A tale of two cities – What lies beneath?
This term I have visited two incredible European cities on school business. First, I went to Krakow in Poland along with 14 other UK psychology teachers; our objective was to update ourselves on modern research into destructive obedience and to discuss the necessary considerations for taking pupils on trips overseas. During this three day conference, we visited Schindler’s Factory, where there is now an outstanding museum and the former camps at Plaskow, Auschwitz and Birkenhau. Two weeks later I headed for Berlin for a three day International Baccalaureate conference, where our lectures were run by John Crane, Deputy Chief Examiner and coincidentally an expert in the psychology of genocide. On Friday evening, we were taken on a walking tour of the city, including some key sites including the Reichstag building, Brandenburg Gate, Hitler’s Bunker and The Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe.
Phillip Zimbardo, the mastermind behind the infamous Stanford Prison Experiment, took to the witness box in 2004, to defend the depraved actions of Chip Frederick, an American military policeman, one of eleven soldiers who faced charges including dereliction of duty, cruelty, maltreatment, assault, battery and indecent acts against Iraqi prisoners in Abu Ghraib, Bagdad. He argues that the soldier’s behaviour resulted from situational factors and not a monstrous or evil disposition. How could he be sure? Because, in 1973, in an experiment he now regrets, he observed 12 ostensibly healthy young Americans fashion their own form of tyranny in the mock prison he created in the basement of one of American’s most respected universities.
The last time I spoke of this, I was walking down Wilhelmstrasse 70, in central Berlin; moments earlier, we’d stood hugging ourselves in the crisp evening air, a footstep from the American embassy. Our shadows towering before us anchoring us to the moment, as the autumn sun set behind the Brandenburg Gate.  As a tiny child, my mother reminds me how appalled I used to be by this ‘non-me’, that would not let me go, jumping and shouting in a desperate attempt to escape the shadow.  
The ‘bier bikes’ trundle by, cargoes of inebriated young men, on another stag weekend, Turkish football fans brandish their flags in anticipation, Germany v Turkey, the Euro 2010 qualifier.  With bated breath, more than one of us wonder whether the mood will be so jolly later. Despite a 3 -0 victory for Germany, the streets of Berlin remain uncannily still for much of our visit.
We’ve turned a corner, the shadows have departed. Next stop is the British embassy. Armed police mill authoritatively and here the words unspoken are of the increased security alerts.  A day earlier, American citizens travelling in Europe had been advised to ‘exercise caution’ and Britain had raised the threat level from general to "high" for citizens travelling in Germany and France.  We smile as slowly each of us reveal how our respective mothers have called us to voice their fears regarding the imminent trip. 
One more block and we had arrived, the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe; an awesome landscape in the truest sense of the word: 4.7 acres devoted to 2711 slabs of featureless grey stone, rising and falling, like row upon row of dominoes waiting to be displaced. Like a vulture, I love to pick over the facts presented by any speaker passionate enough to capture my attention, and our guide was certainly that, but here, I couldn’t listen. Conscious thought was sliding away yet again. Soma took over; and though I felt bound to listen through politeness, my body had set off into the maze, I was compelled like all those iron filings, drawn in. 

I didn’t need our guide to tell me that each of the blocks were individual in their dimensions and that the number signified the pages in the Talmud. I didn’t need him to tell me that the architect Peter Eisenman had designed this landscape “to produce an uneasy, confusing atmosphere”, “a system that has lost touch with human reason”.  No words are necessary here, the spaces that have been created here echo with words unspoken. 
These intervening weeks have been seasoned with memories, associations appearing without warning –like a window left open, a draught sweeping along a passage.  I have been struck by the recollection of a dream that I have always labeled in my own mind as my first ever dream. It bares for me an uncanny similarity to what I experienced on a Friday in this raw and beautiful city. I was lost in an abstract landscape, in a void, whiteness with dark grey columns towering upwards above me. The dream was recurrent and it was haunting, it was accompanied by a tone or a vibration, an awful horrible sensation that affected my mouth and my ears and my skin. It is impossible to describe; we don’t have the words to describe this dream. All I can sense was that the feeling might have been dislocation. This is the feeling created in the memorial. 
Paths stretch ahead of you, to the left and to the right. The ground slopes upwards one moment and down the next; one moment you are doing the towering and the next, very suddenly you are all alone. If you are lost in the right or the wrong place you will come face to face with the tallest stelae of all, 4.7 metres of characterless stone, no foothold. This city for me was one of contradictions of progress and stagnation, pace and stillness, opulence and austerity, shadow and light, confusion and clarity. In the memorial too, paradox prevails, there is dislocation yet direction, entrapment but also a means too of escape, should we choose it. The most poignant part of this experience? I can see through to the other side, I can walk right through and come out the other side where the evening sun will still be shining.
Two weeks prior to my trip to Berlin, I had made my journey to and from Krakow in Poland. Some of my friends had questioned me about my motive, some prior to and others since have expressed that they “couldn’t do it”. For me there was no question about not being able to do it, it never featured. 1 million people who perished there weren’t afforded a choice about whether they could do it or not and it was and is important to me that if I am going to talk authentically to my pupils and have them listen and connect, I should speak from my experience. I wanted to touch the walls of the gas chamber, to stand beneath the gallows, against the wall. Before we seemed to have landed in Poland, we were back in Gatwick and hours later in the classroom.  The working week, paced and purposeful, the rhythmic routine of never looking back, always looking forwards, means that there is seldom time to reflect, to not think, to not talk, to just be. 
The merits of being abound, but racing thoughts and realisations are a thrill and one thing that has excited me these past two weeks is the uncanny opportunity provided through recollected dreams to hear your sub-conscious talking to you. It is a rare treat indeed, for me at least. I don’t tend to have many dreams and when I do, wow - they amaze me. Hotel Qubus where we stayed in Poland is built upon the site of the Krakow ghetto, on the bank of the Vistula just ten minutes walk from Kazimierz, the old Jewish Quarter.
The night before I went to Oswiecim, I sat bolt upright in bed, “Someone is knocking at my door”. I opened the door and it was the hotel receptionist, “we are just informing each guest that this morning there will be no hot water in the bathrooms”, “No problem”, I said, “but why?”, “there is barbed wire in the cistern”. I don’t believe it was very long until I awoke to see my roommate emerging from the bathroom with her head in a towel. As I relayed the experience to her, I realized I had made a mistake; the barbed wire was in the “system” not the cistern. It was a very clear message extracted from Zimbardo’s take on the rotten barrel as opposed to the rotten apples that Rumsfeld emphasized in his justification of the behaviour of the American soldiers in Abu Ghraib. And as I arrived at Auschwitz, I understand that it was the barbed wire boundaries that throttled the life out of this place. 
So, back at work, a rather stressful week as I try to ensure that everything is in order for the next adventure. During this time, the voices from the ghetto speak at less than a whisper, the door is closed, the tide has risen. In a matter days, I was off to Berlin, excited and with high hopes and expectations for the conference, fully present in the business of the hour, but with no anticipation of the unexpected outcomes that the trip would present.
An outstanding conference ensued and it was a one-off privilege to be taught by John Crane for three days. He is a truly inspirational teacher and colleague. But at present, the experience in the memorial described above, requires greatest analysis and once this process has reached a conclusion I shall be overwhelming delighted to address the conundrums arising from the conference itself such as how to structure one’s schemes of work to greatest effect and which studies to select for the maximum impact!
A change of pace for me then, to return back to being, to be still, to be peaceful, to be purposeful and  engaged, but also to be receptive, to listen to the past in order to settle more securely in the present and to look forward to embracing the future. Very gradually, the power of this memorial is revealing itself to me. 
The greyness, the regularity, the rows and columns, provided a space where the tumbling cacophony of thoughts and images could be spilled and somehow they have begun to fall into a pattern. As every millisecond passes our environmental experiences are actively redressing the chemistry and structure of our brains. This bewitching installation has provoked and challenged me; an analysis of the language and conversations that have followed seem to have been rich with a sub-text, entwined irretrievably with my own life. I found it utterly uncanny on day 3, the final chapter of our conference with John to be presented with the findings of an inductive content analysis upon the transcripts of witnesses to the Rwandan genocide, where the emergent themes were as follows: “women’s experiences revealed themes of leaving the good life behind, worrying about their daughters, feeling ambivalent about marriage and lacking hope. Men’s experiences revealed themes of leaving the good life behind, having no peace in the heart and fearing the future”, themes which could so easily have emerged from an analysis of Westerners dissatisfaction with their own privileged lives. Is this time for a reality check and for us all to stop feeling sorry for ourselves or is this a message not to repress our fears for and from ourselves simply because they seem unjustified, but to face our anxieties and make changes because we, due to our political and cultural circumstances, have the freedom and the opportunity to do so.  
So many connecting themes have arisen as a consequence of these two trips. Like fluttering butterflies, I want to capture them, determine whether they are truly worthy of preservation or not. I want to know whether they are examples of the same category, or sub-category and what is the core concept? Despite toiling over these themes for nearly three weeks now, the tide still hasn’t quite gone out completely, what lies beneath has not been revealed in its entirety. And yet, it is arguably deluded to assume that it ever can be. 
So let me indulge and exert myself, in one last dedicated effort to find some words to communicate what latent content I have managed to decode from this odyssey of mine. Following the experience at the memorial, I debated with a colleague why this memorial is only for the Jews of Europe? Why had Berlin decided to have separate memorials for each of the targeted groups? It seemed to me that this accentuates the concept that unique human beings can be reduced to nothing more than examples of some undesirable category and thus targeted for extermination. The alternative would be that the lives of all the lost souls would be remembered together, people who were gay, people who were gypsies, people with disabilities and those who were sick. All people.  Boundaries would be redrawn and common and shared humanity would be emphasised, surely this would increase the salience of a theme that could actually serve in some way to make us question our prejudices in the future.  
A phrase I have been playing around with these past few weeks has been ‘what lies beneath’ and for many months now, ‘without words’. I still have no idea particularly what either really means but they have emerged from somewhere and require attention. Presently, ‘what lies beneath’ may be the idea that essentially we are all cut from the same cloth and share at least at conception the same raw materials and potential. To find how two things are similar helps us to understand so much more about how they are also different and what it is that is truly unique about each example. When this is applied to people, an understanding of those unique aspects of an individual may mean that we are more able to help them to achieve their goals and also that these qualities may indeed be very special gifts that when utilised fully, can assist the individual and the group in fulfilling the greatest goals of all. The suggestion then for our children?  To encourage them to court difference with excitement and delight rather than shy away from that which is initially unfamiliar.

I cannot help but ask myself at this point however, had I been a little girl growing up in Poland in the 1940s, would I too have yelled with such fervour “Goodbye Jews.  Goodbye Jews”[1]. When language is removed, when we are ‘without words’, what remains is the same, a desire to overlay meaning onto our existence, to label and control our emotions. Perhaps when we are ‘without words’ we are better equipped to do this, not worse, as we are forced to find a way of communicating that we can all understand, to synchronize our behaviour through more detailed observation, to stop and allow ourselves to be guided by others and by our own emotions, to let our bodies take us along, without words, as mine did when I entered the memorial for the first time. 
Over half term, I attended three art exhibitions, each connected by themes of displacement and dislocation. How uncanny you might say, that these three exhibitions that appeared so apparently randomly, unrelated to each other were characterized by one theme. Perhaps you might say that the theme has been over-written by me, very easily explained by schema theory, (that which is currently being thought about will subsequently manifest itself in every possible percept). The alternative explanation is that we have hit upon a universal human preoccupation, that lies beneath the surface for us all: the fear of displacement, the fear of not knowing where we belong or with whom and this anxiety is so common that of course it is likely to be explored with a high degree of frequency within literature, the arts, music and so on. For decades, social psychologists have pontificated on the potency of the human desire to belong and how this drive will elicit all manner of apparently irrational behaviors. Perhaps this also underpins the reason as to why the feeling of loneliness is also so powerful, it is a warning signal that we are not safe, we are not a member of a coherent group and therefore we may be at risk. 
The art exhibitions attended deserve a much deeper explorations than time allows here, especially the work of Danish artist Nina Saunders (see figure 1) and I look forward to the time to do this at a later date. For now, I am struck by the last show that I attended, it was a tribute to over a hundred asylum seekers in the UK, all of whom had lost their lives at the hands of racist murderers or who had taken their own lives, in a bid to end their pain. It was a stark reminder that the lessons that can be learnt from ten or twenty minutes in the stunning memorial in Berlin coupled with two or three hours in Oswiecim are a fundamental experience, if we are to begin to motivate ourselves to reach below the surface and pull our children to safety, to allow us to find ourselves in order that our children do not become lost in the landscape. [2, 3]
In conclusion, I would like extend my thanks to the Headmaster, Mr Priory and the bursar, Mr Kent for granting me the opportunity to visit these cities. I have been inspired to formulate and in some cases ask, a multitude of questions and provided with an opportunity to listen attentively for answers from both inside and out.
1. This is a reference to a line in Schindler List, directed by Stephen Spielberg. A small girl stands on the pavement as the Jewish people flee their houses piled with bags and possession grabbed as they are forcibly moved to the ghetto. The little girl almost spits out the line. 
2. I have just written this line only to be shocked by the realisation that this is also the imagery from another dream I had in Poland. It was too sad to talk about that much, even with friends, but so fascinating  in terms of how our minds work that I felt I had to hide it here in this footnote though somewhat edited; “in the dream, Larina, my daughter had fallen into some dark, dark water, off the side of what seemed like a harbour wall. Something had blown into the water, a ball or something and she had tried to reach out and grab it, she fell into the water, and disappeared below the surface. I saw her image become less and less distinct as she sank lower into the water, I dived in, holding my breath and swam down and grabbed her. I hauled her successfully to the surface. She was wearing a little red hooded raincoat that she has, it is even in a 40s style and I find that such an interesting match with the much talked about child in ‘Schindler’s List’ (which I watched on my return from Berlin); the dream came first.
3. My next venture will be a re-examination of Erikson’s 8 stages of man;  the crises described at stages 6 and 7 are particularly pertinent at present and not least as at 34, I am on Erikson’s cusp, another tantalising coincidence. 

4. Figure 1 shows a piece of sculpture which is part of a large series called ‘Katy’s Convoy’ – it is about the displacement of civilians at times of conflict, the artist, Nina Saunders mentions Darfur, Afghanistan and Iraq as her inspiration. This piece was all the more striking given that just the day before I had discovered the remains of our own pet rabbit, in the middle of our lawn; stomach and intestines, nothing more, a fox had stolen into our garden and consumed our pet; now I was confronted with Saunders’ rabbit leading a peace convoy and her fox leaving with all that it could carry.
