
An interview 

with

Alan Bleakley
Having read Alan Bleakley's collection of poems Hermes in the Kitchen Drawer (Gateway Books, 1990) and being aware of his reputation as a psychologist and psychotherapist specialising in imaginal and archetypal approaches I thought I would make contact and ask him a few questions for Inspired Fatherhood. 

RICHARD HARVEY: What father archetypes are active in the world today?
ALAN BLEAKLEY: The question puzzles me - I would perhaps rather think of father 'narratives'. By 'the world today' do you mean the Islamic, Hindu, Buddhist, etc. world as well as the Christian and humanist? 'Father' is (i) biological, (ii) a social and cultural construct. 'Father' narratives will be defined by social and cultural discourses ('working father', 'absent father', 'mothering father', 'childless father', 'multiple fathering', 'children as fathers' etc.) It interests me to think of 'father' in the context of artificial insemination. Is this 'absent' fathering? Also, has the Freudian Oedipal narrative now become a dominant form?

I suppose a strict 'archetypal' approach may look to mythology's examples of fathering, and father-children relations and compare styles, but I don't know how far this gets us. I suppose it does provide a background against which we can imagine 'fathering' (eg Zeus' relationship to Ares; Oedipus to Laius and so forth).

RH: How can we use the concept of the archetypes to improve our lives?

AB: I would baulk at 'archetype' as 'concept', and at 'improve', which is in a particular fantasy (idealism). Perhaps, as above, archetypal personifications may help us to re-imagine our lives, but I would not wish to couch this as 'improvement'. Such a view may problematise or complexify.

RH: What relevance does mythology have to family today?

AB: The question implies that 'mythology' refers to classical myth, but mythologies are constantly created and recreated. I'm thinking of modern and post-modern 'mythologies' as described by Roland Barthes for example - myths created out of popular culture. I suppose classical myth offers a background against which we might stop idealising or romanticising the family, for, just as families are the most dangerous place to grow up (more murders occur in family contexts than any other situation), so this is often echoed in classical myth. Family relations here show the same agonies, loves, pleasures, denials, frustrations, hates, hurts, madness, and 'dysfunction' as in actual families. In other words, families show pathology.

RH: What do you think of the education system in this country?

AB: Do you mean schooling, and/or post-compulsory education? I work in the higher education sector, and see it as a mixture of great possibility and great despair. Education has become a business, and employs business metaphors ('customers' rather than 'students' for example), is deeply politicised, and strongly centralised. These are obvious forms of bureaucratic control and surveillance, but I see them as an inevitable part of post-modernisation that can be resisted in meaningful ways.

RH: How do you think 'spirituality' should be approached in schools?

AB: In a pluralistic manner, reflecting the sacred and secular mix in our society. We might make the curriculum more 'sacred' in the sense of encouraging reflexivity and awareness in act and thought.

RH: Do you see the role of the father changing in the 21st century?

AB: Yes - there will be greater sharing of parenting responsibilities between partners; more gay relationships bringing up children; more single fathers; more 'fathering' of elderly parents.

RH: How far do you think the roles of 'mother' and 'father' are culturally designated? Do you think a man can effectively 'mother'?

AB: I would prefer culturally 'constructed', because this allows for a plurality of roles. Father and mother roles are highly discursive. What do you mean by 'mother'? If you mean breast-feeding, no, a father will be restricted to the bottle. If you mean discursive role, then yes a man can 'mother'. Much of the 'bonding' argument of Bowlby et al has now been discredited in psychology.

RH: How do you think the large numbers of single-parent families today will affect our society in the future?

AB: For the better. There may be a rebirth of the extended family.

RH: How do you view 'the family'?

AB: As a rapidly changing cultural institution; as a hotbed of desire, neurosis, love, hate, frustration, care, disturbance, longing, satisfaction, beauty, impossibility. I have no truck with 'blood ties'. The family is an impossible actuality.

RH: What are the ideal conditions for children's early years?

AB: Parents letting go of idealism.

RH: Do you think that the Human Potential Movement - and particularly men's awareness groups - have had any impact on the role of fathers?

AB: Only a sentimental impact. Bly's Iron John was one of the big yawns of the last few years and properly received a roasting from the British press. Men still have much to do within the various kinds of feminisms. Wounded and bleeding men should look first to their empathy for bleeding women, and what they can learn from these women.

RH: How have your own relationships with your mother and father affected your life and work?

AB: Clearly they have had some influence, but I think developmental influences have been vastly overplayed and have become a psychological dogma.

RH: Who are the figures who have most helped to develop our understanding of ourselves in this century?

AB: Robert Musil, Wallace Stevens, Helene Cixous, Jacques Derrida, James Hillman, Thomas Pynchon, Gaston Bachelard, Pablo Picasso, Henri Matisse, Marcel Duchamp, Louise Bourgeois, Joyce Carol Oates, Raymond Carver.

RH: What are the latest developments in your work?

AB: An integration of Archetypal Psychology and post-structuralist and post-modern thinking derived from Continental philosophy. An ethical and aesthetic dimension to post-structuralism. Animalizing as a mode of imagining, and its anti-humanist implications. Erotics, ethics and aesthetics in educational practice. A distillation of this work in poetry.

RH: Why do you think that, in spite of all we now know, education in this country, and in most of the world, remains achievement-orientated and insensitive to the needs of the child?

AB: Are we talking literal 'child' or 'child' archetype? The question is assumptive. I do not think that 'education' in this country is necessarily insensitive to the needs of the child. I know some excellent primary schools and primary teachers in particular. Teachers are under impossible pressures and are badly rewarded. Education needs to be returned to educationists, practitioners and pupils/students, and de-politicised. There is some very exciting work going on in education currently which is for the benefit of the child.

RH: Finally, what advice would you give to actively-engaged fathers at this time?

AB: Read contemporary novelists and short-story writers such as Don Dellilo, Thomas Pynchon, Raymond Carver, Tobias Wolf and Joyce Carol Oates. Oates' What I Lived For and short stories such as those in Heat offer a great deal more insight in my opinion than the tired New Age pop psychology books that seem to dominate the market. Also, spend time with your children in a mutually satisfying way. I regularly surf with my son.
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