

[image: image1]
Perspective: Decolonizing postmodernist approaches to mental health discourse toward promoting epistemic justice












	
	TYPE Perspective
PUBLISHED 06 October 2022
DOI 10.3389/fpsyt.2022.980148






Perspective: Decolonizing postmodernist approaches to mental health discourse toward promoting epistemic justice

Lia Levin*

Bob Shapell School of Social Work, Tel Aviv University, Tel Aviv, Israel

[image: image2]

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY
Colin King, Manchester Metropolitan University, United Kingdom

REVIEWED BY
Marjorie Johnstone, Dalhousie University, Canada

*CORRESPONDENCE
 Lia Levin, levinlia@tauex.tau.ac.il

SPECIALTY SECTION
 This article was submitted to Public Mental Health, a section of the journal Frontiers in Psychiatry

RECEIVED 28 June 2022
 ACCEPTED 20 September 2022
 PUBLISHED 06 October 2022

CITATION
 Levin L (2022) Perspective: Decolonizing postmodernist approaches to mental health discourse toward promoting epistemic justice. Front. Psychiatry 13:980148. doi: 10.3389/fpsyt.2022.980148

COPYRIGHT
 © 2022 Levin. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.



Currently, it is possible to observe a slowly (but surely) growing volume of claims seeking to disprove Foucauldian ideas about knowledge and power as overlapping basic theories of epistemic justice. Prompted by these claims, alongside adopting tenets of Critical Race Theory to address injustices inflicted upon people facing mental health challenges, I propose applying decolonizing deconstruction to Foucault's terminology, toward identifying opportunities to enhance epistemic justice, primarily in direct interventions in mental health services.
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Introduction

The rift between sociology, social philosophy, and psychiatry has been traced back to the 1970s, and is largely attributed to fundamental discrepancies between the theories, paradigms, and methodologies guiding each of these disciplines (1). One of the consequences of this split has manifested in mainstream psychiatry's broad dismissal of, or its self-preservation facing, the otherwise lively and impactful discussion surrounding post-modernity (2, 3). However, the widening preoccupation with epistemic in/justice in psychiatry and psychiatric epidemiology journals [e.g., (4–7)], signified also in the initiative to dedicate a distinct Research Topic thereto in Frontiers, marks an opportunity for identifying some of its notional origins and engaging in contemplation on the nuances of incorporating them into mental health discourse and practice.



Current assumptions about the postmodernist roots of epistemic in/justice in mental health services

In recent years, it has become increasingly common to cite some of Foucault's work on postmodernism as having laid the conceptual groundwork and inspiration for the formulation of epistemic justice theory and practice (8). This appears to make a great deal of sense in light of the supposition that knowledge is essentially never neutral, and dwells in all processes involved in the construction, manufacture, institutionalization, and application of power, organically inherent to Foucault's thought and to models advocating epistemic justice (9). Both Foucauldian interpretations and approaches driven by epistemic in/justice perspectives suggest that knowledge and power are inseparable. Both point to social structures of deviance, and to the professions tasked with treating those who “deviate” from what is delimited as “normal” as agents of disciplining powers that rely on the distinction between the “truth” of scientific reason and all other forms of knowledge (10). In this vein, mental health services have often been cited as playing an impactful part in sustaining social hierarchies and perpetuating a status quo (11). Discussing Foucault employing epistemic justice terminology has also been specifically useful toward identifying injustices imposed upon those diagnosed with mental illness, and for advancing the diversification of voices shaping mental health discourses and resisting Sanism (12). Foucault himself directly addressed epistemology as a space within which status and authority are granted (and thus also withheld) (13). The apparent theoretical parallels between Foucault and ideas of epistemic justice have even prompted claims that “Michel Foucault could well be considered a theorist of epistemic justice avant la lettre” [Allen (14), p. 187].



New approaches to the connection between Foucault and epistemic justice

Somewhat outside the immediate field of vision of prevailing literature, the assumption of overlap between Foucault's writing and the defining elements of epistemic justice is slowly but surely coming under criticism. This criticism takes an interesting analytical turn and applies the critical lens offered by some of the theoretical foundations of epistemic justice, namely, Critical Race Theory (15), to Foucault's philosophy itself. In doing so, some theorists point to an inconsistency between essentials of correcting epistemic injustice, namely, granting epistemic legitimacy and credibility to knowledge held by indigenous communities, sidelined social groups and experts by experience, and the seemingly heavy reliance of current debates on epistemic justice on postmodern ideas which are generated and developed primarily in privileged, Europocentric settings. The criticism drawn from this inconsistency encourages further conceptual developments of epistemic justice to keep in mind that “structuralism and post-structuralism are theoretical options born in the center of global imperialism” [Zondi (16), p. 21].



Reconsidering postmodernist ideas for the advancement of epistemic justice

Picking up where some of said critique leaves off, two steps toward promoting epistemic justice while building on postmodern suppositions about discourse, knowledge, and power in the context of what is considered mental illness and mental health are proposed.


Step I: Decolonizing deconstruction

The first step is applying decolonizing deconstruction to Foucault's ideas. Toward this, I refer to decolonization in its broader sense—i.e., questioning the underlying normative propositions of Western knowledge and explicitly prioritizing indigenous voices (17). In other words, decolonization as referred to in this effort is a set of assumptions regarding the need to undo and unlearn the damage caused by colonization, especially in terms of lost knowledge, silenced identities, and aggressive epistemic oppression (18). It is also a methodology that aspires to recover epistemic freedom among individuals and communities whose basic claims for self-definition have been subjected to outsiders' normative judgement and negation (19). In accordance, calls for decolonization position epistemic domination both as the result and the motivation for the colonization of the sort of knowledge that gains its justification from prejudices supporting the superiority of “white,” “Western” and “modern” viewpoints over all other knowledges or ways of knowing the world (20). Consequently, I propose that Critical Race Theory can provide helpful guidance for such decolonization and renegotiation of ideas, specifically regarding those diagnosed with mental illness. While such individuals do not fall under the classic definition of “indigenous communities” victimized by colonialization in terms of localness or heritage, their shared historical collective prosecution, systematic oppression, institutionalized discrimination, and stigmatic delegitimization arguably render them an underprivileged group, not by ethnicity or culture but by collective exclusion and shared destiny1. The basic assumptions underlying such an effort may thus borrow from the tenets of Critical Race Theory (24), adapted to address the mental health/illness discourse, and would constitute:

1. the idea that the dominance of Western postmodern philosophy in the analysis of discourse cannot be veiled or merited by linking it to epistemic justice;

2. the notion that Western postmodern philosophy concerning the structuring of discourse should be subjected to the same questions that it itself raises regarding the relationship between science(/theory), status, discipline, and (theoretical) authority, and the links between knowledge and power that underly such a relationship;

3. the suggestion that Western postmodern philosophy regarding the association between discourse, knowledge, and power may itself be a social construct;

4. the emphasis on storytelling and counter-storytelling, or on the role first-hand narratives can play in introducing alternative perspectives on discourses of mental health and illness; and

5. the acknowledgment that “truths” may lay beyond widely cited theories and analyses, and that Western postmodern philosophy may have not reached its status in academic and professional communities had it not capitalized on the infrastructure of knowledge dissemination and legitimation wherein its theorists enjoyed a priori advantage and access as mostly Western, mostly white, mostly educated, and mostly male.

Embracing these principles, then, entails revisiting Western notions put forward by Foucault by opening them up to alternative interpretations, underlain by the unmediated perspective of those diagnosed with mental illness.



Step II: Focusing on testimonial epistemic justice

The second step would be redirecting some of the efforts so far inspired by Foucauldian ideas and reshaped by the decolonization and deconstruction performed in the first step toward the specific correction of testimonial epistemic injustices. Currently, literature tying Foucault's work to epistemic justice in the field of mental health more often than not addresses what can be framed as hermeneutical epistemic injustices and their relationship to sanctioned professional power [e.g., (11)]. These are the forms of epistemic injustice that lurk in the infrastructure of addressing the knowledge of members of marginalized groups, and results from an overall societal absence of skill or willingness to understand such knowledge, due to relentless exclusion of such groups from mainstream meaning-making platforms and activities. The less frequently addressed form of epistemic injustice, testimonial injustice, is the delegitimization and discrediting of an individual's account of experiences, due to bias and/or prejudice toward the social group to which s/he belongs (25). A deeper examination of the possible diverse manifestations of subjugation in micro-level encounters with mental health service-users can provide a plethora of opportunities to correct epistemic injustice, through mutual deconstruction of particular fallouts and experiences of testimonial oppression, and through employing a postmodern approach and its suggestions about the relations between discourse, knowledge, and power, as a starting point for discussion. Using Foucauldian ideas about such relationships as points of departure for dialogue with service-users and engaging in mutual examination of them, rather than keeping them in mind as underlying theoretical assumptions or treating them as secondary to the intervention process, may result in the correction of testimonial injustices so frequently prevalent in the area of mental health (26). This could begin with the foundational epistemic question “how do we know what we know about your situation, life history, challenges and strengths?” followed by, “What do we overlook or disregard in our handling of your situation, life history, challenges and strengths?” and “Why is that and what are we missing out on?”.

Presumably, focusing on testimonial epistemic justice while fostering increasing epistemic trust will enable recognition and legitimation that go beyond issues of diverse representation and subvert the structure that disciplines both those diagnosed with mental illness and those socially mandated to treat her/him.




Discussion

Following the steps cited above could also achieve two additional goals: they could go a certain distance in grounding postmodern notions in real-life experiences of mental health services and expand theory through the entry of new, diverse voices, into the process of shaping our understanding of power structures. At the same time, they could enable the penetration of more structural theoretical understandings into the notional framework of epistemic justice, sometimes criticized for being over-individualistic and disregarding systematic factors fostering epistemic oppression, not least in the field of mental health intervention (27).

Whether interventions are articulated employing a postmodern approach and then decolonialized, guided by ideas of epistemic justice; or whether they are motivated by a desire to correct epistemic injustices and add a layer of postmodern perspectives to this effort, the status quo of mental health interventions stands to undergo transformation, as the practitioner and service-user allow themselves to engage in epistemic disobedience (28), taking various paths toward addressing knowledge and power; and contesting not only the relationship there between, but also actively diversifying their “knowledge about knowledge.” This disobedience is a key to any effort to promote justice within the complex discourse underlying many mental health and mental illness intervention settings and social constructions. Otherwise, to paraphrase American novelist Thomas Pynchon, “If they can get you to keep asking the wrong questions, they will never have to worry about answers.”
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Footnotes

1Detailed discussions on the ability to apply Critical Race Theory to the analysis of disparities that are not primarily based on race without diminishing the impact of racism on mental health services are already available and inspire this suggestion (21, 22); as do recent arguments supporting such analysis as a means of observing discrimination whilst not nurturing a discourse that uses race as the ultimate explanation for social inequality (23).
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