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Professor Andrew Samuels
 
Why are there so many conferences, panels and 
papers on ‘the Other’ these days?  Is it much-needed 
reparation for the developed world’s, oppression 
and exploitation of anyone and anything different?  
Or is it a liberal fad that salves the conscience, but 
leaves unjust imbalances of political and economic 
power intact?  Or could it be both?

In my paper, I will express a concern that what 
we do in relation to the Other and Otherness is 
too easily positioned as an internal, moral and 
emotional challenge for an individual — what 
we can call the ‘inner Other’. Such solipsism is 
not superficial; it matters what happens in the 
inner world and within personal and intimate 
relationships. I will not overlook this. But 
depth reflection carries its own shadow and 
limitations. It may smooth away the disruptive 
and traumatic nature of the individual’s own 
collective times, in his or her own political 
spaces. The task, as ever, is to unify ‘the spirit 
of the depths’ with ‘the spirit of the times’. 

Our field of therapy seems to have entered an 
era of cultural dialogue like no other. We are 
uniquely open to learning from the healing, 
social and philosophical practices of Indigenous 
peoples. This is what I mean by ‘use’ of the idea 
of the Other. It is to be celebrated.

As for ‘abuse’, I want to propose that passionate 
involvement with things Indigenous can be a 
chimera, illusory, somewhat patronising in its 
congratulatory admiration, just temporary first 
aid.  It is often claimed that Indigenous peoples 
have a better relation to ‘nature’ and to the 
‘cosmos’ than ‘we’ do. I say that the fact that 
the developed world is divorced from nature, 
and seems to want to murder the Earth, is a 
problem that world will have to solve for itself. 
It needs to be done quickly for the Earth is 
striking back.

I will give four examples or illustrations during 
the paper. My first example is drawn from 
European art’s fascination with exotic (and 
erotic) Otherness.

Use and Abuse of the Idea of ‘The Other’: Tensions 
Between Reparation at Depth and Liberal Hypocrisy



My second concerns Edward Albee’s 
remarkable drama  The Goat — or Who is 
Sylvia?  This play challenges us to explore the 
ethical limits on our tolerance of Otherness. 
The hero falls in love with a goat that he calls 
Sylvia. He believes Sylvia loves him. It is too 
much for his hitherto tolerant wife to accept. 
Their family collapses and, in the end, his wife 
kills Sylvia, the goat. 

My next example concerns what we can learn 
from an encounter with the social philosophy 
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of Islam, which is often positioned as ‘our’ 
Other. The Qur’ranic concept of Ta’aruf will be 
explained. This is a creative re-working of the 
inevitable violence that can ensue when to 
groups (or nations, or cultures, or families, or 
people) get locked into mutual Otherness.

My final example is brief and personal (though 
also critical). It concerns the hateful attacks to 
which I was subjected after first writing and 
speaking about what Islam might have to offer 
‘us’ in terms of ‘the Other’. 


