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Politics of Healing and Politics of Culture:
Ethnopsychiatry, Identities and Migration

ROBERTO BENEDUCE

University of Turin

POMPEO MARTELLI

University of Rome ‘La Sapienza’

Abstract Ethnopsychiatry is today a contested field, in which concepts
and terms such as ethnicity, identity, culture, citizenship, traditional
therapies or symbolic efficacy are used in a very controversial way. Recent
accusations of ‘racism’ against some ethnopsychiatrists have contributed to
making more obscure the deep roots of these issues and controversies.
Little attention has been paid to analysing the complex legacy of colonial
psychiatry, as well as the relationships among current definitions of
‘culture’ and ‘belonging’, post-colonial subjectivities and migration. In
this article, the authors briefly analyse the contributions of Italian ethno-
psychiatry and investigate the hidden expressions of racism and prejudice
still characterizing mental health workers’ attitudes toward immigrants. It
is argued that a ‘generative’ and community-based ethnopsychiatry can
challenge the hegemony of western psychiatry and improve the quality of
therapeutic strategies.
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The problem with psychologists’ approach to memory in the real world
comes, I believe, from their failure to grasp the full complexity of the
engagement of the mind in culture and history, and, in particular, their
failure to understand that culture and history are not just something created
by people but that they are, to a certain extent, that which creates persons.

(M. Bloch, 1996, p. 216)

Ethnopsychiatry and its Colonial Legacy

Raising questions about current developments in the field of ethnopsy-
chiatry requires reflection on both epistemological and political issues.
Both migratory dynamics and the genealogy of ethnopsychiatry focus the
debate around concepts such as identity, culture, belonging, relationships
of power, conflicts and categories whose roots are intertwined as much
with the ‘colonial situation’ (Balandier, 1955) and ‘post-colonial’ situation
(Mbembe, 2001; Werbner, 1998, 2002) as with the ‘ethnological situation’
(Doquet, 1999). The encounter with the cultural Other, the construction
of difference, the interpretation of insanity and suffering represent
examples of these ‘situations’, which are often marked by misunderstand-
ings, violence and subjection. There are unexpected continuities between
the viewpoints and diagnostic categories used by psychiatry in the colonies
and the current attitudes adopted by many health workers faced with
immigrant patients. The history of colonial psychiatry reveals similarities
in the definitions of alterity articulated in the relationship between ‘the
insane’ and ‘the criminal’ in the colonies and those that recur today in the
discourse of doctors and courts in the presence of the foreigner (whether
patient, refugee or defendant). It is pertinent, from this perspective, to
recall what Collignon wrote in reference to Africa and on the basis of the
research carried out by Megan Vaughan (1991) in Malawi:

In the colonial period we were confronted with the issue of the alterity of
the insane in some ways twice over: other than being Africans, they become
Africans a second time for the colonizers. Also, an ‘other’ even more
worrying the closer they come to the European in the guise of the colonial
figure of the evolved, the educated, the cultured African. (Collignon, 1997,
p. 73)

In a very long and intricate history of the ‘cultural/colonial’ encounter,
which cannot be examined here in detail, incomprehension and ambigui-
ties have often constituted the rule in the past and present. Entrusting the
treatment of the native to local systems of care, using ‘customs’ and
traditional laws to judge criminal acts, and referring to cultural ‘mediators’
were the norm in the time of the colonies. However, the ‘good’ reasons
invoked by the administrators in these choices were certainly not
sufficient, within a context of abuse and violence, to ensure more adequate
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cures (Cohen, 1999; Fanon, 1961/1970; Gibson, 2003).1 Until the 1980s,
notions such as ‘frontal laziness’, put forward at the beginning of the last
century by Porot, the father of the psychiatric school in Algiers, continued
to circulate in medical–psychiatric circles. These notions illustrate well the
enduring racism and stereotyping of psychiatry. Devereux (1951/1998)
also recognized this in the attitudes of white people who, although they
had lived for a long time with the Plains Indians, ignored the traditions
and culture of these people. Europeans, with their judicial views,
continued to see the Natives’ behaviour as ‘laziness’, ‘irresponsibility’ and
so on. Ambiguous reflections of an invisible power (that which claims the
right to speak of the Other, to write the Other, to situate them in a network
of symbols and meanings without foundations or reflection on the very
fact that this was all taking place within relationships of domination), the
categories of psychiatry and medicine have played a decisive role in the
confrontation between the dominant culture and dominated culture, even
when they declared themselves sensitive to cultural difference.

The role of colonial medicine in civilization’s rhetoric is well known. Ian
Hacking (1995/1998) has good reason when he maintains that cultural
imperialism is not dead, and that its protagonists today are no longer
missionaries but psychiatrists.2 Therefore, it would seem impossible to
continue to speak of ‘idioms of suffering’, of ‘culture-bound syndromes’, of
‘notions of the person’, of ‘experiences of the invisible’ beyond these
dynamics and these restrictions. The reasons for raising discussion of such
concepts are not only epistemological. Ethnopsychiatry finds itself
entangled, right from its origins, with clinical and both methodological and
ideological questions.

Before looking at some profiles of the debate related to the state of
clinical ethnopsychiatry, we first give a brief overview of migration in Italy.
Second, we consider some of the writings of two Italian pioneers of
ethnopsychiatry, Ernesto de Martino and Michele Risso, whose work
anticipated many aspects of the current methodological debate. Third, we
briefly consider why ethnopsychiatry today is the site of so many conflicts;
the French case is evoked because it’s exemplarity. We argue that political
choices concerning the status of immigrants or refugees are deeply
embedded in recent debates in ethnopsychiatry, and that ethnopsychiatry
and colonial psychiatry have actively contributed to the construction of
these political issues through the definition of cultural Other and cultural
difference.

The Context of European Migration: The Italian Case

When immigration in Italy was beginning to be a mass phenomenon, we
attributed some debatable positions taken by our opinion makers to an
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element of Italian provincialism. Giuliano Campioni (1993) confronted
the question of racism and xenophobia in the Italian intellectual and
political classes unmasking some contradictions but also ignorance in the
knowledge that was already consolidated in the international sociological,
political and anthropological literature. However, with recent European
developments concerning immigration laws and increased hostility
towards immigrants and ‘their cultures’, it is no longer only the Italian
context that can be seen as xenophobic and racist.

Italy has aligned itself with the new European trend promulgating laws
against clandestine immigrants and assuming frankly racist positions,
whose aggression and virulence show no signs of diminishing. The current
Italian Prime Minister, Silvio Berlusconi, maintained, in a rather rash
statement made shortly after the attack of September 11 on New York, the
superiority of western culture over Islamic civilization, having little
concern for values such as the freedom of the individual. A trivialized
version of what is usually defined as differentialist racism has thus found,
both at the ordinary level and in the political classes, a surprising echo.
‘Cultured’ anti-Semites no longer think that the Jews inherit ‘wickedness
and meanness’ biologically: they maintain that the true problem consists
rather in the Jews’ world view, that puts them in conflict with the strong
sense of nationhood that most Italians hold dear.

Multiculturalism can be seen as the recognition that multiple cultural
identities exist and that these portray the landscape of contemporary
society.Multiculturalism develops its strategies aware of the always complex
and uncertain dialectic that rules the relationships between distinct cultural
systems, of the right of each person to rethink the meanings and expressions
of her/his cultural identity, as well as of the interests and conflicts often
masked by the term ‘culture’. This project has not found active allies in Italy
today even among the progressive forces. The latter seem, in fact,
concerned most of the time to defend only the most superficial expressions
of multiculturalism – for example, in the image of a society portrayed
through multiethnic concerts and dinners – without taking into consider-
ation the dilemmas of the integration process, refugee status, etc.

Unfortunately, the press has played a part in the reproduction of
popular positions, in emphasizing concerns about immigrants and in
developing the spectre of social insecurity. The media have contributed
little or nothing to diluting the stereotypes of the migrant ‘clandestine-
criminal’. Issues of security and social control are interwoven in this way
with other well-known collective nightmares, and even re-emerge in
unsuspected places. Criminals accused of two recent crimes, which
received a good deal of public attention because of their ferocity, tried to
divert police inquiries and steer the search for those responsible towards
presumed Albanian assassins.
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