigate pathways through the culture; and a process of helping members of one
culture learn to effect transitions to, and navigate within, a new culture. This includes finding
satisfactory social relations and becoming eligible to engage in the principal activities of the new
culture such as work, education, politics and recreation.

These seven principles form the ground for a counselling perspective which is designed to meet the

needs of people and the nature of social life as we move toward the 21* century.

In the next chapter, I will briefly describe the post-modern, post-industrial context into which many

people are now being thrust. It is the source of much insecurity and doubt, and is filled with risk. I will

indicate the implications of this scenario for counsellors and will begin to show why I believe that

constructivist counselling can become a counsellor’s best intellectual and practical method for helping

others in the emerging socio-economic context of the 21st century.
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It is based on tacit assumptions arising from common-sense knowledge and understandings. A
world hypothesis can incorporate a very wide range of observations. Much of our thinking about
social life and organization of the past two centuries has been based on the world hypothesis of
mechanism which takes as its root metaphor the machine. This implies a world of discrete things,
connected with each other in causal relationships. The world hypothesis of “contextualism” is
based on the root metaphor of the historical event which can only be understood when placed in a
context of time and place. Adopting a world hypothesis of contextualism, moves us from a causal
framework of explaining things deterministically, into a type of understanding which seeks to
understand the patterning, temporality and recognizable organization in the flow of events.
Meaning changes with context. Thus a story of what has happened as the person understands her
life at one point may be told differently at another time or place. The proof of truth for stories is
not whether they correspond to what “really” is the “objective” truth, but on the “sense” and
coherence they achieve in each specific context.
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CHAPTER 3
CONTEMPORARY SOCIAL LIFE
AS A CONTEXT FOR COUNSELLING

As I have already commented upon, and as every thinking person in the world today must know, we
are all constantly being bombarded with signals of change. The materials of daily social life are shift-
ing and it is hard to know just where solid ground is right now. This is true in the world of work, in the
realm of the family and personal relations, and in the universe of moral and spiritual values, Change
itself is nothing new. What is new is the speed and scope of postmodern change. In many respects the
computer chip and the microelectronic revolution have shrunk time to nanoseconds and distance to
virtual zero. The effects of this transformation are being felt in almost every locale on the planet. Those
who have access to television no longer have to wait days or weeks for news of other places. It can be
seen today every hour, twenty-four hours a day, and not even the remotest community on the face of
the earth escapes notice if any “newsworthy” happening occurs there.

To add to this, in many parts of the world people are on the move, sometimes as a result of war, or
stemming from either economic hard-times, or the promise of better lives elsewhere. A city nearby to
where I now live has public schools where over 80% of the children come from families where a
language other than English or French is the home language of choice.

I live in Canada which is a country made up of immigrants. Canada is known around the world as
a culture of diversity. Yet even in the west coast communities of Canada, the influx of immigrants from
“Pacific Rim” countries is raising concerns in a populace normally tolerant of cultural differences.
Other countries which have long been mono-cultural are finding more and more immigrants and refu-

gees knocking at their doors. As the sociologist Ulrich Beck points out:
Beneath and behind the facades of the old industrial order, which are sometimes still
brilliantly polished, radical changes and new departures are taking place, not com-
pletely unconsciously, but not fully consciously and in a focused way either. This
centipede non-revolution is under way. It is expressed in the background noise of the
quarreling on every level and in all issues and discussion groups. Consider, for in-
stance, that nothing ‘goes without saying’ any longer; everything must be inspected,

chopped to bits, discussed and debated to death. Finally, with the blessing of general
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dissatisfaction, only because otherwise there is the risk of general paralysis which
no one wants, a decision is made. Such are the birth pangs of a new action society, a

self-creation society which must ‘invent’ everything, except that it does not know
how, why, with whom, and with whom absolutely not.!

Welcome to the risk society. Welcome to the multiple-options society. Welcome to the do-it-your-
self society where individuals are more and more on their own and self-responsible for the shaping of
their evolving and adaptive selves. Self-referentiality and reflexivity are much more important now
than previously in questions of identity-formation, choice, and responsible action-taking.

It is not my intent to provide any type of exhaustive analysis of the contemporary social life which
citizens of post-industrial societies experience. Such a task is far beyond the scope of this book and is
not what I am interested in doing.

What I will do is present various aspects or themes of contemporary social life that are often asso-
ciated with the concrete problems in living which people bring to counsellors. In other words I will
focus on the social life ‘navigation’ [how do I stay afloat and get about in this changing context?]
problems which people bring to the counselling session. What is it about contemporary social life that
counsellors need to especially understand so they can talk sensibly with people whose personal exist-
ence is being influenced by the macro changes which are transforming social life?

On a global level, the socio-economic structuring has become experimental—no one can any longer
make very good predictions about the future and about what will be the outcomes of various economic
and political restructuring. We are all caught up, willy-nilly.

It is as though we are participating in a grand experiment, which is at once our doing, as human
agents choosing this and that, and at the same time and to a perplexing degree, out of our control.
When the New York stock market falls substantially, or when a great corporation collapses, millions of
people feel the chill and thousands may be directly subject to job evaporation. On the other hand when
I (and a few million other people) choose to buy shoes made in Brazil rather than in Denmark, then
Danish workers are directly affected by my decision.

In the middle of the extremes are the majority of industrialized and post-

industrialized citizens who are reshaping the way in which they lead their

lives.

A small minority of people are so wealthy that they are largely insulated from the vicissitudes of
post-industrial transformations. Hundreds of millions more are so impoverished that our considera-
tions seem more or less irrelevant to them, at least in their daily lives.

However, in the middle of these extremes are the majority of industrialized and post-industrialized

citizens who are being buffeted about by changing conditions, who are insecure about their futures,



49 Chapter 3

and who are trying to make transitions from modernity to post-modernity by reshaping the way in
which they lead their lives. It is to counsellors who provide counselling services for members of this
population-in-transition (and for marginalized people who are looking for ladders upward into this
majority population) that the frames of understanding and counselling practices described in this book

are addressed.

Alterations in social life— can counsellors help?

Modern institutions differ from all preceding forms of social order in
respect to their dynamism, the degree to which they undercut traditional
habits and customs, and their global impact... these... transformations
radically alter the nature of day-to-day social life and affect the most

personal aspects of our experience. ~Anthony Giddens?, 1991~

It is helpful for counsellors to realize that they, just as much as those whom they try to help, are
affected by the transformations of post-industrial life. In a sense, it is only by realizing that “I, too, am
feeling affected by the roller-coaster nature of contemporary social life” that the counsellor can be-
come mentally receptive to the uncertainty, ambiguity, complexity, and risk which others feel.

In this chapter, I will attempt to convey a sense of some of the more frequent impacts and experi-
ences on members of contemporary social life, and I will indicate what it seems to me that the impli-
cations are for counsellors who try to assist people who are having difficult times navigating contem-
porary social life.

I am often asked: “Whom do you have in mind when you say members of contemporary social
life?” My answer is: “In principle, I have in mind nearly everyone, since almost everyone is under the
influence of changing conditions. I should say that some of the influences and changes are salutary—
for some, but not all, people. However, the majority of workers in any industrialized or post-industri-
alized country are negatively influenced at times by job uncertainty, declining earning power, reduc-
tion of social nets, and by the increased tempo of everyday living which creates stress, conflict and
anxiety.

However, we must proceed tentatively for what is trouble for one person is opportunity for another.
In most instances counsellors are in no position to influence the nature of social order itself—that is a
matter for politicians, economists, social critics, and other citizens located in positions of significant
influence whose actions can bring about social restructuring.

Instead, counsellors work directly with individuals who are caught in disempowering or marginalizing
webs of influence. The counselling-work is to fashion (often invent) escape routes, or ladders from
positions of powerlessness and non-participation in social life—especially worklife; escape routes
which will lift clients to social locations of participation and self-empowerment in daily social life.
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Methodologically, a counsellor has three main tasks:
1) to enter into sensible and trustworthy communication with the other,
2)  to develop a mutual understanding of the particular difficulty which the other faces, and

3) to plan and construct activity projects which are designed to:

a) increase self-responsibility and personal control,
b) increase the other’s meaningful participation in social life, and
c) help the other choose and move toward preferred futures.

Or, to put it differently, the counsellor’s task is to cooperate with others in developing different
lifestyles or in developing metaphorical selves more capable of interpreting and navigating the evolv-
ing social order.

The extent and complexity of the counselling task varies enormously from person to person and
from circumstance to circumstance. In one instance a counselling session may be little more than an
uncomplicated transfer of information. Frequently, the counselling sessions involve some practical
problem-solving. At the far extreme, counselling may extend over a rather long period, either steadily
or intermittently, and be an attempt to assist the individual to effect a major re-orientation in life such
as developing a new and different life-style, or prepare for an occupation or type of work which is
completely different from what the person has done before. How much counselling is given, how
often, and how frequently, should be determined primarily by the needs of the help-seeker and not by
organizational needs for efficiency.

A high quality of human contact should be present no matter how brief or extensive the counsel-
ling. Even a brief, 20-minute counselling conversation can be of very high interpersonal quality.

Choice and decision

Oh, my God! I can see now what I didn’t see before. I have a choice—
things do not have to stay this way—I can take a different voad, I don’t
have to keep on living this way—I have been a prisoner to my own view
and the demands of others for so long. [ can’t believe it—I simply never

knew I had a choice! ~a client~

Choices and decisions are central to most counselling work. To choose is to take one road and not
another. There is always a degree of sacrifice with any choice. That is why some people seem to be
stuck, incapable of making a decision and then keeping with it. Yet choose we must. Even choosing
not to choose is a choice—albeit often an act of bad faith.

I believe that we need to make a distinction between decisions and choices, living as we do in the
era of expert systems. The distinction that I wish to make is that cheice is a human act. The individual,
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as a distinctly human agent, chooses. It is a self-responsible action—only I can “choose” for me.
Choosing is infused with the existential values of responsibility, courage, authenticity and agency and
lies properly in the realm of human action.

Decisions, on the other hand, are frequently intertwined with expert knowledge. Consider whether
or not to have an abdominal cyst removed. It will very likely not be a clear-cut existential choice.
Rather, the physician, an “expert”, will bring into play various technological procedures and analytic
procedures for “deciding” upon whether or not the cyst would be best left alone, or removed. A “deci-
sion” will be arrived at based on technical data, the doctor’s professional opinion, and, to some degree
the patient’s agreement with the expert advice.

I can speak of my “choice” based on my own perceptions and interpretation of the data which has
been presented to me. However, there is little denying that my choice is strongly mediated by the
expert data. My choice can, but is not likely to, contradict the expert decision. Today, decisions are
keyed into expert knowledge and expert systems while choices are the property of the individual.

For several years 1 have been keeping track of choices and decisions which have arisen in the
course of my counselling practice with adults—most of whom were struggling with alterations in their
social life. This list gives us clues about the ways in which people are encountering the problematic of
contemporary social life:

» [ am very worried about my job prospects in the future

¢ In my country of origin I was a doctor, here I am nobody

* [ am worried about what to eat—there are so many conflicting opinions by experts

¢ Ispend so much time at work now, I don’t seem to have much life outside of work

¢ [ just finished high school and I haven’t the slightest idea what I should do or be

o Why do I feel so stressed all of the time?

¢ Lately I've been having trouble going to sleep—things in my future are so uncertain

* [T have a degree from a university, but I just don’t have any idea what I should do

* Tused to get together a lot with friends, now none of us seems to have any time to spend together
with friends

s Atmy job everyone is uptight about restructuring, I'm thinking about a complete change, but I just
don’t know which way to go

* [ have been thinking about going to Japan and teaching English as a second language but what
about my future after that?

*  Me and my friends just hang out down town every night. I feel that this is not the way I want to live,
but what is there for me to do?

¢ DI'm from Vietham. Qver there our family had a building business. All I’'ve been able to do since I
came here is work in restaurants. I've got two small children now. I've got to do something else,
but what? I don’t have other work experience or skills.

Individuals who present the counsellor with issues such as those above often assume that the coun-
sellor will somehow be able to provide them with a satisfying answer. Of course this is most often not
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the case. What each person faces is the factor of choice—first of all—and then the initiation of per-
sonal projects designed to implement the choice.

We do not live in societies where other people make elaborate arrangements for us through estab-
lished cultural customs. In post-industrial social life, we have no choice but to choose how to be and
how to live. We are in a multiple choice context and each of us has to learn how to check the options
implicated in our choice and then construct a life-style which moves us in that direction.

Clients often say that they have no choice. It is much more likely an accurate statement to say:
“given your present frame of understanding, you can see no choice.” If a change of view is brought
about, so that the contemporary context is seen as constituted of a multiplicity of options, the task
becomes one of designing projects to actively test out which options contained in social life are possi-
ble, rewarding and meaningful.

As a starting point the counsellor might say with any of the previously mentioned life concerns:

Look at what you can do, starting at any time you choose, by making conscious, active choices each
time an opportunity is afforded you. It is what you do with these choices (and many other choices just
like them) that will determine not only how well each day works for you, but how successful you will be
at anything you do.?

While the advice given in the preceding paragraph, is seemingly sound, and certainly provides a
framework within which the counsellor and help-seeker can work, several factors operate to constrain

the practical implementation of individual choice.

The average worker often feels abandoned and powerless.

First, individuals are invariably trapped in daily routines which they have difficulty in getting away
from (and may not want to get away from for both conscious and unconscious reasons).

Habit is necessary in daily life, but it also becomes a kind of prison. Individuals are prone to do
things ““as they have always done them” so to speak. So if one is habituated to seeing an environment
as offering no options, then one tends to continue seeing the same, regardless of advice to the contrary.
Further, some habits are necessary to support the family culture even though they weigh against the
person in other areas of his life.

Second, in addition to the factor of choice, emotional experience potentially outweighs any rational
reasons in choice situations. Emotional interpretations can block, complicate, or act to deny reflective
and cognitive considerations. Conversely, emotion supplies the energy (passion) needed to inspire,
sustain, and fuel one’s efforts to choose and act.

Some constructivist counsellors believe that no personal change ever occurs without implicating
emotions. In short, although I might consider an option, my considerations may be rendered ineffec-
tive due to emotions involved in the choice or in my history leading up to the choice. Or, by contrast,
it may be related emotional experience which energizes and enables me to move forward in activity
projects which convert my imagined goals into realized achievements.
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Third, some options, and the individual’s ability to actively pursue the option are influenced by
factors far away and beyond personal influence. In short, many individuals are directly disempowered
by the flux of contemporary social life, especially the economic sectors of social life.

For example, one of my clients decided to apply for training and employment with the Canadian
Secret Service. She had worked as a civilian for the Royal Canadian Mounted Police and for several
municipal police departments. She chose to apply and went through a thorough security clearance
procedure and seemed on the brink of realizing a life-long ambition to be a member of the national
investigatory elite.

As alast step, she was told to come to a local office for a polygraph examination. She went without
trepidation since she felt that she was clean of any prior history which would block her acceptance and
she had finished all the rest of the application procedure.

She related to me that at the end of the test, the administrator asked her if she had anything she
wished to confide in him, to which she answered, “no”. He then folded up his equipment and said he
had a telephone call to make. He returned shortly and said, “You have failed to pass the test, your
application is ended.” My client then asked what question she had failed to pass and he said: “The
question was: ‘Are you withholding any information from the examiner.”

She said to the examiner that everyone must have minor things they do not reveal in an application
interview like “the time I told my mother a lie when I was 10 years old.” However, the examiner said
“We abide by the determination of the polygraph, and I confirmed this by telephone with my superior
[in an office 6000 km away]. Anyone who fails that question is removed from the application process.
This decision is final. My client said to me that, “never before in my entire life had I felt so stripped of
any control of my choice. I felt completely powerless.”

In today’s corporatist and market economy, many people feel similar dis-empowerment at the hands
of corporate executives, boards of directors, and managers far away and far beyond the influence of
the individual. Management decisions about restructuring, downsizing, plant closures, cost-cutting
procedures, and cross-national boundary relocations frequently threaten or result in job loss. The aver-
age worker often feels abandoned and powerless in the face of such developments.

The constructivist counsellor can enter into the picture and assist the
individual in developing a life plan that re-enforces self-responsibility

together with strengthened connections.

To be unpredictably moved from the ranks of the securely employed to the ranks of the unem-
ployed, or minimally employed, is a marginalizing and alienating experience. The social implications
for the individual are dislocation in social life along with loss of eligibility for active participation in
social life. The psychological implications are confusion, anxiety, doubt, uncertainty, and anger.

The factors contributing to social dislocation and ontological insecurity in postmodern society are
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many. Migration, economic flux, war, political conflict, infusion of diverse values into cultures through
media, risk incurred through technological advances, the shift of society from industrialization to
knowledge production and service, change in gender roles, and more, all interweave to produce a
complex, unpredictable ambience for individuals to navigate.

The tasks of the counsellor in the social conditions which surround us now
are to help people to develop self attitudes and capacities which reinforce
self responsibility and constructive activity simultaneously with clarifying

and constructing trustworthy relationships with others around us.

It is here that the constructivist counsellor can enter into the picture and assist the individual in
developing a life plan that re-enforces self-responsibility together with strengthened connections to
others and to the surrounding world. The task of learning how to become a better and stronger author
of one’s own life can be energized and supported by constructivist ideas implemented through the
process of counselling. It is to these topics that we now turn in the second section of this book. As a
way of closing this chapter, T will convey some deep and lucid insights about how present-day society
is evolving. I first encountered these insights in about 1980. My wife and I had gone to an island in the
Agean to spend two weeks resting, walking and sunning. I had with me a small book by Karl Jaspers,
Man in the Modern Age* which I carefully studied for most of those two weeks. I found it remarkable
that Jaspers writing in 1930 could so clearly describe societal conditions which were pertinent in 1980
and which remain pertinent for the start of a new century. As an existence philosopher, Jaspers wrote in
a vocabulary which many find difficult to absorb. In the following sentences, I will use a somewhat
different vocabulary to indicate several of the penetrating insights which that reading revealed to me.

We now live in “mass-order” spread over the globe, sustained by economic imperi-
alism and globalized communications. We are all hurrying along not just because
we wish to build a liveable life, but often because we are afraid of the consequences
of not keeping up. This technical life-order in which we are now participating has
some benefits but these are constantly threatened by a globalizing apparatus which
is destructive (or at least antagonistic to) truly human life. We live in an “unsheltered”
era in which many are devoid of a spiritual or creative identity—they receive their

stamp from the “apparatus’.

As we enter into a new century, we do so, for the most part, without guiding visions
such as the earlier Christians had, and such as some aboriginal people still have. As

cultural groups and as individuals we must allow ourselves to become animated by
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the vision that something distinctive can be made both socially and on the level of
the individual. On the level of the individual we must accept that we are living in a
time and life-space in which ‘mental life’ has become more and more important.
Human physical labour is fading under the rapid advance of the computer chip.
What people everywhere face now is how to become more intelligent, how to find a
spiritual ground, and how to take advantage and promote creativity and innovation
in mental and artifactual life. The most populous countries in the world, China and
India, are now rising from nearly universal physical labour to the plane of technol-

ogy and computerization.

If individuals are to achieve anything like a decisive grasp on their own lives in our
present context, then an essential impulse is to reflexively build a self which is at
once self-directing, and at the same time is fully aware of the ties which bind the self
to others in a trustworthy and respectful way. The individual must recognize that all
people more and more must become animated out of their own sources of talent, will

and creativity and not out of fear, deprivation and the exercise of power by others.

This is not to champion individualism but to acknowledge that expert knowledge is
only as useful as the intelligence of the user, and to acknowledge that it is becoming
inevitable that very few means of livelihood remain which are independent of others.
We live in a condition of joint enterprise—the question is how to live in this social
enterprise in rewarding and meaningful ways. What kind of self can live in harmony
with the powers of this world without being absorbed or marginalized by them? Self-
hood, constructed diligently and responsibly by the individual is the critical task of
our era. For the individual thrust back on him- or herself the only choice is fre-
quently to start anew in conjunction with others with whom a trustworthy alliance
can be formed. Every choice and act which contributes to the construction of a mean-
ingful self-hood becomes the seed from which options and even a new life-world can
be cultivated.
The prescient Jaspers saw that the tasks of the counsellor in the social conditions which surround us
now are to help people to develop self attitudes and capacities which reinforce self responsibility and
constructive activity simultaneously with clarifying and constructing trustworthy relationships with

others around us. The activity of counselling is exemplary for nearly all walks of life in contemporary
social life. It is a modern craft for contributing to and constructing valuable self-hood.



SocioDynamic Counselling 56

REFERENCES AND ENDNOTES

! Beck, U. The reinvention of politics, pp. 21-22. In Beck, U., Giddens, A., & Lash, S. (1994).
Reflexive Modernization. Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1-55.

? Giddens, A. (1991). Modernity and Self-Identity. Stanford: Stanford University Press. p. 1
3 Helmstetter, S. (1989). Choices. New York: Product Books, p. 104

* Jaspers, K. (1930/1951) (trans. Eden and Cedar Paul). Man in the Modern Age. New York:
Doubleday Anchor Books.



57 Chapter 4

CHAPTER 4
POSTMODERN VOCATIONAL DEVELOPMENT AND
COUNSELLING: CONSTRUCTING POSSIBLE FUTURES

Introduction

This chapter is intended as an authorial conversation with readers about the project of revising and
creating new concepts and practices for vocational development and counselling designed to meet the
needs of individuals located in early postmodern social life. Within the limits of my ability to project
my vision imaginatively into the next century, I make claims about why our conception of vocational
development and vocational counselling needs reconstruction. Further, I present a set of guiding ideas
about possible paths for these endeavours in the coming century. My forays into the emerging condi-
tions of social life and counselling are generally “constructivist”. Perhaps the most critical theme in
this chapter is the need for a conceptual revision of counselling—dethroning it from the bankruptcy of
instrumental reason and North American psychology to a new footing in emergent postmodern social
life knowledge and cultural know-how. Further I will argue that counselling is one of many social
practices of ‘helping’ and is a constructed interpersonal achievement in which counsellor and client
negotiate, construct, and teach each other how to be successful in this achievement. T will convey that
contemporary counselling is most usefully located in the observational, descriptive, interpretive flux
of everyday experience and social-cultural life with its multiple realities, fuzzy logic, and indetermi-
nacy. Counselling as a profession is not well-served by the pretense that it is a scientific endeavour’.
Can vocational counselling shed it’s outmoded 20th century facade as a quasi-therapeutic, pseudo-
scientific undertaking which elevates the practitioner to an expert status (practitioner-as scientist) as a
result of what she or he knows from research and theory and tends to place the client in the category of
helpless vessel waiting to be filled by expert knowledge and skillful intervention on the part of gnid-
ance and counselling professionals?
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Ten critical reflections
on social life transformations at the onset of the 21st century

Some individuals who are trying to navigate social life where the virtues of
rationality and economy are shaping human existence have the worst of

two possible worlds.

1. Ttis now a cliche that institutions and societies all over the world are undergoing, or have already
undergone, significant transformations as part of evolution into global, post-industrial, commodified
and market-driven societies. Every social structure change has direct and significant impact on the
lives of individuals, just as the cumulative decisions of individuals influence the social structures. This
is why counsellors should view every personal trouble of the individual as indicative of public (policy)
issue and every public issue and policy as generative of personal troubles for at least some people. This
suggests the need to develop a sociology of counselling to complement the psychological features of
vocational counselling and development. Can counselling be relocated in the socialis of everyday
social life and retrieved from individualistic psychological theory?

2. While it may be difficult, or impossible, to achieve satisfactory explanations of “why things are not
as they used to be”, it is essential to realise that all of the present-day macro-transformations have a
direct and significant impact on the day-to-day life of the individual?. The patterns of influence may be
largely invisible and unpredictable, yet they are real and can act as either constraints or niches of
opportunity for individuals in their daily social life activities.

3. The influences of the macro (larger social changes) on the micro (individual daily existence) are
simultaneously fortuitous for some and harmful to others. Moreover, they are often quite unpredicted
and introduce uncertainty into the individual’s life. Different individuals—largely due to social loca-
tion—are affected in different ways by the same macro transformation. For example to become unem-
ployed may have a devastating impact on one person and is an “opportunity” for a change to a more
rewarding type of work for another.

4. Post-industrial worklife and, more generally, social life, is more uncertain, unpredictable, and change-
able than was daily existence for the majority of citizens in the factory era of the 20th century. It is not
so much that there is now more change—it is that there more different kinds of change and changes
occur more rapidly and frequently. In this coming century we face a “multiple choice” existence where
no one is a real and lasting expert—where we all are at risk in our conditions of employment, health,
and family life. However, we must learn how to navigate unpredictable conditions as we pursue our
preferred choices and it is partly the task of guidance workers and counsellors to aid individuals in this
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navigation . And it is to be remembered that some people, particularly the marginalized, face mostly
bad choices when it comes to finding a niche in those realms of social life where a “good life” can be
constructed. Neither the social engineering of cognitive behavioural models of counselling nor the
romantic and largely utopian vision of humanistic and transpersonal models of counselling provide

very good maps in the uncharted and uncertain conditions of the postmodern.

5. Institutional changes in management and economic policy and modes of operation which are deemed
necessary for the economic survival of institutions and corporations may reduce, or eliminate, the
individual employee’s eligibility to participate in social life. For example, a wage-earner may sud-
denly be dislocated from a position of economic viability (for self and dependents) to a location of near
or real poverty. For this person, and his or her economic dependents, the doors to various types of
participation in social life may immediately close. Most of the decisions which lead to the dislocation
of the individual and the reduction of eligibility for participation in social life are beyond the reach and
influence of the individual. Never before have millions of workers been faced with the unpredictable
and disruptive hydraulics of the globalizing economy. One of the main goals of new conceptions of
counselling should be to assist individuals’ in their attempts to gain meaningful participation in social
life. In other words, the work of the vocational counsellor includes helping clients find “escape routes”

from marginalized status.

6. At the close of the 20th century, most social orders are trying to move toward models of rationality
in which the values of efficiency, quantification, calculation, predictability and control are increas-
ingly applied to social life. Ritzer (1992) refers to this encroachment of rationality into the personal
life space of individuals as the MacDonaldisation of Society*. What we now face in the new century is
the turmoil created by the lightening fast exchange of information, money and power made possible by
the micro chip and the remaining vestiges of “scientific management” initiated by Frederick Taylor
and his time and motion studies®. The fast-food restaurant symbolizes the cult of machine efficiency.
Further, machine-cult values are surrounded by an attempt by corporations and advertising-dominated
media to promote the illusion of “happy” consciousness in which everyone is supposed to “have a
good day”—even if they have to take tranquillizers to achieve this state. Advocates of this rationalisa-
tion of society continue to have the modernist faith in progress so well-described by George Orwell in
his The Road to Wigan Pier®

All the work that is now done by hand will then be done by machinery; wood or
stone will be made of rubber, glass or steel; there will be no disorder, no loose ends,
no wilderness, no wild animals, no weeds, no disease, no poverty, no pain— and so
on and so forth... above all an ordered world, an efficient world. P. 189.
Some individuals who are trying to navigate social life where the virtues of rationality and economy

are shaping human existence have the worst of two possible worlds. On the one hand they are subject
to unpredictability and uncertainty beyond their control. On the other hand they are caught in a ma-
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chine-value world where “life is supposed to be getting better and better” but is definitely not for
various groups of have-nots and marginalized people. Further, other-directed niceness (Riesman)’ and
happy consciousness (Marcuse)® make authentic autonomy and resistance problematic “because one
cannot succeed in getting indignant at the nice and happy in a society based on simulation®.

Can vocational counselling and development separate itself from the dehumanizing and stultifying
influences of Taylorism, behaviourism, and the factory era? The factory, the school, and the guidance
services are often all too much versions of the rational models of the efficient and the effective. What
about the place of moral reasoning, working together for common good, and respect for others simply
because they are human?

One can learn more about America by driving down it’s highways than

from all of the social science institutes' in the country.

7. It should not be overlooked that present-day social life is so organized that it does produce “good
lives” that get better and better for some; it also produces difference, exclusion and marginalization for
others. Present-day institutions hold out the possibility of choice and emancipation; at the same time
they create mechanisms for suppression, rather than actualization of self.'® Perhaps counsellors should
disavow the romantic and unattainable goal of self actualization and fulfilment and work instead under

the motto of “join us in the struggle for demarginalization status as citizens and humans”.

8. Are there escape routes from the ensnaring phenomena of the rational machine-cult values? From
the marginalization and exclusion (from participation in social life) that many individuals experience?
From the non-emotional style of expression which says “be happy”, “I’'m fine”, “enjoy” in the face of
monumental evidence that one should be indignant and resistant? Or are the escape routes territories of
exclusion and marginalization themselves simply co-opted by institutions and replaced by simulation?

Is the technicizing of vocational guidance through the adoption of various forms of “computerized”
guidance just another way to lure genuine counselling into the maw of the microchip machine? Is
vocational counselling something more than rapid and abundant access to “information”? What about

moral reasoning and existential pondering of one’s fate and choices?

9. Today it is impossible to think of individual existence apart from institutional life. In effect one’s
life path is a trajectory across institutional contexts. The individual self is more and more by necessity
a reflexively organized project. Each person is increasingly on his or her own both in the construction
of a personal identity and self and in the navigation of institutional life. We are what we make of
ourselves. Of course no one is free to do just what he or she chooses—we all face many constraints and
contextual influences. Yet in the end we produce ourselves. Traditional guiding forces (clan, family,
church, community) continue to evaporate—to be replaced by electronically-mediated influences. Life
planning, risk-taking, trying-out, struggling to formulate paths for colonizing one’s future, extending
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one’s present into an imagined future—searching for escape routes out of marginalization, looking for
sources of support—these factors make up some of the issues in forming a self-as-project. And do
they not influence the future of counselling models and practices?

Each person is increasingly on his or her own both in the construction of a
personal identity and self and in the navigation of institutional life. We are
what we make of ourselves. Of course no one is free to do just what he or
she chooses—we all face many constraints and contextual influences. Yet

in the end we produce ourselves.

10. Where and who are we today? Are we for the most part pawns; or do we have choices which are
authentic and which enable us to carve out an existence as an “existent being” with a fair degree of
autonomy? Do we ask the experts? Not one of them predicted the taking down of the Berlin Wall. Nor
the precipitous break-up of the Soviet Union. What about the booming Asian economy of 1995-97 that
went wildly unstable in late 19977 Was this widely predicted by economists? Or the crash of the peso
in Mexico? Who predicted the phenomenon of AIDS? The increase of experts in medicine, psychol-
ogy and science leads to an ever greater narrowness of specialization.? Yet everyone of these experts is
alay person in nearly all aspects of social life. In social life we navigate by our cultural hypotheses and
our “psychology of the best guess”. We solve practical problems by functioning as bricoleur. We
gather together the material at hand—cultural knowledge—and we invent solutions. Is this not what
counselling should be about—rather than trying to fit people into diagnostic categories which serve
the needs of the system, but much less the individual in question?. Is vocational counselling not a
bricolage rather than an expert strategy backed up by formal theorizing and abstract reasoning.?
Jean Baudrillard claims that one can learn more about America by driving down it’s highways than
from all of the social science institutes!! in the country. This outrageous statements about the status of
the expert in postmodern society escapes proof or disproof. It is reminiscent of Dostoevsky’s main
character in Notes from the Underground who describes people as ‘piano keys’ and ‘doorstops’—
earlier versions of the modernist phrase, ‘cogs in a machine’. The depictions of society and its mem-
bers given to us by Dostoevsky and Baudrillard seem to stem from a desire to remain free, to refuse to
be pinned down, categorized and pigeon -holed. Such depictions are annoying, confusing and yet they
call to our attention that the unpredictable cannot be predicted; that the postmodern world may be little
more than a collage of contingent, rootless, swirling fictions. At least we are brought to consider that
contemporary social life is chaotic and disorderly even while the deterministic forces of the market
and modernity present the illusion (simulation) of rational orderliness, progress, and efficiency.
Perhaps the main justification of a new form of counselling is that those who practice it well may
find useful ways of helping individuals to take charge of their own lives (at least to a greater extent
than the role of victim or helpless one implies); and find ways of aiding people to construct sustainable

patterns and relationships in daily work and personal life. Worn-out models of vocational development
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and vocational counselling strategies are concerned with ‘predicting’ futures. Yet we have more and
more reasons to believe that futures (of careerists and vocational workers) are less and less predictable.
Can counselling be reformed so as to help people “map” possible futures, even “invent” futures in
conditions of uncertainty and rapid social evolution?

Summarizing reflection

If we look forward and into the crystal-ball of evolving postmodern conditions of the present and
future, we can visualize forms of vocational development and counselling with very different features
from counselling models located in the century just ending. The individual is a project now much more
on its own as a consequence of the de-traditionalization impulses in many societies, coupled with the
linking of individual life chances directly to the global economy. Further, indeterminacy, chance, and
unpredicability require that we question the very concept of “lifelong career” or linear vocational
development. Counsellors can no longer present their clients with a stable long-view blue print of
vocational development where one proceeds through a predictable series of educational steps to emerge
on the plane of predictable and lasting employment. The various “theories™ of development which
were concocted in the industrial age are now defunct. Counsellors need new ideas about their tasks in
helping people whose daily lives are more open to chance and risk, and who face continuously chang-
ing conditions of social life. Perhaps it is best to concede that the only “career” left is one’s life? And
perhaps it is best to see that many counselling theories are little more than constructions by cloistered
academics and should be replaced by a conception of counselling which is organized around “life”
planning rather than “career” or “vocational planning”. This implies models of counselling organized
around the concepts of dynamic social life change and the construction of personally meaningful
projects and activities by means of which individuals fend off the ravages of marginalization and form

provisional but stable identities in postmodern social life.

Ten critical reflections on the transformation
of vocational counselling and development

1. The individual, situated in a shifting and uncertain context, must learn to exert direction over his or
her life. If an individual fail to take charge of his or her life, someone else surely will. Each of us must
see our self as a reflexively organized project’?. Qur self-as-project (life planning endeavor) consists in
the construction and sustaining of coherent, continuously revised, biographical narratives. Self-con-

struction takes place in a context of multiple choices in which chance and risk are prominent features®.

2. If counselling is be relevant to the formation of lives in the new century, it must be willing to submit
to transformations. Like a snake it must be willing to shed its 20th century skin, even if that means
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being blinded, uncertain and searching for a time. As a practice counselling is rooted in biblical times.
As a profession it is hardly more than half a century old. It came of professional age in the era of the
factory and evolved as a kind of Taylorized endeavor, Lately counselling has fallen under the sway of
accountants and economists; thus subjected to strident calls for more efficiency, more accountability,
more specialization, more scientific status. These demands are a function of institutional need and
globalizing markets and market competition and have very little to do with good counselling which is
a humane and not an economic activity. Good counselling remains the one practice within institutions
where face-to-face discussion and problem-solving can be carried out on behalf of the interests of the
individual. It is a shared moral space where doubts, insecurities, plans, secrets, hopes, fears and self-
construction can be carried out in emotional safety and relative privacy. Counselling is organized
around the ‘human face’ and not around efficient processes.

We cannot understand intentions if we ignore the contexts in which

they take place".

3. Acentral claim of arevised counselling is that it is a moral enterprise. As Rorty' states, we have a
duty to listen to the stories which people tell us, not because only they can know what they mean, but
because they are human beings like ourselves. As social life has become more and more technicized,
bureaucratized and subjected to institutional influence, counselling remains the one endeavor which
can still direct caring attention to individuals and their plights. Yet counselling has allowed itself to be
co-opted into the service of institutions and, in doing so is increasingly in danger of losing its value for
the individual. There is probably no way to free counselling from the demands of institutional
management—however, it is possible to negotiate a more healthy relationship between counselling
and institutional management. Before this can happen, however, counselling needs revision to put it
into a posture of relevancy with people and how they experience their lives in the present time—how
they are located in social life and how they experience the ongoing flux of their life-space experience.

4. Humans live their lives much as stories are written and told; or to put it another way, stories have a
very strong—even ruling—influence on our lives and on our societies. Stories and the language tools
which are used to articulate them are not only representative of individual experience, they create
personal realities and are part of the transforming processes which humans must engage in as they
search for sustainable paths through culture. Counselling must move toward knowledge contributions
by such disciplines as cultural studies and literary theory and reduce dependence on the iron-cage of
scientific psychology. Human lives are better described by Lyotard’s metaphor of “world-as-text”"
than the metaphor of human life as a system of behaviours or system of cognition and behaviours as
scientific psychology advocates. Even the endeavor of science can be seen as a kind of conversation
and scientific texts have the status of voices in the conversation's.

5. Any adequate understanding of human action must take into consideration: meaning, purpose, in-
tentions, and reasons. Further, just as intentions are vitally important in understanding human action,
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we cannot understand intentions if we ignore the contexts in which they take place'’. Models of coun-
selling and vocational development must find ways to incorporate personal meaning, with purpose,
and intention and shift from focus on “behaviour” to meaningful activities which build a sense of self.
The question is: Can counsellors and counsellor educators who have been socialized into American-
like forms of counselling and models of vocational development find a way to break free from this
over—psychologized approach to counselling and construct models of counselling and vocational

development which are situated in cultural sensibility and contemporary social life?

Life is a quest (creating goals as it is lived) rather than a search

(for predefined goals).

6. When we adopt the concept of action as a replacement for the concept of behaviour, we place the
responsibility for action squarely on the shoulders of the actor (agent). Further we open up access to
three important and relevant traditions of thought which can contribute to a new counselling for the
coming century.

The first is literary theory (hermeneutics) as developed by Paul Ricoeur'® who claims that meaning-
ful action can be considered as a text, and vice versa. Meaningful action shares three constitutive
features of a text. First, it becomes objectified by inscription (to set down in words so as to form a
public record) and thus liberates it from the subjective grasp of the individual. Second, meaningful
action has relevance beyond its immediate context of occurrence. Third, meaningful action can be read
as an “open work” or set of performances. This extends the theory of interpretation to the field of
social sciences and pragmatic practices like counselling.

The second important tradition which meaningful action opens for use by counselling theorists is
phenomenology, introduced into the social sciences by Alfred Schutz'® and his students Peter Berger
and Thomas Luckman®. Phenomenology opens the door to study of direct, lived and reflected-upon
experience. The ability to describe and interpret lived experience lies at the heart of the counselling
process.

The third relevant tradition is the sociocultural approach to understanding humans and their ac-
tions. This interdisciplinary approach brings various threads into a loosely knit area of study which
includes the activity psychology developed by Russian theorists such as Leont’ev?!; “socialized” psy-
chology as advanced by the American sociologist and pragmatist, G.H. Mead?; symbolic interactionism
(Howard Becker?; Norman Denzin®); ethnomethodology (Harold Garfinkel; Harvery Sacks); and the
discipline of narrative (Jerome Bruner; Donald Polkinghorne) and voice (Michael Bahktin). What
these disparate scholars share in common is an understanding that human action originates in cultural,
social, communicative/linguistic processes. Through contextualized and personally meaningful acts,
people produce their lives. Can counselling and vocational theorists move in these intellectual direc-
tions?
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7. To view human life as a voiced, narrative structure grounded in the actions of an actor-as-text
requires unpredictability. This, according to MacIntyre® should not be regarded as a flaw but as a
virtue since the kinds of explanations which a constructive, narrative approach offer fits perfectly the
kind of phenomena which they purport to explain. Most importantly, unpredictability does not imply
inexplicability. Humans can account for their actions. All lives are lived with goals—which are created
in the living. The most important aspect of goal-directed living is not so much the achievement of the
goal, but the formulation and reformulation of goals. Lives are not defined at the outset, nor do they
assiduously follow the directions (goals) provided by others. MacIntyre refers to the circular teleology
of the lived life as the narrative quest. Life is a quest (creating goals as it is lived) rather than a search
(for predefined goals).

According to Jerome Bruner, the method of negotiating and renegotiating meanings by the media-
tion of language is one of the crowning achievements of human development. In empirical science,
explanations are achieved by recognising an event as an instance of a general law or as belonging to a
certain discrete category. Narrative knowing, on the other hand, achieves explanations by relating
events to human projects. Narratives exhibif an explanation instead of demonstrating it. Structurally,
factual and fictive stories are similar. Their respective value or usefulness is situationally negotiated.
Contingency, aesthetics, politics and plausibility all play a part in the negotiation of value with regard
to narratives. Yet we can see that in everyday life people relate and cope with each other largely
through the exchange of stories. How can we redirect the attention of counselling away from behav-
iour and rationalistic thinking and toward text, voice, story, narrative, and the realm of personal mean-
ing?

Do two speakers (counsellor and counsellor) ever understand

each other completely?

We may have to rethink the concept of empathy and the goal of mutual understanding which has
become the sine qua non of all counselling. For example, if we take up Bakhtin’s*! notion of permanent
dialogue, we find more and more reasons to doubt the adequacy of empathy. Insightful communication
may depend more upon preserving a certain gap between speakers than urging the achievement of
“mutual” understanding. Do two speakers (counsellor and counsellor) ever understand each other
completely? No. In fact much of the value of their conversations consists in recognizing differences.
Good communication does not pretend to find a perfect fit between speakers—it respects boundaries
and sharpens the points of difference as well as commonalities. Thus conversation becomes, under a
Bahktinian influence, a negotiation or social reality constructing process in which neither party ever
knows exactly what the other means. Empathy must be reconstructed to contain at least constitutive
elements. One of these is the search for mutual understanding—a kind of emotional knowing. Just as
important , however, is the need to include the struggle to articulate differences. Further, empathy rests
on a human “witnessing” of the other as human. Seeing, hearing and non-intrusion in the process
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which the human other. Finally, empathy requires that the individual who is engaged in acts of empa-
thy be capable of reflexivity—is able to bear witness of his or her own self and mental processes. To
reconstruct empathy along these lines is to rescue it from the instrumentalism of the cognitive-
behavioralism where it was launched in counselling as a skill-one amongst many.

From such a social construction perspective, the counselling conversation (and the development of
vocation) are characterized most of all by the notion of developing ideas as they are hammered out in
the linguistic environment of counselling conversation specifically, and life-planning conversations
more generally. This perspective is rather close to Vygotsky’s view that humans are best viewed as
constantly constructing their environments and their representations of this environment by engaging
in various types of activity. The reflective, active , social constructionist process which Vygotsky
postulated is as much concerned with the individual’s transformation of reality as it is concerned with
the reception of information®. If counselling and vocational development seriously these alternative
ways of describing human conduct in which voice, social location, self-construction, meaning and
impermanence become part of the counselling theorists intellectual resource, counselling will take on
an aesthetic stability within a cultural sensibility rather than presenting itself as a scientific behav-

ioural expertise.

Psychological knowledge can make an important contribution to
counselling—as can other formal disciplines— but it should no longer

dominate the practice of counselling.

8. With reference to a given historical event, there can be an infinite number of stories (versions)
portending to explain the event. It is not possible to use a criterial method to categorically declare one
version more true or better than some or all of the other versions. There is no way of deciding among
them except by negotiation. When working with narratives and stories, one is not able to eliminate
“error” and uncertainty by recourse to mathematical analysis or criteria. Instead one must use negotia-
tion—which is itself contingent upon context. One may use reasons, evidence, statements of value and
belief, and temporal ordering to achieve a negotiated consensus or agreement, Certain influences can
be discerned, and connections identified. But in the end, narrative knowing leaves open the exact
nature of influence and connection. Determinacy cannot subordinate indeterminacy; causes may be
inferred but not proven. Narrative knowing can bring counsellors close to life as it is lived, not life as
it is calculated. Is not counselling really a bricolage utilizing a strategy of the “best guess” rather than

a quasi-science of behaviour?

9. Counselling implies that the practitioner have sociological competence®—this enables the coun-
sellor to perceive that a personal problem is almost always also the flip side of a public issue. Problems
do not reside in the heads of individuals, but are to be found in the relational webs which we com-
monly refer to as social life, or, more broadly, culture and society. A redesigned counselling model can

help individuals to perceive that, for the most part, “problems” can be recognized and ameliorated
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more effectively when they are taken to be part of the intertextual web of existence, and not as entities
residing inside the individual’s head.

10. Counselling is by nature a culture-centred practice®. People seek the help of a counsellor when
they are confused, thwarted, or hurt by social practices. Basically, they want help in answering the
question, “What is going on here”, where going on refers to social things—patterns, processes, frames,
relations—and here refers to their immediate ongoing life space, context, situation or social location,
all of which are culturally defined. For the past 50 years counselling has been under the domination of
individualistic, behavioural psychology. Counselling is culture-centred, and it is a specific social prac-
tice with its own competence. Psychological knowledge can make an important contribution to coun-
selling—as can other formal disciplines— but it should no longer dominate the practice of counsel-
ling.

Concluding reflections

I hope that some of the changes which I believe must be made in order for
vocational counselling and development to resonate with human needs

under conditions of postmodernity, will come into effect while I still live.

In this chapter I have raised a number of ideas which are intended create tensions in the minds of

readers. My chief claims are:

* Social life is undergoing many transformations and postmodern trends

+ Models of counselling and vocational development are rooted in the industrial age and are becom-
ing defunct as we move into the 21st century

¢ New intellectual sources are needed to revise and invent new forms of counselling and models of
worklife which are congruent with contemporary social life

* Newly developing ideas in counselling and vocational development include narrative, voice, mul-
tiple realities, difference, social construction, and non-predictability. In other papers 1 have made
an initial attempt in SocieDynamic Counselling to build a new form of counselling by drawing on
these developing ideas . 1 am now in my 70th year. I hope that some of the changes which I believe
must be made in order for vocational counselling and development to resonate with human needs
under conditions of postmodernity, will come into effect while I still live.
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Section IT
CONSTRUCTIVIST-BASED COUNSELLING PRACTICE

Foreword to SEcTiON 11

In this section of the book I will be presenting and describing the practical tasks of the constructivist
counsellor and the tools to use in performing these tasks.

I have already pointed out that constructivist counselling does not operate by means of a “cook-
book” of formula responses. Instead of providing formulas for counsellors, a constructivist perspec-
tive legitimates and encourages counsellor and client use of creativity, intelligence, respect, and
innovativeness as a method of working to help clients with their concerns.

In order to use formulaic interventions, one must assume that people are very much alike, and that
they experience difficulties pretty much the same way. Another assumption required by formula re-
sponses or interventions is that the counsellor always has superior knowledge and expert status in
reference to the client.

From the perspective of constructivist counselling, the counsellor does have expertise in life-space
clarification and mapping: and in some aspects of communication. However, the client is the expert on
his own life experience and may be more knowledgeable than the counsellor in terms of cultural
knowing. Assumptions of superior knowledge and expertness are shared by counsellor and client in
constructivist counselling.

A constructivist perspective is built upon the recognition of, and appreciation of, difference as well
as similarity. Each individual is:

+ Like all other people in some respects,

¢ Like so many other people in some respects, and

+ Like no other person in some respects.’

For example all people are alike in that they need food, water and sleep and have a need to love and be
loved.

Each of us uses a particular language (or languages) and thus holds membership in a language
community shared by many other people. Yet nearly every day we encounter others with whom we do
not share the same language. We are like many other people in terms of gender, yet very unlike others

in this regard.
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Yet each of us is unique in certain views which we hold, in our physical character-
istics, and in our ways of being. And no one ever quite has the same experience as
another individual—there is inevitably a degree of uniqueness in the life stories of
each individual. The life-space “signature” of the individual cannot be copied.

There is no such individual as the “average” person. Average is a statistical con-
cept and blurs what it means to be a single human being. All categories, classifica-
tions, typifications and averaging fails to capture what is meant by “this is who [ am.”
While classifications and categories have value for other considerations, they are
distortions of uniqueness and particularity and should be avoided as much as possi-
ble in the work of constructivist counselling.

A constructivist frame of understanding is also built upon the assumption that
there are multiple realities. This has an enormous value as an assumption in counsel-
ling in that, from the outset, the counsellor is prepared to recognise and appreciate
difference in many dimensions of human existence. This means the recognition, for
example, that every individual is culturally bounded (another constructivist assump-
tion) and will inevitably see, hear and construe the world from eyes, ears and brain
that have been trained to interpret from that particular cultural perspective.

Counselling is construed as a general process or method which encompasses mul-
tiple views or options. This reduces the need to build up a multitude of specialities in
counselling around topics such as “rehabilitation” counselling, “educational coun-
selling”, “career counselling™ and so on. A more holistic conception is implied which
confronts each individual in his or her wholeness and not as a set of roles, traits,
parts, or fragments.

Of course there is an obvious need for information and data which are relevant to
a specific context—such as labour market information, health information, educa-
tional information and information specific to other contexts in which the counsel-
ling is occurring. What this implies is not that we need many counselling roles, but
that every counsellor should strive to be context and culturally sensitive.

A fourth assumption which is key in the constructivist perspective as applied to
counselling is that of social construction. We humans produce our lives, we make our
meanings, we build our family and community networks and traditions, we are the
“culture-makers”, we construct our lifestyles, our selves, our projects, our relation-
ships. Of course, for the most part, we also make our problems, and our solutions.

These four assumptions: the assumption of multiple realities, the assumption of
uniqueness, the assumption of context or cultural boundedness, and the assumption
that we construct our personal and social realities are lynchpins in the constructivist
frame for understanding. It is important to realize that all practical applications of
constructivism in counselling will rest upon these assumptions, together with other
assumptions presented in other portions of this book.
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The first, and most encompassing tool which a constructivist counsellor uses is a constructivist
frame for understanding. This perspective is a map which engenders and values such life-space
features as respect, differentiation, meaning, appreciation, letting-be, care, responsibility, courage,
choice, autonomy, trustworthiness, and cooperation. The constructivist lens tries to read directly from
life experience. What is sensed and perceived is filtered reflexively through the assumptions men-
tioned above and diffused outward as communication which is sensitive to the life-space features
which I have identified.
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CHAPTER b
ENTERING THE LIFE-SPACE

He kept looking at me, as though he was trying to be sure that it was
all right to be speaking to me.

Some years ago I was spending the summer in Calgary, Alberta, teaching a course in group counselling
at the University of Calgary. My classes were held in the morning and shortly after lunch each day I
would walk the three miles to where I had rented a room in a friend’s house. The day I am remember-
ing was a hot, sunny day. I left the campus and began to follow a trail across a pasture to the new
housing subdivision where my friend lived. This was on the edge of the city and on prairie land which
had been rural until just recently.

As I walked along the prairie trail in the hot, still day I could hear birds singing and noticed several
rabbits scurrying along the trail ahead. Otherwise the fields were empty except for a few cows. In my
mind I was going over the events of the morning class. After about half an hour I noticed a man coming
down the hill on another trail toward where I was walking.

He looked to be about 20 years old and walked with a kind of stumbling gait. My first thought was
that he had been drinking or perhaps was on drugs. Then as our paths came together and I could see
him more clearly, I realised that his gait was that of a person with cerebral palsy.

We came together and we spoke to each other. He was plainly dressed, with old shoes and thread-
bare jeans. He wore glasses and they were slightly crooked. He looked quickly at me and then away.
He greeted me in a low voice. I replied, “You going my way?” He answered, “Yes.” His speech was
rather difficult to understand. “Yes, I’m going down there to the clinic,” he said and pointed to some
red buildings about a mile ahead along the trail.

As we walked along we spoke of how hot it was and how this field would soon be gone to the
house-builders. He kept looking at me, as though he was trying to be sure that it was all right to be
speaking to me. Soon we were in conversation and this is what he told me.
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As a small child, he had been diagnosed as a mentally retarded child and for a while
was even in an institution for children too crippled to be taken care of at home. His
SJamily was poor and when he was about five years old, his father left the home. They
lived in an old rural cottage about two miles up the hill on the edge of the open
pastures where we were walking. His mother had refused to accept that he had to
live in a home for the retarded and when he was about twelve had somehow man-
aged to get him home again. The two of them lived in the cottage and every day she
went into the city by bus to work as a laundress.
At this point he interrupted his story and blurted out, “This is the best day of my life!” [ was amazed
by this outburst and asked him how this could be. I noticed that his eyes were filling with tears. He then

continued. “Today is the day I start to school,” he said, “and today is the day I can get new glasses and
get my teeth fixed”. Tears were now running down his cheeks. I listened and watched in amazement.

Again he repeated, “this is the best day of my life.”

After these many vears his mother had finally found out how to get him into the
clinic (the red buildings ahead) for treatment and rehabilitation. She had appar-
ently tried numerous times but for some reason had not been successful until just
recently. He pulled a crumpled paper from his shirt pocket and handed it to me to
read. We had come to an old log. I suggested that we sit and rest and I could read the
paper. I had a ham and cheese sandwich in my pocket which I pulled out and offered
him half of it. At first he refused and then said, “Well, I am kind of hungry,” and took
my offering. As I read the letter and clinic form I saw that it was indeed an official
appointment letter for the purpose of diagnostic and treatment at the Rehabilitation
Clinic. The letter indicated that an eye examination and glass prescription, together
with dental work would be available with the presentation of this letter, and that
arrangements could be made to start an educational program based on his needs,
and that family counselling would also be given if needed. As we ate our tiny meal
together, he continued to tell me how his mother had not been able to get off work
today but had given him instructions on where to go and what to say. He also told me

that he could not read much, if at all, that he had always dreamed of being able to go
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to school and that he hoped that he would soon be able to read. “Then,” he said, “I
can find a job and help my mother pay for things.” Again he repeated, “this is the
best day of my life.”

Needless to say, [ was profoundly moved by what I was learning from this young man. I held out
my hand to help him up as we got ready to continue on down the trail. Now we walked side by side as
Ilistened to the rest of his story, When we came to the clinic, I asked him if he knew where the entrance
was and he said he did. His face was smeared with dust and tears. I put my arm on his shoulder and
with my other hand I took out some kleenex I had and wiped off his face. He told me that he hoped 1
didn’t mind what he had told me, and that he had never talked about it before to anyone except his
mother. I assured him that he had told me a wonderful story and that I believed that he was on the way
to having a better life. We briefly touched hands again and he turned away to enter the building.

Several weeks later, as I was preparing to return home from my summer job, I stopped in at the
clinic to inquire about my friend. Sure enough he was there, now studying in the literacy program, he
had new glasses, and his teeth had been cleaned. He was pleased to see me and wanted to show me
what he was learning to read. We shook hands once again and parted company.

This episode happened 35 years ago. It seems only yesterday. This was a temporary and profound
meeting on a prairie trail—an improbable meeting, yet a meeting that exemplifies what it means to
“enter into the world of the other”, the first task of the constructivist counsellor.

This temporary relationship was co-constructed by the other and myself as we walked and talked.
I will identify ten contributions which I made to our evolving relationship which helped me to gain
entrance into the life-space of this person. In each of these contributions action, meaning and value are
intertwined.

For these brief moments we were companions on his deeply important and

valued life journey that made an indelible imprint on my memory and life.

1. I approached the other with alertness and interest. I stopped thinking of other things so that I could
be fully receptive to this person.

2, Ihad self-knowledge of my pre-suppositions (drinking, drugs) and put them aside so that I could
see the other as he “really” was.

3. I actively, but respectfully, engaged the other in the activity of conversing, using his level of lan-
guage and refraining from any attitude of superiority.

4. 1 was prepared to listen with amazement.

5. Icredulously received the other’s story. I adopted an attitude of “not knowing” and allowed myself
to learn from him.

6. I walked side-by-side with the other as an equal deserving of my respect, compassion and attitude
of cooperative companionship.
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7. Tparticipated in a “common-ground” activity with the other (eating).

8. I allowed myself to be “touched”, both emotionally and physically.

9. Tunderscored and affirmed the value and personal meaning which this day and this experience had
for the other. I further confirmed the value of the other and his experience by a later visit.

10.1 did my part in co-constructing a distinctive human contact by showing respect; engaging in the
empathetic, receptive activities of listening, speaking, and keeping silent; by confirming the other;
by being touched and heartfelt; and by engaging in other acts of care—sharing and eating my food
together, cleansing his face of tears and dust. For these brief moments we were companions on his
deeply important and valued life journey. For me, this brief encounter made an indelible imprint on
my memory and life.

Life-space: meaning and nuances

I will begin this section by explaining why I use the concept of life-space in my thinking about coun-
selling. Many years ago when I was a university student, I attended a seminar led by a former col-
league of Kurt Lewin’s?. It was there that I encountered the idea of “life-space”.

According to Lewin, each of us inhabits a mental space which is both psychological and sociologi-
cal and which is named “life-space’.

It is a kind of circumambient template by means of which we perceive and interpret the world,
ourselves and our relations with others and it also serves as a cultural compass which guides our
actions. It is constructed from experience and is made up of our ideas, prejudices, assumptions, beliefs,
values, habits, and learned skills which we use in navigating social life.

Our life-space has different four semantic regions: 1) relationships and intimacy; 2) work and
learning; 3) health and body; and 4) spirituality. It nonetheless is a total space—a gestalt of our per-
sonal world. The four “regions” interconnect with each other and with a central core which is the
acting, choosing, agentic “T”.

A life-space may be rather rigidly constructed and defended, it may be fluid and changeable. [t may
be transparent to others and easily accessed by them; or it may be opaque, hard to gain entry into and
difficult to understand.

Following Lewin, there are numerous features of the life-space which are relevant and 