The new René Artois?   An open letter to Denis Postle
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The allusion to Vichy France has long been a sub-text in the use of words like ‘collusion’ by those opposed to the statutory regulation of psychotherapy and counselling. Still, I never thought that anyone would have the sheer culot to make a direct parallel…until now.
In a recent report on the Ipnosis website of the first meeting of the Health Profession Council (HPC)’s Professional Liaison Group, Denis Postle writes:
“…many French people collaborated with the German forces. Historians distinguish two groups, ‘collaborationnistes’, enthusiasts for the German take-over, and ‘collaborateurs’, people who, often unwillingly, did what had to be done to survive. There was also, we might recall, the Resistance. Yesterday at the HPC all three attitudes to the state’s colonization of the psychological therapies as a values-congruent way of working with the human condition seemed present.”

Let’s be clear about what’s happening. Our profession will soon be joining the ranks of other professions which have moved from self-regulation to greater public regulation and scrutiny. Most of these other professions have resisted to a greater or lesser extent such a development for all the predictable reasons that professions do. However, few have attained the same levels of rhetorical flamboyance and special pleading in defence of professional ‘laissez-moi faire’ that Denis and his co-thinkers have managed for psychotherapy.  In addition to neo-Foucauldian critiques of the state, appeals to chaos theory and God knows what else, they are now trying to don the mantle of the maquis.
The public regulation of psychotherapy will not resemble Pétain and Laval’s État Français. There will be no singing of Maréchal nous voilà, no yellow badges, no night-time raids or round-ups, no retaliatory executions for acts of resistance, no Camp Gurs, no Drancy, no deportations to Auschwitz-Birkenau or Sobibor. To draw this parallel is frankly an insult to the 80,000 Jews, the 15,000 Roma, gays, métèques and other ‘indésirables’ sent to their death from France. When the injunction ‘Never again’ was carved on Holocaust memorials, no-one really had in mind the writing of standards of proficiency for psychotherapists and counsellors.
It is something of a tradition to claim an association with those who chose armed or active resistance during France’s années noires. Most of France did it following the liberation, after all.  Now, I don’t know why, but the Ipnosis call to arms against the HPC doesn’t seem to have quite the same moral resonance as Albert Camus’ Combat or Jean-Pierre Lévy’s Le Franc-Tireur.  But then none of us has to fear a knock on the door by the Gestapo or Darnand’s Milice.  
There is a legitimate, honest debate to be had about the desirability of statutory regulation. We share your concern that public accountability can often be reduced to the ‘tick box’ culture that you quite rightly excoriate. But society is not prepared to go back to a position where ‘the professions’ write their own rule book.  Failing to actively engage with Government in shaping an appropriate form of public accountability, far from being an act of resistance, is effectively to vacate the possibility of influencing an optimum outcome…its own form of capitulation. 
But the point of this letter is a simpler one – references to collaboration under Vichy are facile and deeply offensive. Denis, you may not be the next Jean Moulin or Colonel Fabien…but steer clear of becoming the new René Artois. If you wanted a nice, Francophile analogy what was wrong with Astérix and his plucky fight against the Romans? That, at least, would have charmed us all.
Amitiés
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Malcolm Allen

Chief Executive, British Psychoanalytic Council

Writing personally, with the permission of the BPC Executive
