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1
Theoretical Discourse, Subjectivity
and Critical Psychology

Where do we start? Often when we are faced with an insurmountable
problem or we want to get somewhere when the route looks too rough,
we think that it would be much easier if we could start from anywhere
but here. I have that kind of thought when I’m working on issues of
ideology and power in psychology. The discipline of psychology just
does not seem able to tolerate a consideration of those kinds of issues.
Or, when it looks like it is taking them seriously the discipline then
engages in a thorough assimilative process that the Situationists used
to call ‘recuperation’ (Debord, 1977). The Situationists in the 1950s
and 1960s wanted to disrupt the machinery of capitalist consumer
culture that they saw operating as a ‘society of the spectacle’, and so
they were particularly sensitive to the recuperation of radical ideas into
the spectacle, to the way that threats to power are neutralized and
absorbed into the existing rules of the game. 

So, psychologists can talk about ideology only when the term applies
to belief systems assumed to be collections of attitudes and stereotypes
existing as things inside the head, and they will study power only when
it refers to the deliberate exertion of one’s will over others. Ideas and
intentions are compulsively and relentlessly abstracted from social rela-
tions in psychological research, they are broken down and then rebuilt
so that they will function independently of context. They are then
juggled around as researchers try to make them social again by building
their own model of society as one into which these kind of things
would fit. Theodor Adorno, whose work has suffered exactly this kind
of ideological mutilation at the hands of social psychologists working
on prejudice, provides a succinct description of this process when he is
commenting on the separation of high and low art in Western culture.
We could say of the individual and the social in psychology, following



Adorno (1967), that ‘Both are torn halves of an integral freedom, to
which, however, they do not add up.’

The trick is in the tearing, and just as a severed limb is so much more
difficult to rejoin to the body when there has been a clean cut, so the
bits of mental functioning that have been removed from psychological
studies cannot be patched together again properly precisely because
they have been so efficiently sliced out of the social. This is also why
the Cartesian separation of mind and body which haunts psychology
cannot be remedied by those social constructionists who are now start-
ing to talk about ‘embodiment’ (see Nightingale, 1999). Social con-
structionists in psychology once thought that the poverty of social
explanation in the discipline could be solved by focusing on the way
language works to make us human and make a culture (e.g., Harré and
Secord, 1972), but they fell straight into the trap that structures main-
stream psychology, which divides mental qualities from physical
embodiment. You cannot just bring the body back in, as the torn half
of the equation, to fill the gap left by a language-based account. If you
do, then the result is simply ‘bourgeois ideology made flesh’ (in a
phrase I owe to Terence McLaughlin). 

Given this state of affairs – the systematic reduction of cultural and
historical phenomena to the level of the individual in the discipline –
how do we do ‘critical’ psychology? What might critical discursive psy-
chology look like? Well, to start, we have to break some of the rules. I’ll
mention at least three we have to break.

Situated knowledge

The first rule to break is, ‘don’t talk about yourself’. Now, there are
always exceptions to rules of course, and occasions like this do permit
even a psychologist to move out of third-person report mode. The
problem is that these exceptions often function to confirm what
usually goes on, and psychology is well practised at concealing the
position of the speaker or writer. Research reports are often so difficult
to evaluate because we have a detailed description of apparatus, sub-
jects and procedure, and then a blank space, a kind of absent centre
where we would expect one of the key actors in the story to be. This
absence has been noticed by qualitative research, which is becoming
more important now as a site of critique in the discipline and which
encourages us to make the researcher, as a key actor, speak (e.g.,
Banister et al., 1994; Davies, 2000). A critical psychology should be a
reflexive endeavour through and through, and it is often useful to
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include an account of the moral–political standpoint of the researcher
in relation to what they may be observing and changing. We need a
way of situating the production of knowledge, and that often means
situating it in such a way that we connect biography with history
(Young, 1988). 

Postmodern themes filtering into the discipline encourage us to be
suspicious of grand theory, but I must say that I have never believed
psychology, neither the overarching models nor the little findings.
Discourse analysis was not around in psychology when I started, but 
I came into the discipline already reading it from a particular set of
positions.

Most psychological studies are carried out on white, male, US
American undergraduate students (Sears, 1986), and so it is hardly
surprising that the findings from these studies do not translate too well
to other populations. The advantage for us here in the UK is that this
also makes them a little easier to decode, and we are then alerted to the
way culture always frames research. I shared the same kind of cultural
privileges as most psychologists in the sense that I am also white and
male, but this privilege was mediated and problematized by the
obvious hegemony of North American, mainly US, psychology
through glossy undergraduate textbooks, and is so all the more now
through a peculiar definition in citation counts and funding indices of
what counts as an ‘international’ research journal. It was tempting for
a while to react to this by imagining that European psychology was
necessarily a progressive alternative to US American varieties (Parker,
1989). That was a mistake, and we need to be sceptical about European
research as well as connecting with critical work in US America (e.g.,
Prilleltensky, 1994; Fox and Prilleltensky, 1997). The opposition
between Europe and US America does draw our attention to the
fracturing of whiteness into different kinds of power that our Western
psychology enjoys (Bulhan, 1981; Howitt and Owusu-Bempah, 1994).
We need to be careful not to abstract the psychology we study ‘here’
from cultural context, and with rapidly increasing globalization that
means an international context. We should not abstract it as if it could
be torn from the relationship with the psychology of others that helps
define it (cf. Sampson, 1993).

Like other academic disciplines, psychology is structured by social class
divisions, and this affects who conducts research on those outside the
academe and how that research is interpreted and published (Sennett and
Cobb, 1972). A kind of lower middle-class background and a first degree
in a polytechnic helped sensitize me to how psychological theories were
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embedded in a way of looking at the world that was at best driven by a
liberal concern with helping people to fit comfortably and at worst led
by idle curiosity. At the same time, research and publication success are
linked to class through systems of patronage and exclusion, something
that studies of the fate of resubmitted journal articles from different
institutions indicate quite clearly (Peters and Ceci, 1982). There have
been some interesting reflections on how this bears on the position 
of working-class women in higher education which also show how
class positions mark the subjectivity of those subjected to them
(Walkerdine, 1990). 

Something I realized quite recently was that my curiosity about the
way that psychology operates is stereotypically male. Men still domi-
nate teaching and research in psychology when most of the students
are women (Burman et al., 1995), and men tend to go into it to find
out about the mind and behaviour as if these were properties of other
people. Women, on the other hand, more often want to learn some-
thing about themselves and relationships with others (Kagan and
Lewis, 1990). Noticing this is valuable, but there is a danger of roman-
ticizing this willingness to participate body and soul in psychology
and, if we did that, we could end up supporting a more efficient
recruitment of women and men into the machinery of psychology.
Such romanticizing and essentializing of other places that might resist
and cure the ills we suffer in psychology appears in many forms.
Sometimes it is necessary but it is always risky, and I will return to this
issue later.

I studied the stories told about child development, the diagrams of
bits of memory and the tales of Americans doing things in groups. 
I didn’t go into psychology to discover the things that psychology
thought it was discovering, but to discover how the discipline of
psychology itself worked. When you are doing psychology critically,
you need to watch the psychologists. In a sense I did choose where to
start from, then, but all choices are conditioned by local sets of circum-
stances that it might be possible to move in and out of, and perhaps
even to control, and these sets of circumstances are also woven into
cultural–political environments that constitute where it is possible for
us to move, and what it is possible for us to think. This ‘modern’
culture revolves around the illusion of free choice and the fantasy that
you can step outside the social to view the world and give a neutral
objective account. So, when we look at where we are, we need to be
aware of the position and theoretical frame we adopt as we step back.
There are two ways of stepping back and looking at the map. 
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Mapping the ground plan

One helpful critical review by Perry Anderson (1968) of the ‘ground-
plan’ of British culture in 1968 located psychology in an intellectual
climate in which empiricism – close observation and correlation – was
so ingrained as to be a style of research rather than mere methodologi-
cal preference. The psychologism which underpinned contemporary
aesthetics and historical research at that time found a champion in
psychology in Hans Eysenck who was one of a number of key conserv-
ative émigrés from continental Europe who found in Britain a comfort-
able intellectual home and who were influential in the development of
a constellation of academic subjects after the Second World War. These
subjects were designed to revolve around what Anderson terms an
‘absent centre’; that is, the lack of any sociology as a distinct discipline
which could reflect upon the cultural totality. Critical psychologists
have specific concerns about what our discipline is doing to people but
we are nourished by inter-disciplinary research, or trans-disciplinary
research (Curt, 1994), and we need to develop our intellectual work
now in the context of the human sciences. These human sciences
include cultural studies, literary theory and women’s studies, and it is
difficult to imagine how we could work without those, let alone
without social theory. 

That academic cultural landscape described by Anderson has been
rapidly transformed in the past 25 years partly as a result of the political
ferment of the 1960s and 1970s and partly by the growth of higher
education, as he acknowledges in a later review (Anderson, 1990a,
1990b). Psychology is briefly dispatched by Anderson in that later review
with a reference to the Cyril Burt fraud and Eysenck’s dabbling in astro-
logy, but it has seen some extraordinary changes in the late 1980s and
since 1990. Psychology does still need to be conceptualized in relation to
other academic disciplines, in relation to sociology and cultural studies
which now operate as some kind of ‘centre’. They provide us with intel-
lectual resources for locating and unravelling accounts of mind and
behaviour, even as they still also carry with them normalizing functions
which complement psychology (Therborn, 1976). 

Psychology is also structured by its relation to philosophy as the study
of ordinary language in the British analytic tradition and now as a
sustained reflection on what extraordinary metaphorical work language
performs in the continental European deconstructive and hermeneutic
traditions. It also exists in relation to psychoanalysis which has moved
from what Anderson describes as being an exceptional and marginal
Kleinian ‘technical enclave’ in the 1960s to cultural centre-stage. I will
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return to this picture of the relationship between academic disciplines,
and to the role of psychoanalysis later. For the moment, though, we can
take from this mapping of disciplines an image of academic psychology
as constituted as an empiricist endeavour that thinks it is the centre
when it is really trapped between two other absent centres – reflection
on society and reflection by the researcher – centres which it repeatedly
disavows as it enforces their absence.

Mapping the psy-complex

The other way of mapping psychology is to focus on the relationship
between what it says and what it does, the inside and outside of the
academe or clinic. I moved into psychology because it saturates
Western culture. I remember being told by fellow Marxists that this
was a mistake because it was such a quintessentially bourgeois dis-
cipline. But is it not so important, I thought, to study it precisely
because it is so essential to bourgeois discipline and so powerful in its
essentializing naturalizing reduction of problems to the individual? 

The years of Thatcherism and Reaganism and the rejuvenated ideo-
logy of free enterprise as capitalism rolls over the new markets of
Eastern Europe have fuelled postmodern fantasies of unfettered choice
and the end of history (Fukuyama, 1992), and they have further fuelled
individualism and psychology, and encouraged the delving deep into
individuals to find genetic causes, cognitive mechanisms or true selves.
It is difficult to avoid all the talk there is around now about people’s
minds and internal emotional states and relationships. At every turn
we meet the practices that specify how we should adapt to problems
and reason about them and which govern how we should understand
our feelings about others. The therapeutic discourse in magazine advice
columns, radio counselling phone-ins and day-time confessional tele-
vision is producing an emotionally literate public. Some radical
activist-therapists would like to encourage such emotional literacy
(e.g., Samuels, 1993; Psychotherapists and counsellors for social
responsibility, 1996), but we need to ask what regimes of truth that
way of talking locks us into (Gordo-López, 2000). 

An article in the British Psychological Society house journal The

Psychologist had the title ‘The rising tide of psychology’ in which it was
celebrating, with no apparent irony despite that rather sinister title, how
the numbers studying and practising psychology are still increasing
rapidly (Messer, 1996). The dramatic expansion of popular psychology in
recent years has been made possible by the accumulation and diffusion
of state welfare policies and practices in a variety of institutions from the
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end of the last century. The careful observation and regulation of mental
hygiene in families and schools proceeded through the proliferation of
apparatuses of knowledge and self-knowledge such that individual
pathology would not only be represented in policy documents and pro-
fessional training, but that individuals should also be able to represent to
themselves how they should be (Rose, 1996). Self-help movements func-
tion here as a paradoxical meeting point for tendencies for emancipation
and regulation. This process has been usefully described by work on the
‘psy-complex’. The ‘psy-complex’ is the network of theories and practices
which elaborate and implement psychological knowledge. The psychi-
atric system is the most evident and often the most obviously oppressive
sector of the psy-complex (Parker et al., 1995), but psychiatry functions
as part of a dense matrix of assumptions about normality and abnormal-
ity through which psychologists in clinical practice, education and social
work observe people and make them speak. 

There is a powerful double-bind operating in this matrix, a double
function of the psy-complex which so often sabotages the attempts of
those psychologists who are trying to empower people by using
psychology. This function has been analysed well by Michel Foucault,
whose work has inspired studies of the psy-complex (Ingleby, 1985;
Rose, 1985; Parker, 1995a). Power cannot be handed over to the sub-
jects of the psy-complex, because power does not exist as if it were in
packages that psychologists have a lot of compared with their ‘disem-
powered’ clients (Goodley and Parker, 2000). Rather, power operates
through the psy-complex by recruiting subjects who will do the work
themselves, so that the disciplinary panoptical function of observation
that Foucault (1975a) described as operating in most concentrated
form in the modern prison system is sustained by the confessional
structure of care which incites us to speak and to believe that the more
we speak, the freer we will be (Foucault, 1976a). This means that we are
the most thoroughly invested subjects of the psy-complex, and what
psychotherapists like to call ‘psychologically minded’, when we learn
to look for the truth in ourselves and when we simultaneously under-
stand that we need a real expert to become, as narrative therapists
would put it, ‘experts on our own lives’ (White, 1995). 

Confessing my own history and position here is also to participate in
the webs of the psy-complex. That is also a risk we take when we
encourage researchers to engage in a reflexive analysis, and so we must
be clear that we are not trying to uncover unmediated experience but,
rather, developing a theoretical reflection on what we are doing. This
brings me to the second broken rule.
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Theoretical critical distance

The second rule to break is, ‘don’t work with theory’. Psychology has,
as I’ve noted, been thoroughly empiricist in style, and has developed
theoretical models very cautiously, keeping speculation under tight
rein as it slowly links together its little findings in different combina-
tions using ‘intervening variables’ and ‘hypothetical constructs’
(Hyland, 1981; Parker, 1987). However, a new wave of theoretical work
developed toward the end of the 1980s and beginning of the 1990s. In
the English-speaking world this is marked by the founding of the
journal Theory & Psychology in 1990, also by Feminism & Psychology

which started in the same year, and by Culture & Psychology (from
1995). These academic journals have fared better than those published
outside mainstream publishing houses in the US, such as Psychology

and Social Theory and PsychoCritique from the 1980s, which have now
collapsed, and PsychoCulture which started in 1996 as little more than a
newsletter. Psychology in Society operated as an agitational and theoreti-
cal forum for psychologists and other mental health activists in organi-
zations like OASSSA (Organisation of Appropriate Social Services in
South Africa) working against apartheid in South Africa, and is still
going. Nordiske Udkast has also been recently relaunched in
Scandinavia as Outlines: Journal of Critical Social Science as a forum
which continues, in part, the project of Holzkampian Critical
Psychology within the broader project of critical social science. In Latin
America, AVEPSO, published in Caracas, publishes critical theoretical
work as well as empirical studies (for a review of these different tenden-
cies, see Parker, 1999a). An influential strand of theory which has
sometimes pushed the tolerance of traditional academic psychologists
to breaking point has been discourse. There are three crucial aspects of
the turn to discourse in psychology. The first is empirical.

Empirical discourse

Discourse-analytic approaches are helpful at the moment because they
cue us into looking at how the little findings that the overarching
models build upon are constructed, fabricated, narrated (Parker, 1992).
Accounts of experiments, for example, are treated as texts which look
at first glance like windows onto the world but which we discourse
analysts read as screens that hold representations of what a world
might be like, and what people and things inside them might be like if
the account were true. There was a study, for example, in a Japanese
psychology research journal which looks quite interesting called
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‘Effects of stroking horses on both human’s and horses’ heart rate
responses’ (Hama et al., 1996). But instead of picking up the data from
this study and putting it alongside other data so that you then imagine
you are accumulating facts about physiology, touching and empathy, a
discourse-analytic reading would focus on how the facts are storied
into being in the descriptions and observations of the body in specific
experimental and cultural settings. You have to be sure not to let your
eye slip from the text, not to be lured into looking right through it to
where you imagine you are really seeing, in this case, horses’ heart rate
responses. The facts are storied in the text, and we then have to locate
the text, culturally and historically.

There is a risk in this close reading of text if we do not locate it,
which is that discourse analysis might come to mimic the empiricism
of its host discipline. Tendencies in discourse analysis which simply
import conversation analysis or ethnomethodology from sociology
could reproduce all the conservative functions those approaches served
there (Gouldner, 1971). This would then turn discourse research into
the helpmate of psychology. This process is most perilous for critical
psychologists when there are calls for tightening up transcription con-
ventions in the hope that we would thereby more accurately and
directly represent what was really there. These calls are often combined
with a hostility to any theoretical account which might override what
are thought to be participants’ ‘mundane reasoning’. Not only is there
a danger of reproducing the fantasy of being able to abstract and repli-
cate behavioural regularities, which is a game conversation analysis
plays when it pretends to identify formal devices in speech (e.g.,
Antaki, 1994), but also of making it seem as if a closer, more detailed
description really captures each distinct ‘accomplishment’ in micro-
interaction, which is the game ethnomethodology plays in its own
peculiar blend of empiricism and relativism (e.g., Edwards and Potter,
1992; Potter, 1996).

Despite these pitfalls, empirical work in discourse analysis still plays
a progressive role because it offers a methodological alternative, as part
of the broader qualitative research movement in the discipline, which
pulls psychologists away from the idea that they are working with an
accumulating store of facts about mind and behaviour. Psychologists
can then realize why they need to be critical when they see that the
stories psychology tells are not true. Critical psychologists have then
been able to use discourse analysis empirically in education and clinical
work to reveal the ‘truth effects’ of psychology (e.g., Harper, 1994;
Marks et al., 1995). Their own stories, of course, are informed here by a
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certain view of the conditions of possibility for these truth effects. The
second crucial aspect of the turn to discourse for critical work, then, is
theoretical.

Theoretical discourse

The most important sources for discourse-oriented critical psychology
have been Foucault’s work on the history of regimes of truth which
form psychological subjects in Western culture, Derrida’s deconstruc-
tion of the metaphysics of presence which makes psychology unable to
comprehend what it makes absent in its theory and practice, and
Lacan’s description of the work of repression and the unconscious in
language as the subject produces and refuses what is absent, what is
other to itself. These are the three main writers we often think of as
‘post-structuralists’. What critical psychologists call ‘post-structuralism’
is a mythical school of thought, of course, an invention of English-
speaking commentators on a number of historians, philosophers and
psychoanalysts working mainly in France (Anderson, 1983; Dews,
1987; Žižek, 1999). A better way of identifying what these writers have
catalysed in English-speaking academic culture is provided by the US
Marxist literary critic and cultural analyst Fredric Jameson (1991) in his
account of the development of what he terms ‘theoretical discourse’.
Theoretical discourse encompasses the work of these writers and others
and provides a conceptual space for addressing how forms of knowl-
edge function in culture, and thus it provides a critical distance from
powerful ideological forms of knowledge like psychology.

Theoretical discourse has had a powerful impact on psychology,
recruiting and mobilizing at least four different constituencies; a first
small band at the end of the 1970s who founded the journal Ideology &

Consciousness who read and absorbed key French texts as the basis for a
more complex theoretical account of the subject and the social (Adlam
et al., 1977; Henriques et al., 1984; Rose, 1985; Hollway, 1989;
Walkerdine, 1990); a second group who took up these ideas combining
them with micro-sociology and analytic philosophy, finding in them
criticism of traditional psychology and the hope that it could be
improved (Potter and Wetherell, 1987; Edwards and Potter, 1993;
Billig, 1987; Harré and Gillett, 1994); a third group, which is where I
identify myself, who used the ideas tactically as a lever against psychol-
ogy without such an investment in them as an alternative or comple-
mentary truth (Parker and Shotter, 1990; Burman, 1994; Curt, 1994;
Burman et al., 1996; Levett et al., 1997); and a fourth group which is
the large mass of traditional psychologists who do not understand but
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know that they do not like these ideas, and who react to them in such
a way as to make the discipline seem even more foolish than it does
normally (e.g., Morgan, 1996; Furnham, 1997). Leaving aside that
fourth group, which is quite rattled by the growth of theoretical
discourse in psychology, I should say that this way of splitting the
differences between different critical writers would be contested by
most of them, and we have all tended to move from one position to
another as we deal with psychology and as psychology deals with us.

Again, there is a risk of the recuperation of theoretical discourse
generally by the discipline, and the success of new academic journals
publishing discourse research is evidence of that risk. There is much
attention to postmodernism in marginalized strands of psychology
recently, for example, and some important critics of the discipline from
the 1970s have been attracted by the idea that a ‘postmodern psycho-
logy’ might provide an alternative to reductionist old-style research and
help us move with the spirit of the times (e.g., Gergen, 1991; Shotter,
1993). Wittgenstein is advertised here as one of the writers who could
help us abandon the search for deep Truth, and instead locate psycho-
logical processes in ordinary language so that we might encourage and
celebrate a diversity of ways of speaking. If that were possible, we could
leave these language-games exactly as they are because we would have
also realized that there is no measure for how oppressive they might be.
This just won’t do, of course, for although the modern grand narratives
of understanding and emancipation have been dissolved in some
sectors of contemporary society, the resulting postmodern condition is,
as Jameson (1984a, 1991) argues, but part of the ‘cultural logic’ of late
capitalism. We must remember that Jean-François Lyotard (1979) wrote
the book The Postmodern Condition as, the subtitle tells us, ‘a report on
knowledge’, for the Canadian government to assess investment oppor-
tunities in the field of new information technologies. Both the pheno-
menon and the attempts to grasp it are still rooted in capitalism.

Attempts to grasp the nature of oppression in theoretical discourse
are not by any means exhausted, and feminist theory still operates as a
key site of critique and reflexive interrogation of the work of Foucault,
Derrida and Lacan in such a way as to keep that radical dynamic going.
Although an attention to gender in psychology did look for a moment
as if it might collapse into discourse analysis, we are now seeing
discourse research become a site for the elaboration of feminist ana-
lyses of psychology generally (e.g., Wilkinson and Kitzinger, 1995).
Postcolonial theory has also helped us to step back and situate modern
knowledge and its postmodern mutations in a global context, and to
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explore and deconstruct the process of othering that constitute this
culture and its forms of discipline (Spivak, 1990). In addition, queer
theory opens up the nature of oppression and the fantasies of human
nature that underpin it. As part of the terrain of theoretical discourse,
queer theory disturbs gender categories that structure psychology as it
makes a mockery of most psychological research studies which revolve
around the attempt to establish ‘sex differences’ (Butler, 1990). Not
only do we want to study the truth effects of psychology, then, we
want to bring about disturbing and transformative effects in psycho-
logy. The turn to discourse has a third aspect, then, which is where it
connects with politics.

Political discourse

One thing I did know when I started studying psychology was that my
political position was very different from that which seemed to be pre-
supposed by the discipline. I was attentive to the crucial role that psy-
chology plays in the state apparatus and ideological machinery of
capitalism. Since I was a revolutionary Marxist (see Mandel, 1978, 1979),
I was not impressed by the way psychology and psychiatry was used in
the Soviet Union, and knew that we also needed to understand how it
really did operate as a form of discipline there. It still does. The educa-
tional psychology service in Russia, for example, is run by the police.
One of the lessons of Stalinism should surely be that ‘Marxist psycho-
logy’ is an oxymoron, as well as being conceptually incoherent and
often dangerous. I say this with deference to those trying to construct an
historical materialist science of the subject (Tolman and Maiers, 1991;
Tolman, 1994) or to reconstruct personality theory around a notion of
the labouring subject as ‘an ensemble of social relations’ (Sève, 1978), as
well as to the variety of well-intentioned radical behaviourist, cognitivist
or ecological Marxists who are still struggling to understand and resist
bourgeois psychology (see Parker and Spears, 1996). 

It seems to me that Marxist psychologists are trapped in an impossi-
ble double paradox. On the one hand, they must work within the
range of terms for defining action and experience which are available
to us in bourgeois culture and which reproduce the individual in this
culture. Any attempt to escape, or to work askew or in diametric oppo-
sition to those terms is doomed to failure because those attempts are
still then mapping themselves into one of the fantasy spaces that bour-
geois culture constructs as the ‘other’ to itself. On the other hand,
Marxist psychologists are trying to produce an account of the way this
kind of subject that we are now works as a self-regulating individual
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with the kind of second nature that binds it to capitalism, while trying
to imagine a time when even the Marxist theory they use will be a
relic. Marxism is one of the few theoretical systems that accounts for
its own production as a dialectical function of particular economic and
cultural conditions (Mandel, 1971, 1986), and so it holds open the
promise of a time when the categories it employs will be out of date.
That must mean at least the end of Marxist psychology (Parker, 1999b).

Adorno’s comment on high and low art in Western culture as being
‘torn halves of an integral freedom’ is relevant here, for although psy-
chology likes to think of itself as a science, it is actually one of the high
arts which draws upon and drips into but still disparages everyday psy-
chology, its low art. It would not solve the problem to sentimentalize
common-sense psychology, for it is the relationship between the two
and the fact that they cannot add up again to an integral freedom that
is the problem. This is why groups like ‘Psychology Politics Resistance’,
which was founded in 1994 as a network of academics, professionals
and users of psychology services working to challenge the use and abuse
of power by the discipline, are so important (Reicher and Parker, 1993).
Psychology Politics Resistance, and its voice, Asylum magazine, are only
one of many initiatives which have challenged psychology outside or
from inside the discipline (e.g., Billig, 1978, 1979). Psychology Politics
Resistance does not have a line on which bits of psychology might be
true, but it mobilizes people against theories and practices that are false,
false because they are mystifying and oppressive. The issue here is not
whether one believes in a real world outside discourse or not, and we
have wasted much time in psychology recently arguing round in circles
on that one with some fairly objectionable claims about what we might
doubt about the history that bears us (Edwards et al., 1995). Rather, the
issue is how one locates oneself in certain kinds of practice. Critical
realism did seem to provide a theoretical anchor here (Bhaskar, 1989;
Collier, 1994), but an appeal to any kind of ‘real’ will fail when the
debate is conducted in an academic practice which is structured around
the abstraction of knowledge from the real and around the enforced
absence of reflection on society or reflection by the researcher on their
position in society. What a group like Psychology Politics Resistance
provides for those of us in psychology is a reference point and a practice
where the question is how one will talk about the world. It then also
forces us to ask why someone in psychology should ever imagine that it
might be possible not to do so. To understand why psychology should
be so successful in banishing reflexive analysis, we need to turn to
psychoanalysis, and so to the third broken rule.
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Complex subjectivity

The third rule to break is that we should not address psychoanalysis, for
there is an incredibly powerful prohibition that psychology students
learn very early on, which is that anything Freudian is nonsense or non-
science. This is extraordinary if one looks at the close connections that
many of the most revered historical figures in psychology had with psy-
choanalysis. That there should be no reference in psychology textbooks
to Piaget’s membership of the International Psychoanalytical Association
or to Luria’s role in founding the Russian Psychoanalytical Society
(Roudinesco, 1990; Miller, 1998), and that there should be such gross
misrepresentation of Freud’s ideas in psychology (Richards, 1989), are
surely evidence of some peculiar process of denial that might lead us to
imagine that psychoanalysis is indeed the ‘repressed other’ of psychology
(Burman, 1994). This repression does not at all mean that psychoanalysis
is a progressive alternative to psychology. Psychoanalysis is one of the
fantasy spaces constituted by this culture, but it does function as a form
of knowledge in this culture which combines reflexivity with theory in a
way that most psychologists find unthinkable.

We also need to take psychoanalysis seriously because, if critical psy-
chologists are to situate psychological knowledge and their own activ-
ity in cultural context, they now have to face up to the way that
psychoanalysis saturates Western culture. You do not have to like any
tenet of Freudian theory to admit that psychoanalytic notions about
the unconscious, repression, what children know and what they
remember are all around us. Psychoanalytic theory and practice are
kept at bay by some sectors of the psy-complex and encouraged by
other sectors, and it circulates outside the clinics in advertising, films
and television. Psychoanalytic discourse, then, structures cultural
phenomena and provides certain kinds of subject positions for parti-
cipants. Kleinian analysis is treated as a ‘technical enclave’ by Anderson
in his 1968 review of the intellectual landscape and then as moving to
cultural centre-stage by 1990, but we need to look at how this form of
psychoanalytic knowledge functions in culture (Parker, 1997a). 

For example, the accounts given by people who believe that they
have been followed by UFOs or abducted by aliens are structured by
images of bodies being opened and penetrated and the merging of
oneself into omnipotent controlling entities that a Kleinian analyst
would not find surprising. I would argue that this is not because
Kleinian theory is true, but because psychoanalytic notions of projec-
tive identification, splitting and the image of the mind as a kind of
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container filled with destructive objects circulates through culture and
through the talk about alien abductions to make sense of it, and then
reproduce motifs of invasion and control. This arena for the reproduc-
tion of psychoanalytic subjectivity then has consequences for images
of conspiracy and war. Although cultural phenomena like this may
seem trivial, then, they sediment political ideologies and relations of
power in forms of psychology that are real to the inhabitants. There is
a dangerous paradox though, which is that the psychoanalytic subject
positions that structure this psychoanalytic discourse can only be
displayed by using psychoanalytic theory (cf. Hollway and Jefferson,
2000). Why take the risk, when it would be possible to simply
denounce psychoanalysis as pathologizing ideology and as plain wrong
(Millet, 1977; Timpanaro, 1976)? We need to answer this in two
slightly different, dialectically interconnected ways. 

Cyberpsychology

First, as far as psychology is concerned, we surely have the task of
drawing upon forms of knowledge that we have available to us to use
as levers against what is oppressive. We need an antithesis, if you like,
to the ideological theses of psychological technology. We have some-
thing like that in ‘cyberpsychology’, as one example, in the forms of
strange dispersed subjectivity that we live as we live in cyberspace
(Gordo-López and Parker, 1999). Postmodern sectors of contemporary
culture have been made possible by the rise of information technology
and the emergence of the service and entertainment industries after
the Second World War (Jameson, 1984b; Mandel, 1974), and there is
now, as a function of the global network of computer systems, a cyber-
space which operates as an environment where subjectivity slips the
nets of psychology. Here conventional psychology will not work.
Interaction does not follow the rules identified by social psychologists,
biographies do not follow the narratives traced by developmental psy-
chologists, and memory is not accessed in the ways cognitive psycho-
logists would expect. This is not even psychoanalysis as psychologists
understand it. If anything, it is closer to some of the notions of the
unconscious, deferred action and the real that we find in ‘postmodern’
psychoanalysis in the Lacanian and post-Lacanian tradition. At the
same time as we use psychoanalysis against psychology, then, we need
to find a way of fragmenting psychoanalysis and locating it as a materi-
ally effective science fiction in late capitalism (Parker, 1997a).

Second, as far as psychology’s relationship with culture is concerned,
we have the task of connecting with forms of culture which challenge
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rather than confirm psychology’s strange model of the world as built
up out of self-contained individuals. Here, the sub-cultural antithesis to
psychological technology is to be found, but again as only one
example, in the broader sense of cyberspace, and in the queer dispersed
subjectivities that inhabit cyberia as a place which brings together elec-
tronic and ecstatic sub-cultures–that is, in the crossover between those
using new software to surf and those using new designer drugs to
dance. Again, we should see these as thoroughly material practices
both in the sense that the bodies are wired into the net and in the
sense that the interconnection in the clubs is facilitated by activating
serotonin uptake inhibitors (Rushkoff, 1994). Now the sense of inter-
connection with others is through symbolic space not through some
infantile narcissistic merging with the mother, and all the old verities
of psychoanalysis as well as those of psychology are dissolved in a
Lacanian and post-Lacanian meditation on subjectivity as fragmented,
and in relation to others rather than as something essential and fixed.
Again, theoretical discourse helps us conceptualize how psychoanalysis
operates as a fantasy space which is constituted by material practices,
in the ‘discursive hardware’ if you like, and so it allows us to use it and
to unravel it (cf. Burman et al., 1996).

Repression and cynicism

It could be argued that the paradox that faces psychoanalysis is rather
like that faced by Marxists who want to develop a theory which serves
certain functions in certain economic conditions, but without making
claims to universal truth. Given that psychoanalysis structures subject-
ivity now, would it not be a hopeless fantasy to wish that we could
start from anywhere but within psychoanalysis?

I need to emphasize again, I think, that psychoanalysis is not true. It
is constituted as the repressed other of psychology and as the place in
culture where subjectivity is structured and unravelled. When psycho-
logy imagines that it is the centre and source of a neutral and objective
empirical examination of individuals, it makes reflection on society
and reflection by the researcher into something incomprehensible and
irrational, repressed and unconscious, into absent centres. It enforces
their absence, and ensures that they can then only be decoded by
psychoanalysis which functions as a site of resistance. And then when
the psy-complex incites the individual to imagine that they are the
centre and source of cognition and perception, memory and fantasy, it
makes all the collective processes of thinking into alienated symbolic
material that can only be recovered using psychoanalysis. The move
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we need to make here to understand this is very like that made by
Slavoj Žižek (1989, 1999) in his Hegelian interpretation and mutation
of Lacan, of the way the repressed is constituted as such by the very
process of repression. Like the commodity in Marxist analysis, a
symptom cannot be understood by discovering what it really represents.
Rather, the task is to discover how it has been made into what it is.
Psychoanalysis itself then operates as a symptom, and we need to
understand how it has been constituted in order to make it work for us. 

Of course it is tempting to imagine that the solution to all the ills of
psychological technology lies hidden fully-formed somewhere else, and
that all we have to do is to find it and liberate it. Some Marxists
imagine that it lies in a ‘Marxist psychology’, some social construction-
ists now see it in ‘the body’ or, in a strange alliance with humanists,
insist that it is ‘the self’. Some feminists think that they know what
women really are like and that they simply need to be given a voice
(e.g., Gilligan, 1982), and there are, of course, a host of orientalists
waiting inside and outside Jungian circles who think they know that
the truth lies in other mysterious and exotic cultural practices.

The two-fold production by exclusion of psychoanalysis is com-
pounded by the immediate and obvious presence of psychoanalytic
concepts around us in culture. Again, Žižek  (1996) captures this nicely
with his observation that ideology now operates in a more open
cynical way with an additional layer of surplus enjoyment which holds
us to it when we know we are weaving it, and it confounds the hopes
of those who thought that making it evident so that people could
reflect upon it should be enough to dissolve it. This is the playful
cynical relativism of the postmodern condition which invites racists to
talk like social workers and talk about their family background when
they are asked to account for why they behave the way they do and
which incites individuals to sieze on any fundamentalist notion that
takes their fancy as something that needs no justification. Now our
reflection on false consciousness has to be theoretically informed, and
an appeal to the truth won’t do the trick. It is the production of the
problem that has to be unravelled. Psychoanalysis too can operate as a
fundamentalism in this cultural climate, and there are no guarantees
that it would not then be worse than mainstream psychology. It
should also be said that in some other cultural settings, such as
Argentina, psychoanalysis is not at all the ‘repressed other’ of psycho-
logy and it efficiently represses anything that does not correspond to a
mainly Lacanian orthodoxy. Theoretical resources such as these always
need to be used tactically and culturally situated.
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Karl Kraus, a Viennese journalist and vituperative opponent of Freud,
had a nice line when he wrote that ‘Psychoanalysis is the disease of
which it pretends to be the cure’ (cited in Gay, 1988), and we do have
to think dialectically about how forms of knowledge that may be
useful to us might actually be useful. It is the relationship between psy-
chology and psychoanalysis that is the key, and they are both perhaps
then, in Adorno’s words ‘torn halves of an integral freedom, to which,
however, they do not add up’. 

Conclusions and openings

This might all simply be assisting the recuperation of radical ideas into
the spectacle, of course. A collection of Situationist writings was pub-
lished in the 1990s with sandpaper covers so that it destroyed the
books next to it on the shelf. Psychoanalysis, and any kind of reflexive
analysis of the place of subjectivity in psychological research for that
matter, should be like that kind of book. Theoretical discourse gener-
ally is determined to rub psychology up the wrong way, and it helps us
use and locate forms of knowledge that psychology cannot bear.
Critical psychology works with these abrasive allies to pursue its task of
making the psychology that feels so familiar to us look strange so that
we can then ask what it is doing to us. These are strange bedfellows,
and a critical psychology that uses theoretical discourse to explore sub-
jectivity calls for strange metaphors that started anywhere but here in
psychology, but they are now here too.
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Part I

Enlightenment, Realism and
Power (and their Reverse)

This Part of the book brings together three related polemics. These are
interventions which have the aim of sharpening critical reflection on
theoretical resources that are often employed by discursive researchers
in psychology now – postmodern arguments about the nature of the
world in which we conduct our debates, relativist refusals of the kinds
of truth assumed by psychologists, and Wittgensteinian notions of
language and language games. Critical psychology is, among other
things, a battle of ideas, and this Part captures the intensely polemical
argumentative nature of what has been happening in the discipline in
conferences, seminars and the pages of journals in recent years. 

The interventions in Chapters 2, 3 and 4 include an argument for a
‘critical’ use of postmodernism, relativism and Wittgenstein, but the
argument in each case, is also against the conservative implications of
each of these theoretical resources. This polemical aspect of the chap-
ters had the useful effect of provoking a response from those critical
writers who are most enthusiastic about what they have to offer. The
exchanges thus have the virtue of including some of the key players in
the debates. A common thread running through my initial interven-
tions is the argument that we need to assess theoretical positions
dialectically. This means that we need to evaluate in what ways they
function for and against critical perspectives in psychology and we
need to locate the way they have emerged now as part of a broader his-
torical view of psychology and critical movements within it. My replies
to those who were kind enough to respond to my arguments are
designed to show how the one-sided nature of the positions they take
undermine the progressive purposes they champion. And, in line with
a dialectical analysis of their arguments, the positions they take are
revealed to be untenable even on their own terms.



2
Against Postmodernism
Psychology in Cultural Context

Postmodern writing has forced psychology to confront a series of prob-
lems pertaining to the nature of human consciousness, personal
integrity and language. It invites us to re-think notions of undivided
and unitary self-hood that have underpinned much orthodox empiri-
cal research and theory in the discipline, and it does so in the story-
worlds of Progress, Reflection and Opportunity. At the same time as it
performs a dispersion of psychological concepts, postmodernism has
encouraged a spirit of deconstructive critique and challenge to the
modern academic and professional apparatus of the ‘psy-complex’.
However, ‘the postmodern’, as a movement of sustained playful theo-
retical reflection linked to an account of a new cultural context for the-
oretical research, has now outlived its usefulness. Even the story of ‘the
modern’ that postmodernists pitch themselves against misleads psy-
chologists, traditional and critical. The progressive potential of post-
modernism has been exhausted, and those who engage in critical
theoretical work in psychology need to attend to the ideological
assumptions it carries about social relations and structures of power
that threaten a radical political agenda in the discipline. The dangers
that flow either from an optimistic naive adoption of postmodern nos-
trums (relativism, amoralism, collectivism or autonomy) or from a pes-
simistic disappointed embrace of the alternative visions it incites
(scientism, fundamentalism, individualism or organicism), need to be
urgently addressed.

What psychologist will be subtle enough to explain our morose
delight in being in perpetual crisis and in putting an end to history?
Why do we like to transform small differences in scale among
collectives into huge dramas? (Latour, 1991: 114)
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Writers in psychology have adopted a rhetoric about ‘postmodernism’
in recent years that presents it either as an internal critique of the
discipline allied to a radical agenda or as a full-blown alternative way
of conducting research. Early (unpublished) drafts of the introduction
for the collection Texts of Identity, which Gergen co-edited with John
Shotter (Shotter and Gergen, 1989), called for a ‘postmodern psycho-
logy’, and it is emblematic of the postmodern endeavour that it
should home in on self-contained separate notions of self-hood, pre-
cisely on ‘identity’ as a central support for old modern ways of being,
thinking and doing. That work has continued apace (e.g., Gergen,
1991, Kvale, 1992a), and research in this most ambitious postmodern
line of work has provided psychology with a series of problems for
our recieved notions of human consciousness, personal integrity and
language.

The term ‘postmodern’ has also, in the process, come to stand in for
a variety of approaches including some which deliberately drew upon
‘post-structuralist’ theories of the subject (e.g., Henriques et al., 1984)
and others which are closer to Critical Theory (e.g., Billig et al., 1988).
Different forms of discourse analysis and studies of rhetoric have, in
the process, come to be seen as promoting a common cause of frag-
mentation and confusion about the nature and possibility of psycho-
logical knowledge. The postmodern turn, which has sharpened the
epistemological edge of the linguistic and then discursive turn in psy-
chology, has forced a re-thinking of notions of undivided and unitary
self-hood, notions that have underpinned much orthodox theory and
empirical research in the discipline. At the same time as it has permit-
ted some re-working of psychological concepts, postmodernism has
encouraged a spirit of deconstructive challenge to the academic and
professional apparatus of the ‘psy-complex’ seen as a quintessentially
modern practice (e.g., Ingleby, 1985; Rose, 1985). 

Political processes and social structures in the Western world have
undergone a transformation of sorts, and some characteristics of con-
temporary discourse outside psychology are indeed ‘postmodern’.
Innovative theoretical work in psychology which employs postmod-
ernist rhetoric has opened up connections to political critique (e.g.,
Ibáñez, 1990). Postmodern psychologists know that modern psychol-
ogy is oppressive, and that is why their writings often serve as forms of
implicit ideology critique. They are able to show how human action
always escapes any grid of behavioural regularity, operates in surprising
fluid ways, is embedded in networks of social relations and can only be
understood contextually. 
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Psychology needs to take note of the culture which surrounds it, and
to develop accounts which connect the discipline with cultural
processes, whether they are sympathetic to postmodernism or not.
However, if we do not live in a postmodern culture or have never even
lived in a modern culture, critical work in psychology that draws on
postmodern writing needs to be more nuanced. What is needed is a cri-
tique of postmodernism that values the task of self-understanding situ-
ated in some notion of historical progress, a dialectical critique.
Although it is caricatured or repressed by ‘modern’ psychology and
further blocked or mocked by postmodernists, Marxism is still a useful
resource here, and its role in the argument will be displayed as we
proceed.

I argue in this chapter that although postmodern writing has forced
us to rethink notions of human consciousness, personal integrity and
language and has challenged assumptions of undivided and unitary
self-hood that underpin much orthodox and empirical research in psy-
chology, postmodernism has now outlived its usefulness. In the second
part of the chapter I argue that postmodernism not only holds certain
serious dangers for critical work in and against the discipline but also
paves the way for something more worrying. But first, I am going to
briefly review what postmodernism is, how we might account for its
appearance in psychology, what resistance it has met so far, and why
the story it tells about theoretical activity and cultural context is
wrong.

Postmodern against the modern

The postmodern stories are about deconstruction and dispersion.
Postmodernism is difficult to define because it performs this decon-
struction and dispersion in relation to other stories and its internal
shape is uncertain and unstable. This means that when it recruits sub-
jects to its narrative structure they find themselves participating in a
number of competing, overlapping narratives about what it is and
where it comes from. This is part of its attraction to radical reflexive
psychologists, of course, because they are turning to postmodernism to
challenge or escape a discipline which tries to fix things into a grid of
observable movement and to find essential underlying properties
which can be reduced to the level of individual separate and undivided
units. The trope of deconstruction in postmodernism operates through
undermining the privilege given to any term in the hierarchically
organised systems of concepts which govern texts and practices and
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through unravelling the ways dominant terms attempt to master the
world. The trope of dispersion comes into play through the opening out
of concepts into mutating networks of relations so that horizontal con-
nections replace vertical ones and in order that spatial metaphors dis-
solve temporal ones. This undermining and unravelling activity with a
view to the proliferation of a multiplicity of horizontal and spatial
little narratives is acid in the works of psychology, a corrosive and
exhilarating activity of critique as we eat away what had almost con-
sumed us and hallucinate new forms of life beyond close-guarded disci-
plinary boundaries.

Three postmodern story-worlds

Despite the deconstruction and dispersion of boundaries between itself
and others, between inside and outside or between ‘us’ and ‘them’, and
the promised dissolution of internal boundaries to release us from
fixing, trapping or ‘knowing’ what it is, it is still helpful to distinguish
between three stories about postmodernism. If we do this, we can
understand better what it might mean and where it might be going.
This terrain is marked by potholes, quicksands and seismic shifts which
change where you thought you were as you try to map it, and post-
modern psychologists travel around these three domains using differ-
ent reference points for different audiences at different times. I call
these places Progression, Reflection and Opportunity.

Progression. Postmodernism is an aspect of a distinct historical period
which succeeds old modernity. According to this definition, postmod-
ernism can be viewed as a function of the growth of information tech-
nology and the service sector after the Second World War. While
modernity had been governed by grand narratives of progress,
scientific reason and self-understanding, the postmodern condition is
characterised by many little narratives which are limited, and suspicious
of any over-arching conceptual framework which promises to find
truth under the surface or in the future. For Lyotard, then, ‘the status
of knowledge is altered as societies enter what is known as the post-
industrial age and cultures enter what is known as the postmodern age’
(Lyotard, 1979: 3). Lyotard’s claim in The Postmodern Condition is that
people have even lost their nostalgia for the grand narratives and given
up the hope of grounding their experience in a theoretical explanation
of the functioning of social systems or the movement of history. In this
story-world, Marxism is well beyond its sell-by date and psychoanalysis
is gazing back into an unconscious world that no longer exists. Here,
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postmodernism can be conceptualised as ‘the cultural logic of late
capitalism’, and seen as the latest in a series of stages in economic
development (Jameson, 1984a, 1984b, Mandel, 1974: cf. Callinicos,
1989). The surplus of signification that Lyotard describes can be
treated as a form of information overload which accompanies the
third technological revolution in machine-production from 1940 to
1965.

Lyotard’s ‘report on knowledge’, which was commissioned by the
Canadian government to assess infrastructural investment opportuni-
ties in information technology, argues that ‘the direction of new
research will be dictated by the possibility of its eventual results being
translatable into computer language’ (Lyotard, 1979: 4). It is this prag-
matic evaluation of computerization that leads Lyotard to suggest that
‘We may thus expect a thorough exteriorization of knowledge with
respect to the “knower”, at whatever point he or she may occupy in
the knowledge process’ (ibid.: 4). If you treat postmodernism in this
kind of way, then it is possible to loop it back into a notion of progress
that is quite antithetical to the full-blown postmodern programme that
has hit the human sciences in recent years, and even, as Jameson
(1991) tries to do, to fold it into a version of Marxism (and psycho-
analysis). It is also possible then to augment and counter Lyotard’s
descriptions with an account of the overall shape of contemporary
capitalist culture (e.g., D. Harvey, 1989), or to restrict the scope of
the description to those parts of culture that are structured around the
exhorbitation of information. The peculiar fluidity of experience that
inhabitants of cyberspace or readers of certain styles of science fiction
experience, for example, might then be considered as ‘postmodern’,
but these distinct delimited arenas for postmodern subjectivity are
possible because of material conditions of production and the specific
architecture of electronic environments (Parker, 1997a). Lyotard (1979)
himself is cautious enough in The Postmodern Condition to warrant this
move, saying of his account of ‘language games’ and ‘communication
circuits’ which define the social bond in the postmodern age that he
is ‘not claiming that the entirety of social relations is of this nature’
(ibid.: 15).

Psychologists who live in Progression see postmodernism as a great
leap forward for the discipline, and many supporters of the postmod-
ern revolution can only be recruited to this narrative on the basis that
it takes them to what they have always striven for. This is where post-
modernism continues in the tracks of the ‘new paradigm’ rhetoric of
the 1970s (e.g., Harré and Secord, 1972). Whereas the argument then
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was that the discipline of psychology was undergoing a scientific para-
digm shift and this warranted a new psychology which would treat
people as human beings rather than as objects, we are now invited into
the much more grandiose idea that the whole world is changing and so
we really have to leap on board (e.g., Gergen, 1991; Newman and
Holzman, 1997). This is where postmodernism is able to offer a new
lease of life to humanists struggling to make psychology a more com-
fortable place for human beings. Despite the structuralist and post-
structuralist critiques of humanism outside psychology in the 1970s
and inside in the 1980s (e.g., Henriques et al., 1984; Parker, 1989) to
the point where experience seemed to some to be reduced to a mere
effect of language, postmodernists are now reassuring humanists that
they value experience more than modern writers ever had (e.g., Kvale,
1992b; McNamee and Gergen, 1992a). There is the promise, in one
account for example, of ‘a radical restoration of a reverence for human
relations’ (Young, 1992: 144). This is also where traditional psycholo-
gists are promised that they can continue what they were doing before
as long as they give their practices and interpretation of the results a
little ironic shine. While radical psychologists once demanded a com-
plete overhaul of concepts and methods in the discipline (e.g.,
Armistead, 1974; Reason and Rowan, 1981), now we are told that ‘psy-
chologists should not be dissuaded by postmodernism from forging
ahead with technological developments’ and that ‘there remains an
important place for sound prediction and personal skills within various
practical settings’ (Gergen, 1992: 26).

In Progression, then, Lyotard is seen as one of the analysts who has
helped us to understand the shape of culture and where it is going, and
postmodern psychologists who are inspired by this diagnosis and prog-
nosis are happy to forget that this kind of picture of underlying struc-
ture and dynamics of the social world is exactly what they scorn the old
moderns for trying to make. We should also note that although Jameson
has tried hard to make Lyotard fit this story-world outside psychology,
he does not really belong here. He belongs in the next one.

Reflection. Postmodernism is an intensification of a reflexive shift
which accompanied the beginning of modernity. In this second story-
world, postmodernism does not come at the end of the modern but it
was there at its birth, there as a precondition for modern citizens to
question who they were and what they might become. As we trace our
way back through artistic and cultural movements which seem to
anticipate postmodernism – from Dada and Surrealism in the twentieth
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century to Laurence Sterne in the eighteenth – we find that they have
been necessary to the process of modernization. As Lyotard (1979) puts
it, ‘In an amazing acceleration, the generations precipitate themselves.
A work can become modern only if it is first postmodern.
Postmodernism thus understood is not modernism at its end but in the
nascent state, and this state is constant’ (ibid.: 79). Postmodernism is,
then, ‘a part of the modern’ (ibid.: 79) and it is expressed in moments
of fluidity amidst the congealing of the modern around certain set
ideas, in the moments of triviality which disrupt serious unreflective
life, and in sustained reflection around the contours of culture. 

Descriptions of the experience of modernity which sidestep
definitions of the postmodern as something distinct have also linked
it to consciousness under capitalism: ‘it pours us all into a maelstrom
of perpetual disintegration and renewal, of struggle and contradiction, of
ambiguity and anguish. To be modern is to be part of a universe in
which, as Marx said, “all that is solid melts into air”’ (Berman, 1982:
15). Berman’s hope, in his book which borrows Marx’s phrase for its
title, is that this cultural context of ambiguity and uncertainty might
then re-frame Marxism itself: ‘A fusion of Marx with modernism should
melt the too-solid body of Marxism – or at least warm it up and thaw it
out’ (ibid.: 122). Here we arrive at a crucial difference between those who
look to reflexivity as the acceleration of a dialectic between truth and
change, and those who see reflexivity as an activity independent of his-
torical consciousness. Even Lyotard (1979: 74) points out that ‘capitalism
inherently possesses the power to derealize familiar objects, social roles,
and institutions to such a degree that the so-called realistic represent-
ations can no longer evoke reality except as nostalgia or mockery’. The
political consequences he draws from this, however, are very different,
and very much more conservative than those drawn by Berman.

Psychologists who live in Reflection include those who have taken
up the account of modernism and modernization that Berman devel-
ops to perform a two-fold analysis of what it permits and what it pro-
hibits. In explorations of ‘identity crises’ in modernity, there is a
dialectical notion of truth and change that modernism opens up and
also an attempt to capture something of the dialectic between self and
other. Here, reflection is quite carefully boundaried, and thorough-
going postmodern transgression is viewed with some suspicion. For
Frosh (1991), for example, modernity

is made up of fragments, of contradictory forces, elements and groups
of elements. Progressive solutions to the crisis of identity recognise
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this, absorb the reality of contradiction and conflict, and provide
kernels of identification and challenge that encourage and support
people to face this reality. 

(ibid.: 195)

Postmodernism throws this out of balance at the very moment when it
emphasises what is most exciting and liberating about it while forget-
ting its dangers, and it presents a threat of psychotic breakdown at the
very moment that it destabilises fixed fast-frozen forms of identity to
offer unlimited possibilities of change. A very similar move, but one
which is less queasy about using the term ‘postmodern’ to characterise
this acute reflection on the relationship between self and other and the
progressive potential of such reflection is to be found in the work of
Sampson (e.g., 1993; cf. Condor, 1997). Even for some writers who
contrast the postmodern to the modern, there is an attempt to decou-
ple the ‘postmodern turn’ from a historical shift, and to see the post-
modern as opening up wider possibilities for reflection under the
general rubric of ‘uncertainty’ (Michael, 1994).

For some psychologists, ‘uncertainty’ is one of the defining charac-
teristics of what it is to know without knowing in the postmodern.
Either this is ‘knowing of a third kind’ from within a position that is
qualitatively different from knowing ‘how’ or knowing ‘that’ (Shotter,
1993), or it is a form of activity or performance which is postmodern
because it requires ‘the end of knowing’ (Newman and Holzman,
1997). Reflection is thus celebrated and redefined, made central and dis-
persed. Postmodern psychology in Reflection is an activity that was
always there, and it now comes into its own. While its self-ironizing
exploration of knowledge and subjectivity means that it always opens
up new spaces for reflection, it also adjoins a third postmodern world
which tries to take advantage of those spaces and settle there.

Opportunity. Postmodernism is an opportunity to break out of the
polarities which govern modern representations of the world.
Sometimes lists of diametric opposites – such as design–chance,
distance–participation, hierarchy–anarchy, paranoia–schizophrenia,
presence–absence, purpose–play, transcendence–immanence – are
presented (-re-presented) to characterise the difference between
modern and postmodern thought (e.g., Hassan, 1987). However, the
moral is invariably that we now have a chance to deconstruct and dis-
entangle ourselves from these oppositions altogether. At the same
time, we are reassured that we will not be left with nothing. When
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Lyotard (1979: 41) argues that ‘Most people have lost the nostalgia for
the lost narrative’, of scientific progress, for example, he is quick to
point out that ‘It in no way follows that they are reduced to barbarity’
(ibid.). Instead, there are new opportunities: ‘What saves them from it
is their knowledge that legitimation can only spring from their own
linguistic practice and communicational interaction’ (ibid.). Here,
then, there is a surprising voluntarist twist to the structuralist and 
post-structuralist narratives about the constitution of subjectivity in
language, and postmodernism now appears not so much as a continua-
tion of these conceptual critiques of individual autonomy as the
saviour of the self. 

One of the curious paradoxes of postmodernism is its emphasis on
community and conversation between equals on the one hand – and
this is the line which is taken by Rorty (1989) and then by Gergen in
psychology – and the argument on the other that, as Lyotard puts it,
‘Consensus has become an outmoded and suspect value’ (1979: 66). In
this land of opportunity it does also sometimes seem as if radical hopes
for social change which underpinned the activities of French intellec-
tuals have been abandoned for a North American vision of change as a
function of individual choice. What breaking down the old metanarra-
tives of modernity leads to is the possibility of opening up many little
narratives, and anyone can play.

Psychologists who live in Opportunity are the most enthusiastic
about what postmodernism can do to the discipline and to the world.
This is where the rhetoric of ‘new vistas’ in the discipline flourishes.
Indeed, it seems that one of the main problems of old modern psychol-
ogy was that it halted the progressive movement forward of human
understanding and prevented us from siezing opportunities and
forging ahead: ‘in postmodern perspective, we find the culture in con-
stant danger of objectifying its vocabularies of understanding, and
thereby closing off options and potentials’ (Gergen, 1992: 26). Again,
traditional psychologists are welcomed in, and told that ‘there is
nothing about postmodern thought that argues against continuing
research, for example, on gene splicing, depression, or the effects of
day care programs on developing children’ (Gergen, 1994a: 414). The
most important defining characteristic of postmodernism in this guise
is that all may seize the new possibilities that are opened by the
climate of uncertainty in the discipline and that innovations may
bloom.

One recent stake for postmodernism as Opportunity in British social
constructionist psychology has been canvassed under the heading of a
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‘climate of problematization’ (Curt, 1994) or (later) ‘the climate of per-
turbation’ (Stainton Rogers et al., 1995). Metaphors of tectonic shifts in
the discursive landscape proliferate in this account, and these shifts
open up places for new varieties of talk. In some North American
accounts, postmodernism seems almost equivalent to a pre-revolution-
ary situation in which the old order is breaking down and where there
is an openness to new ideas but where there is as yet no clearly formu-
lated alternative (Newman and Holzman, 1997). Here the stakes seem
to be able to keep the field as open as possible. Postmodernism in psy-
chology, then, is a beleagured field of opportunity that needs to be
defended while we regroup.

There is a paradox in each of these story-worlds, that themes of pro-
gression, reflection and opportunity are also supposed to be key
defining features of modernity. More accurately, these themes – the
notion that humanity is moving forward with an exponential accumu-
lation of material and conceptual resources, that this is faciliated by
the dualistic separation of transcendental ego from empirical ego so
that we think we view our progress from an external vantage point,
and that we need to assess the costs and benefits of different courses of
action before we choose the best option at the best moment – are key
defining features of capitalism.

Reactions to postmodernism in psychology

Although postmodernism has been taken up quite fast in psychology,
it has also met some resistance. Some psychologists are keen to hold
onto the old discipline and to defend it against this new threat (e.g.,
Furnham, 1997). This is because they genuinely believe that psychol-
ogy is benevolent and beneficial. ‘Modern’ psychologists are mobiliz-
ing to discredit postmodern arguments, and they are quite happy to
lump all critical work under the heading of ‘postmodernism’ now
because it is then easier to attack. Some of these arguments, though by
no means all, would actually be endorsed by those critical researchers
who are less enchanted with the discipline. The contextual arguments
that Smith (1994) makes, for example, that the term ‘postmodern’ is
misleading, with a more accurate descriptor being ‘late modern’, and
that the malaise in contemporary society which does lead people to
give up trying to find a true account is treated by postmodernists as if
it were an ‘intrinsically valid’ position (ibid.: 408), are fairly uncon-
tentious (though we will turn to problems with that ‘late modern’
characterization in a moment). His assertion that postmodernism is
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characterised by ‘antiscientific relativism’ (ibid.: 408) begs at least two
different key questions, however; critical psychologists may want to
ask either what is wrong about antiscientific relativism given the
oppressive masquerade of scientific truth that the discipline has per-
formed up to now, or to ask whether psychology so far has any right to
lecture others about what is scientific given its failure so to discover
any universal covering laws or underlying mechanisms for thought or
behaviour. In similar vein, Morgan asks, ‘Would a post-modernist like
to explain how a “discourse” causes blue flowers to look lighter than
red ones as twilight falls, a fact that is explained by the difference in
spectral sensitivities between cone and rod pigments?’ (1996: 32). This
is a neat little trap, and we would only be able to answer it by taking
each of the terms Morgan locks together and looking at what work
they do. This would be a discourse analysis, perhaps, but it would not
necessarily be a ‘postmodern’ answer to the question.

It seems that even though he is one of the brighter well-intentioned
critics, Smith (1994) cannot resist reducing many of the problems he
finds to psychological variables; as in the claim that postmodernism is
the perspective of ‘alienated writers from the humanities’ (ibid.: 410)
or that it is ‘the experience of the Euro-American elite that is evoked
when we apply the label “postmodern” to our present predicament’
(ibid.: 406). Both of these claims, which could have been framed in a
more constructive contextual way, neglect the way that postmodern
rhetoric has filtered through various scientific disciplines and into the
‘Third World’. Even less helpful are claims that postmodernism
amounts to ‘the abandonment of hope to find a secure foundation for
beliefs and values’ (ibid.: 408), or that ‘There is an ingredient of resent-
ful envy in the postmodern stance’ (ibid.: 409). Critical psychologists
should be allies of the postmodernists when they expose the preten-
sions of psychology to be a science and to trivialize the claims psychol-
ogists make about ‘facts’ they think they have discovered and when
postmodernists are being pathologised as individuals in ways the disci-
pline is most practised at. 

For radicals in psychology, the problem is two-fold. Not only do they
now have to counter the claims of the discipline to help people and
resolve social problems, but they are faced with an enthusiastic post-
modern friend in their struggle who claims to be more benevolent and
beneficial but is equally keen to freeze out any claims to historical
progress or self-understanding. While modern psychologists are busy
defending their territory as natural science and guarding the facts from
those who would seek to dissolve them into historical context and
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social relations, postmodern psychologists are busily recruiting all
those who have suffered from arrogant exclusion by the discipline
(e.g., McNamee and Gergen, 1992b). Family therapists, for example,
have been keen to rally to postmodernism, with a number of different
consequences that it is beyond the scope of this chapter to assess
(McKenzie and Monk, 1997; Parker, 1999b).

It sometimes seems as if almost every variety of psychology is being
brought together under the postmodern umbrella, with Vygotsky and
Gibson (Shotter, 1993), and Mead, Wundt and Skinner (Kvale, 1992c)
being enrolled at various points. These psychologists would usually be
thought of as being very modern. The problem is that those who char-
acterise themselves as ‘postmodern’ are defining themselves against
and within the terms of the debate laid down by the moderns. This
prepares a two-way trap as postmodernists flee into something that is a
very rickety construction and from something that is no less concept-
ually shaky.

Postmodernism and ‘the modern constitution’

In much ‘postmodern’ writing in psychology there is confusion about
the precise referent for the term ‘postmodern’. It may be argued that
this confusion about reference is in the postmodern spirit, and we
should not really worry too much about the relationship between
words and those imaginary ‘things’ which some suppose to lie outside
the words. This type of defence is symptomatic of a problem in post-
modern writing, that at the very point where we look for clarity over
concepts we find terminological slippages which prevent critical
reflection. The postmodern is certainly, as some theorists in psychol-
ogy have pointed out, marked by ‘uncertainty’ (Michael, 1994), and
that uncertainty, while enjoyable for some, can prevent others from
coming to grips with it as a psychological or cultural phenomenon.

Postmodernism makes a virtue of its ambiguity and uncertainty.
There is a double ideological effect here, for on the one hand the resis-
tance to attempts to define postmodernism make it more difficult to
identify points of similarity with other progressive and retrogressive
movements and to be able to assess what would be helpful and what
harmful, and on the other hand the slipperiness leads us to believe
that we do know what it is and to make some serious mistakes about
the categories we are using to make sense of it. We need to reflect on
the two sides of the problem; the ubiquity of ‘the postmodern’ in
recent ideology, and the limitations of ‘the modern’ as a conceptual
device to understand how ideology in contemporary culture works.
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Here we have to locate psychology and the psy-complex in wider ideo-
logical debates.

We have always been postmodern. First, the argument that we have
moved ‘beyond’ something that was once oppressive into a quite dif-
ferent cultural condition where all parameters of critical analysis no
longer apply is an old ideological ploy. In many cases the argument is
explicitly used to warrant an abandonment of Marxist analysis, with
an early example being Burnham’s (1941) The Managerial

Revolution after his break from Trotskyism, or to shift attention to the
sphere of ‘intellectual technology’, with a key example being Bell’s
(1973) The Coming of Post-Industrial Society to discredit analyses of ide-
ology as outmoded. Lyotard’s (1979) postmodern story now comes in a
latest more ambitious wave of work which insists that all the old cate-
gories are inappropriate. Fukuyama (1992), writing from the US State
Department is keen to claim that this is even because we have wit-
nessed the end of history. What each of these writers particularly want
to erase is the idea that some dramatic change might now be possible
or necessary, for all the possible or necessary changes have already hap-
pened (e.g., Baudrillard, 1983). These writers have had some success in
focusing the debate on change as a continually flowing process rather
than as meeting resistance and involving structural breaks.

This is what has led some critical writers to also be wary of the adjec-
tives ‘constant’, ‘uninterrupted’ and ‘everlasting’ which are extracted
by Berman (1982) from Marx’s description of the development of the
commodity form under capitalism – ‘constant revolutionizing of pro-
duction, uninterrupted disturbance, everlasting uncertainty and agita-
tion’ (Marx and Engels, 1848) – and extrapolated to the condition of
modernity. Anderson points out that these terms ‘denote a homoge-

neous historical time, in which each moment is perpetually different
from every other by virtue of being next, but – by the same token – is
eternally the same as an interchangeable unit in a process of infinite
recurrence’ (1984: 101). While this description accurately captures the
character of the life of commodities under capitalism, it obscures the
way in which the capitalist mode of production is discontinuous from
preceding and, for Marxists, succeeding modes of production.
Anderson draws the conclusion that the category of ‘modernity’ is
vacuous, and that it leads cultural analysts and activists to bring
together a variety of different practices under one heading and then to
imagine that the process of radical change is a continual rather than a
punctual process. Since we are changing all the time we cannot and
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need not think about how to bring about certain kinds of structural
transformation, and so Marxism is effectively paralysed and ironized
under cover of a generous extension of narratives of ‘change’
(Callinicos, 1995; Norris, 1990).

There seems to be a compound-ideological process operating, then,
in which there is not only the perpetual illusion that we have passed
beyond the modern, with the ‘postmodern’ being a particularly success-
ful expression of this, but also an equally powerful idea that bewitches
us, which is that what we are being pulled forward from is something
that was modern to start with. 

We have never been modern. There is a powerful discursive frame around
our accounts of the modern and the postmodern, and we need to step
outside that frame to be able to understand how it has gripped us. We
have been trapped within the terms of a certain kind of debate which
invites postmodern psychologists to think that they need to find an
alternative to modern thought and incites mistaken and well-meaning
traditional psychologists to retreat into modern assumptions when
they are confronted by the postmodernists.

Bruno Latour (1991) points out in his little book We Have Never Been

Modern that we use the term ‘modern’ at our peril, for it underpins a
series of conceptual mistakes about the way in which scientific knowl-
edge is produced and protected. For Latour, that which we think of as
being ‘modern’ is not a state of affairs or a cultural condition into
which we have moved but rather a series of contradictory practices of
‘translation’ and ‘purification’. The work of translation is accomplished
through the mixing together of hybrid forms in varieties of networks
which allow categories to be broken down and rebuilt anew.  The work
of purification operates through the strict separation of categories, of
culture from nature and of human from nonhuman. Latour (ibid.: 112)
is willing to accept that this strict separation might be a real defining
mark of ‘the modern’: ‘Moderns do differ from premoderns by this
single trait: they refuse to conceptualise quasi-objects as such. In their
eyes, hybrids present the horror that must be avoided at all costs by a
ceaseless, even maniacal purification.’ What Latour calls the modern
‘Constitution’ is bound by guarantees that it is indeed possible to keep
culture and nature, human and nonhuman separate. However, this
continual conceptual cleansing also reinforces the strict distinction
between what we imagine we are as ‘moderns’ distinct from those cul-
tures who have also always engaged in processes of translation and
purification, and so ‘The moderns have a peculiar propensity for
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understanding time that passes as if it were really abolishing the past
behind it’ (ibid.: 68).

While Latour’s work has been attractive to some postmodern psy-
chologists because it appears to celebrate disruption, hybridification
and transgression (e.g., Michael and Kendall, 1997), he takes pains to
distance himself from postmodernism. He says of the postmodernists
that ‘It is of course impossible to conserve their irony, their despair,
their discouragement, their nihilism, their self-criticism, since all of
those fine qualities depend on a conception of modernism that mod-
ernism has never really practised’ (Latour, 1991: 134). His assessment
of the contribution of postmodern writers is more nuanced, and he
particularly wants to prevent the mistake that postmoderns make
about the nature and culture of the modern Constitution: ‘Take away
from the postmoderns their illusions about the moderns, and their
vices become virtues – nonmodern virtues’ (ibid.: 134).

Postmodern psychology mistakenly defines itself against a certain
kind of cultural–historical backdrop that it calls the ‘modern’, and it is
all the easier for psychologists to fall into this trap because the discipline
of psychology has constituted itself in such a way that it produces a
caricature of historical progress and a repression of self-understanding
which justifies what it is doing precisely on the basis that it is modern.
This means that postmodern psychologists are racing off down a cul-
de-sac to find something better, with the idea that the postmodern is
either more progressive, that it is able to open up a space for critical
reflection or that it offers opportunities for change. It also means that
when some of us who were tempted to join them then turn back and
try to get out when we realize something is wrong we are faced once
again with ‘the modern’ as our only point of reference (e.g., Parker,
1989, 1992; Roiser, 1991, 1997). 

Latour makes a surprising statement at one point in his book which
makes some helpful links with an alternative tradition, Marxism, that
he otherwise has little time for;

We can keep the Enlightenment without modernity, provided that
we reintegrate the objects of the sciences and technologies into the
Constitution, as quasi-objects among many others – objects whose
genesis must no longer be clandestine, but must be followed
through and through, from the hot events that spawned the objects
to the progressive cool-down that transforms them into essences of
Nature or Society. 

(Latour, 1991: 135)
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Although Latour is not writing as a Marxist here, the way he situates
‘the modern’ and ‘the postmodern’ as theoretical forms and scientific
practices as part of an historical process is compatible with Marxism.
Here, his account can be read within Marxism, as a Marxist narrative,
and it is worth pointing out (once again) that Marxism has rarely
viewed itself as a ‘metanarrative’ (Montag, 1988). Marxism in a number
of traditions has viewed itself as a situated Enlightenment narrative
which only makes sense within a certain kind of political–economic
system, and with a conception of change within that system which
identifies stress points and collective agents who facilitate or inhibit
emancipatory action. To put Marxism in the modern Constitution, as
Lyotard insists on doing, is to peform exactly that work of translation
and purification that Latour describes as being the practice of those
who think they are modern.

A detour: postmodern narrative and Enlightenment
practice

One of the important charges levelled against postmodernism is that
it reflects preoccupations of the post-industrial ‘First World’, and that it
then arrogantly reads out a specific cultural malaise onto the whole
planet. Smith’s (1994) comment about it being the perspective of
alienated writers from the humanities or that of the Euro-American
elite is of this kind. It is important to be clear about whether this
charge should be allowed to stick, not so that we may then rescue
postmodernism but that we may better assess its advantages and
disadvantages. It does not seem true for two reasons.

First, the simultaneous integration and disorganization of capitalism
on a world scale, its globalization, do seem to bring to the fore exactly
the kinds of processes postmodernists are concerned with. This is
evident in the emerging strand of ‘postcolonial’ writing which contin-
ues the deconstruction and dispersal of imperialist ideology and iden-
tity that postmodernism champions, but viewed as ‘discrete cultural
systems’ (During, 1987) or as an effect of ‘cultural mimesis’ (Richard,
1987). Second, the political advantages of a ‘postmodern’ position of
critique and styles of mobilization seem to be recognised by activists in
the ‘Second’ and ‘Third’ worlds, the parts of the world formerly inhab-
ited by the bureaucratised workers states and the third world – that is,
in each domain once characterised by revolutionary Marxists as ‘the
three sectors of world revolution’ (Mandel, 1979). We can see how this
plays itself out, and then assess the value and limitations of this strategy
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in political discourse, before turning back to postmodernism in psy-
chology.

First, in relation to the bureacratised workers states, particularly in
the Soviet Union and former Yugoslavia, there have emerged forms of
political critique which depart both from traditional entrepreneurial
market ideology and from Stalinism. It is striking that the most dis-
turbing ‘postmodern’ accounts to emerge are those that go all the way
in breaking not only from ‘the modern’ but also from the
Enlightenment, looking instead to the break-up of Yugoslavia, for
example, as the positive site of struggles on an explicitly interpersonal
and individual basis (e.g, Meštrovič, 1994). Those ‘postmodern’
accounts which have developed from Eastern Europe which retain
some sense of collectivity, egalitarian goals and reasoned argument are,
on the other hand, seen as a continuation of the Enlightenment (e.g.,
Burbach et al., 1996). 

Second, in relation to movements in Latin America that have been
characterised as ‘postmodern’, the label is sometimes used simply to
write off guerilla movements, such as the Peruvian Tupac Amaru as
replaying the past in caricature (e.g., Gott, 1996). The term ‘postmod-
ern’ is also used to apply to the Mexican Zapatistas, though, to
condemn them for departing from a strict economic analysis of the
relationship between classes and between the Mexican state and
imperialism; ‘The EZLN views the class struggle in an idealised
fashion’ (K. Harvey, 1995: 14). The term has been used predominantly,
however, to congratulate them for breaking from hierarchical forms of
organization and political goals; ‘The Indian uprising in Chiapas that
burst upon the world scene in January is a postmodern political move-
ment … it is not bent on taking power in Mexico City, nor is it calling
for state socialism (Burbach, 1994: 113). 

Apart from the formal programme of the Zapatistas. and widespread
reports that more computer disks have been seized in raids on the
Lacandon jungle than guns – something which serves the cyberpomo
image of the movement – their public proclamations do seem designed
to subvert ‘modern’ forms of politics (Esteva and Prakesh, 1997).
Metaphors of history are very rarely employed, for example, and there
is instead a shift to metaphors of place and space, of the ‘penthouse’,
‘ground floor’ and ‘basement’ levels of Mexico that a visitor might
enter (Marcos, 1995a). Responses to moves by the Mexican govern-
ment are often framed in multiple ways rather than through a single
correct line, with, for example, ‘three interpretations’ being offered of
the election results (e.g., Marcos, 1995b). Masked Zapatistas often
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claim that they are all ‘Marcos’ with Marcos himself as only a ‘subco-
mandante’ cipher of a collective decision-making process, and there
is a proliferation of ‘bases’ all given the same name, such as
‘Aguascalientes’, or used to confuse visitors, as in the choice of ‘La
Realidad’ (i.e., ‘Reality’) for the July 1996 Intercontinental Encounter
(Scott-Fox, 1997).

It would be tempting to forget that the uprising in Chiapas in
January 1993 was against the North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA) which imposes imperialist power deeper on the Mexican
people, with quite real material poverty increasing as a result, and the
‘postmodern’ rhetoric is a strategic part of a struggle embodied in
Enlightenment hopes for justice and rights to speak. Postmodernism of
a kind is present, then, but if the postmodern motif is overplayed, then
we lose sight of the material context within which it functions so effec-
tively. There is a corresponding conceptual inflation among the
beneficiaries of NAFTA, to the point where once-critical terms become
meaningless, when, for example, Newsweek can describe Bill Clinton as
‘A Postmodern President’; ‘He has created a chaotic White House, but a
very postmodern one, where management is more horizontal than
hierarchical’ (Klein, 1994: 22).

The way through this, then, is not just to denounce ‘postmodernism’
as a fully formed ideological reaction to Marxism or as the cause of the
strategic mistakes right-wing Croatians or left-wing Zapatistas might
make (Hearse, 1994; North, 1995; Tunney, 1991, Walsh, 1995a,
1995b), but to understand how specific forms of postmodern rhetoric
open up or close down a dialectical movement of truth and change.
Here we also have a recognition not only that postmodernism is het-
erogeneous but that Marxism must also be heterogeneous. To insist
that Marxism, or radical political movements more generally, be prop-
erly ‘modern’ would be to betray what was most seriously and playfully
progressive about them, and to insist that critical psychology be prop-
erly modern would be just as restricting to those who want to open up
the discipline to wider social and historical processes and to have some
sense of where it is possible to move forward to, where we are going
and whether we want to go in that direction.

Four Enlightenment reversals

If we step back and view the emergence of stories of the modern and
the postmodern as occurring within the wider context of the Western
Enlightenment then we can get a better grasp on what exactly is on

38 Critical Discursive Psychology



offer from these different stories and what the ideological stakes are.
Postmodern psychologists will immediately recognise two key charac-
teristics of the Enlightenment – the relationship between truth and
change and that between self and other – as their own, and this is
partly because postmodernism has been attractive to many of them
precisely because it trades on very unpostmodern themes of progres-
sion, reflection and opportunity. What will be a little more difficult to
persuade them of, but we must try, is the kind of relationship between
those terms that is important to take into account, and the political
consequences for the way we situate ourselves historically. 

The relationship between truth and change and between self and
other is dialectical, and that means that we both open up the tension
between the terms deconstructively, unravelling the privilege given to
one over the other, and we try to understand how that tension is
socially constructed as part of a wider network of relationships of con-
ceptual privilege and power. In this sense dialectics performs the
deconstruction and dispersion that postmodernists celebrate. Cultural
phenomena are not static not only because they have come from some-
where, but because they are also evolving and mutating and going

somewhere.
Just as it is possible to find the roots of postmodernism in the rise

of information technology and the service sector and to identify
aspects of the crisis in psychology and the turn to language which
provoked the postmodern turn in the discipline, so it is possible to
trace out what might come next. If we want to ask what the condi-
tions of possibility for postmodernism in psychology are, we have to
account not only for how it came to be but also what it is becoming.
What might the postmodern turn into? Here a dialectical account is
helpful.

A dialectical account is able to pick up some of the transformations
within postmodern rhetoric and is able to identify the various discur-
sive shapes that are emerging in and against it. A dialectical account
is attentive to the way that postmodernism incites certain responses,
the way that it constitutes the field for those cultural movements
that are struggling to be first past the post. In this kind of account we
can see not only what dangers there are in postmodern psychology,
but also how it bears some responsibility for the dangers that follow
it, dangers that may be more difficult to deal with. This is why I trace
the following defining characteristics of postmodernism as the four
Enlightenment reversals. Elements of the argument so far and the
four reversals are displayed in Table 2.1.
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Relativism and scientism

There has been much argument outside and inside psychology about
relativism and its dangers (Gill, 1995), and there seems little point in
labouring the arguments against relativism again here. It should be
pointed out, however, that for many critical psychologists, the argu-
ment that the problem in postmodernism is ‘unscientific relativism’
(Smith, 1994: 408) is not one they would want to adopt. Rather, the
problem concerns what happens to critical positions that have rela-
tivised psychology and rendered it unscientific only to find that
their own position of critique is eaten away just as fast (Burman,
1990). There are political problems with relativism, and postmodernism
efficiently dissolves any claims we might make about the ideological
role of psychology by seeding doubt into those claims and uncertainty
into the community of radical psychologists. The point at issue here,
though, is what happens when that relativism also nourishes its
opposite.

One of the symptoms simultaneously of the influence and crisis of
postmodernism is the increase in crass appeals to science as a reaction
to what is often characterised as the new dominant irrational spirit of
the academe. Recent examples in the British press are by writers who
have crossed the border over to science from the arts, but rather than
this inspiring a critical reflection on scientific procedures, it has seemed
to provoke all the more awe: Regis (1995), for example, a philosopher
who is now a science journalist, reviewing Paul Feyerabend’s autobio-
graphy, complains that a ‘“storytelling” interpretation is now highly
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Table 2.1 Times and transformations

Enlightenment Modernity/ Postmodernism Next

Psychology

truth and change regularity relativism scientism
dialectic ‘uncertainty’ (internal backlash)
truth and change essentialism amoralism fundamentalism
dialectic ‘beyond’ (e.g., identity politics)
self and other reductionism collectivism individualism
dialectic ‘relationality’ (e.g., assertiveness)
self and other individualism autonomy organicism
dialectic ‘choice’ (contextual backlash)

Enlightenment dialectic:
historical progress caricatured paralysed suppressed
self-understanding repressed ironized parodied



popular among philosophers of science’, and comments ‘Scientists may
wonder how his brand of irrationalism ever managed to escape from
the ranks of the medieval demonology with which it ought to be
classified’ (ibid.: 26). This stance has also been expressed by those
taking their cue from the Gross and Levitt’s (1994) book Higher

Superstition, which targets the ‘academic left’ as the source of what they
term, in the subtitle of a companion edited volume, the postmodern
‘flight from science and reason’ (Gross et al., 1996). The sociology of
scientific knowledge that inspired discourse analysis in psychology is
then decried as a ‘crazy programme’ which feeds postmodernism, and
as ‘conspiratorial nonsense’ in a ‘new empire of absurdity’ (Forbes,
1995: 13).

The return to science in forms of virulent scientism which are as irra-
tional as the irrationality they try to escape cannot, I would argue,
simply be written off as a reaction to postmodern relativism. This sci-
entism is an internal backlash which delights postmodernists, and
which sometimes seems to be deliberately provoked by them (even
when they may claim to intend a more moderate assessment of
science), much in the same manner as ultra-left groups who mistakenly
believed that the repressive state apparatus could only be defeated if its
violence was unleashed, and so made clearer to the masses (e.g., Stoke
Newington 8 Defence Group, 1972). If there is any truth in the post-
modern argument that us-and-themism constitutes the ‘them’ as all
the more powerful, then its exemplary form would be the way that
patently unreasonable attacks on all forms of science makes all those
who think they are scientists behave unreasonably.

Amoralism and fundamentalism

The relativism in some discursive psychology and in postmodern
approaches has often been treated by its critics as equivalent to amoral-
ism (e.g., Gill, 1995), and although the epistemological relativism that
even critical realists would see as central to their account of science is
sometimes distinguished from moral relativism (e.g., Widdicombe,
1995), there is often a slide from one into the other. This is the kind of
attitude that led two separate papers about postmodernism in psychol-
ogy in the same issue of Theory and Psychology in 1997 to cite with
approval Nietzsche’s assertion that we should seek to go ‘beyond good
and evil’ (Greer, 1997: 97; Kendall and Michael, 1997: 12). Once the
grounds for distinguishing between good and evil have been eaten
away, then there is no reason why one should not opt for one or the
other.
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However, as with relativism, the problem does not lie only with
what postmodernism celebrates but with what it prepares as an all too
certain moral response. This preparation is structural rather than indi-
vidual or intentional. There are two aspects that are worth noting. The
first is the emergence of what Žižek (1996) terms ‘postmodern racism’
in which neo-Nazi skinheads in Germany account for violence toward
foreigners by citing increasing insecurity, diminishing social mobility
and the breakdown of paternal authority. That is, the stories that were
once told to ‘explain’ racism are now being used to warrant it. It is as if
these postmodern racists have done their discourse analysis and now
perform it. In the process, of course, they reveal some of the limitations
of discourse analysis, postmodern or otherwise, that make it seem that
by showing us the warranting character of language it had done all the
critical work necessary. The second aspect is the way ‘cynical distance’
incites participants to fix upon any idea they find attractive, and to
refuse to justify it in relation to other possible ideas. As Žižek points
out, ‘This accounts for the paradox that today cynically “enlightened”
intellectuals who are no longer able to believe in any social Cause are
the first to fall prey to “fanatical” ethnic fundamentalisms’ (ibid.: 210).
Criticism of any cultural practice is thus made impossible at the very
same moment as the cultural practice is essentialised and naturalised,
given warrant; in this postmodern world such practices as female
circumcision or suttee ‘must be understood in context, as a part of the
cultural whole’ (Marglin and Marglin, 1990: 234). As has been pointed
out, ‘A questioning of Eurocentric values soon leads to a suspension
of all moral judgements’ (Mitter, 1994: 103), and this is why the role of
postmodernists has been as malign as the essentialists in their com-
mentaries on communalism in India (Vanaik, 1997).

Moving back closer to psychology again, we could view the ‘identity
politics’ that postmodern psychologists worry about as an effect of the
postmodern. Rather than being an expression of ‘modern’ essentialist
notions of self-hood in psychology, identity is a form of fundamental-
ism that is provoked by the amoralism of postmodern argument.

Collectivism and individualism

For some writers, including those who are sympathetic to Marxist ideas
(e.g., Newman and Holzman, 1997), postmodernism invites a form of
relational politics which embeds ‘selves’ in social context and encour-
ages collective action. There is a problem, though, with their collec-
tivist vision of an ‘end of knowing’ which automatically discredits
those who would think that it must be possible to find a place to step
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back and assess things. Although it is true that Marxism can itself
warrant notions of cognition which contradict and undermine its
image of the person as ‘an ensemble of social relations’ and we need to
be wary about this, there are ways of reading Marx which produce an
account of cognition as located in social practices (Reed, 1996). It
seems that Newman and Holzman (1997) risk celebrating that very
absence of ‘critical distance’ which Jameson (1984a) identified as a
problem in postmodernism (and mistakenly tried to rectify with an
appeal to ‘cognitive mapping’). The pitfalls of collectivism in postmod-
ernism pale into insignificance, however, when we discover what it has
spawned, in a powerful strain of individualism.

The rhetorical trick which appears time and again through the cele-
bration of open dialogue in postmodern discourse is that when every-
thing is up for grabs, those who are strongest will be the winners, and
those who appeal to consensual taken-for-granted starting points in
analysis, historical understanding or moral standpoint are positioned
as those who are susceptible to what Nietzsche (1977) called ‘slave
mentality’. There are plenty of postmodern psychologists who value
dialogue, but when the ground rules for the dialogue are repeatedly
eroded, all that is left is a battle of wills. This discourse thus incites
individualism, smuggling it in through the backdoor while it appears
to simply celebrate perspectivism and appeals to the motif of uncer-
tainty. The certainties which are provoked here are an expression of
one of the central themes in Nietzsche’s (1977) work which have reap-
peared in postmodern thought, ‘the supersession of “modernity” by a
harder, less wimpish form of subjectivity’ (Lovibond, 1989: 19). In
some ways, the twist that underlies this ostensibly ‘open’ and ‘rhetori-
cal’ postmodern, postpolitical questioning of historical truths is of a
piece with the fantasy of being a postmodern, and, as one feminist
critic of that tradition has pointed out, ‘in reading postmodernist
theory we should be on the watch for signs of indulgence in a certain
collective fantasy of masculine agency or identity’ (ibid.). The obses-
sion with ‘assertiveness’ functions in this way, with a reduction to the
behaviour emanating from the self as locus of change combined with a
cognitivist parody of self-understanding.

Autonomy and organicism

The individualism which is provoked by relational rhetoric in post-
modernism is slightly different from the image of autonomous free
choice that some postmodern psychologists have been keen to cham-
pion. In this case, the motif of autonomy also seems to be flipping over
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into its diametric opposite, something which might be best charac-
terised as a form of organicism. We see this in the increasing number
of appeals to ‘nature’ among postmodernists and among those who
have been drawn into the orbit of postmodernism and who are trying
to find their way out. The motif of ecology is repeatedly incanted as a
solution to pitfalls of postmodernism, even among its friends (e.g.,
Kendall and Michael, 1997). New Age movements do, at first sight,
appear to be postmodern in their suspicion of traditional medicine or
scientific knowledge and in their playful engagment with a variety of
contradictory ideas and practices. However, the motif of nature reap-
pears as something which grounds the truth of those practices.

In psychological traditions outside the discipline of psychology, most
importantly the Jungian movement, we not only have a celebration of
nature but also its mystification as something which cannot be appre-
hended by reason but as something which holds humanity together in a
collective unconscious – albeit in a collective unconscious which Jung,
who flirted a good deal with racist ideas, fractured into distinct forms of
racial unconcious (Dalal, 1988). One of the first appointments to a profes-
sorship in analytical psychology in the UK recently, Renos Papadopoulos,
was reported as predicting that ‘with the waning of Post-Modernism as
the creed for every self-respecting intellectual, it will be replaced by
Jungianism (albeit in Post-Modernist garb)’ (Hugill, 1995: 11). I must
say that I am inclined to agree, but would see this as a baleful effect of
postmodernism in psychology rather than a rich legacy.

The organicist thematic can also be seen in the appropriation of
postmodern rhetoric in versions of narrative therapy. The family
therapy tradition was always susceptible to recuperation by organic
metaphors and notions of what a natural healthy living system should
look like (Fowers and Richardson, 1996). 

Organicism, as a powerful player in the contextual backlash against
postmodernism, is particularly dangerous when it is legitimated by sci-
entism, as the internal backlash inside psychology, and it feeds forms
of fundamentalism and individualism as solutions to social problems.
These four aspects of the reaction which is seeded and nurtured by
postmodernism as part of a dialectical process are themselves dialecti-
cally interrelated but any further movement is suppressed at the same
time as any further self-understanding which would help us to escape
them is ruthlessly parodied. This is not a simple repetition of themes of
regularity, essentialism, reductionism and individualism in ‘modern’
psychology, but a ratchet up into a qualitatively more irrational and
unpleasant version of each.

44 Critical Discursive Psychology



Conclusion

Postmodern writing has provided a resource for radical psychologists,
both as a theory of subjectivity and language and as a point of critique
directed at the possibility of adequate theory in the discipline. The
postmodern turn has thrown the project of psychology and its associ-
ated disciplinary apparatuses into question. However, postmodernism
threatens a radical political agenda in the discipline, and can only be
comprehended by locating psychology in wider social and historical
context.

Now we need to address two kinds of danger that flow from post-
modern writing. The first comes with an enthusiastic adoption of post-
modern nostrums, and is particularly pernicious in its embrace of
relativism and amoralism, and naive in its paradoxical blend of collec-
tivism and autonomy. The second comes from a pessimistic and disap-
pointed adoption of the various alternative visions postmodernism
incites as it goes into crisis, and stimulates scientism, fundamentalism,
individualism and organicism. Now, it would seem that the costs are
too great. Postmodernism, as a movement of sustained playful theoret-
ical reflection, and postmodernity, as a cultural background for theo-
retical research, have now outlived their usefulness. They are already
now inciting and encouraging some dangerous tendencies in psychol-
ogy. Furthermore, unless a radical agenda for research is developed
which is able to comprehend how cultural preoccupations enter into
and condition psychological research, the ‘postmodern’ turn in psy-
chology will turn into something worse.
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2a
Against Against-ism
Comment on Parker

Fred Newman and Lois Holzman

This comment on Parker’s ‘Against Postmodernism: Psychology in
Cultural Context’ contextualizes Parker’s ‘against-ism’ (critical) stance.
Parker characterizes postmodernism as theoretical play that has gone
too far. Having exhausted its progressive potential, it’s become a breed-
ing ground for reactionary ideas now threatening psychology and a
radical political agenda. Parker, recognizing that what he fears post-
modernism has spawned are products of modernism, employs ‘dialecti-
cal critique’ to historically contextualize postmodernism and its
dangers. As postmodernists Parker takes to task, the authors argue that
the relevant points of difference between him and them have more to
do with their differing institutional locations and conception/practices
of dialectics than with postmodernism.

The homely image evoked for us by Parker’s erudite contribution
‘Against Postmodernism: Psychology in Cultural Context’ is that of the
panicky working-class mother trying to get the children to stop enjoying
themselves at play because the authoritarian Daddy is about to come
home and he will be even more abusive than usual if he sees them
having fun. As ‘a movement of sustained playful theoretical reflection’,
postmodernism is exhausted, and Parker dutifully chastizes this corrosive
and exhilarating activity’ that celebrates ‘deconstruction and dispersion’,
incites and provokes certain reactionary responses, and even delights in
some, for example the backlash of scientism. The real danger of post-
modernism, Parker seems to be saying, is not in what it is but in what it
will produce. Curiously, here he invokes dialectics (mis-understood,
especially by academic Marxists, to mean ‘dialectical critique’) to predict

(retrodict) the reactionary consequences of too much play, that is, post-
modernism. Parker asks, ‘What might the postmodern tum into?’ and
answers, ‘Here a dialectical account is helpful’.



If, as Parker suggests, postmodernism as self-reflexive criticalness has
always been a part of modernism – and we would agree that it has –
then surely the reactionary consequences of postmodernism (thus
understood) have always been there also. And they have. Indeed, this
‘scientific’ sleight of hand (foolishly called ‘dialectics’) is traditionally
employed by academic Marxists to predict what is already there, that
is, known/believed to be inevitable.

Parker is our good friend and a very bright one. We are postmod-
ernists. Parker is ‘Against Postmodernism’. Is he therefore against us?
We think not. We are surely not against him. We are, if this metaphor
is to prevail, ‘Against Against-ism’. Or is that too playful? But what we
are for is, perhaps, far more important than what we are against. And,
as Marxist postmodernists, we are for dialectics, not as a pseudo-
science of predicting (retrodicting) what is already known, but as a
practice (a practical-critical tactical activity) for moving forward devel-
opmentally given that little or nothing is any longer knowable.

It is not on postmodernism that we and Parker disagree – it is on
dialectics.1 For, on our account, what postmodernism must become if
it is to playfully engage the reactionary consequences of modernism is
revolutionary activity – that playful, practical–critical, developmental
performance2 which is, without doubt, a wonderful component of
modernism but which has, in modernism’s senility, been constantly
conspired against. It is the joy of modernism, the emancipatory joy of
its self-reflexivity and revolutionariness (its historical anti-religiosity),
that postmodernism attempts to salvage – from capitalists and acade-
mic Marxists alike. Obviously, capitalists and academic Marxists are
not the same. But they do, inadvertently, conspire in their joyless
rejection of genuine dialectics (revolutionary activity). Parker, our
friend, wants to have his cake (institutionalized knowing) and eat it
too (institutionalized Marxism). And, we guess, he can. But as Marxists
(or, on Parker’s revealing formulation, ‘writers … who are sympathetic
to Marxist ideas’,), we want our share of the dialectical pie (or
pudding).

Dialectics is the form of understanding required to go forward given
the necessary and tactical abandonment of knowing. The point, the
early Marx made plain, is not to interpret the world but to change it.
Goodbye knowing. But Marxists (like capitalists and, indeed, the later
Marx himself) get caught up in systemization and knowing how capi-
talism works as a precondition for going forward. Systemization is the
name of the Daddy who comes home and requires that Mommy stop
the kids from playing. Late capitalism’s senile systemization is, in some
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ways, even more overbearing than religiosity (its systematic predeces-
sor), for religion at least offered hope of a joyous afterlife. Late capital-
ist systemization offers no hope; if we take the revolutionary joy (the
practical–critical activity) out of modernism, then we are left with
religion without hope.

Dialectics is, for us, the understanding (not the cognitive) compo-
nent of play – it is play without rules. It is the play of childhood, of
development, of becoming. And, yes, play can outlive its usefulness
but it never outlives its importance. For if we stop playing, who cares if
life is useful? Can we playfully suggest that it seems strangely appropri-
ate that our British friend Parker take on the role of cooling out his
French and American post-modernist playmates? Yes, Ian, we know
this is serious business. That’s precisely why we must play. Dialectics
and revolutionary activity are simply too important to take themselves
so seriously.

As we see it, taking oneself too seriously is an occupational hazard of
an academic location (the seat of institutionalized knowing). It can
and frequently does rob one of the joy of self-reflexivity, for example
the impact that being granted authority as an official knower has on
how one sees and understands. Critique (dialectical and otherwise)
becomes the name of the game. Parker’s characterization of our work
and play embodies just this kind of non-reflexive, institutionalized
bias. He treats us as if we, too, have an academic location and are in
the business of knowing and critiquing, that is, he treats us entirely too
seriously.

For twenty-plus years, we have been practicing dialectics as method,
playing without rules, as one small unsystemized effort to transform
human relations and make psychology relevant to people’s lives. Along
with hundreds of others, we have brought into existence and nurtured
a community and its various institutions which are not funded, con-
trolled or validated by any government institution or university. They
were built not with government grants or taxpayers’ money, but
through years of standing on street comers and knocking on doors,
asking ordinary people to support independent, progressive psychol-
ogy, culture and politics. People learned about our work not in a
college text or university lecture, but from our community organizing.
Our institutions don’t function according to the authoritarian, hierar-
chical structure of traditional institutions. Our training center, the East
Side Institute, gives no grades, degrees or tenure. Our therapy centers
do not diagnose and we have no rules (implicit or explicit) against
clients socializing with other clients or therapists. The All Stars Talent
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Show Network, our youth development organization, produces talent
shows at which everyone who auditions gets into the show. Virtually
everyone connected with the Castillo Theatre, including the actors,
producers, set designers, and so on, serves on the house staff when the
house is open. The radically democratic collectivity we have built
emerged as an inseparable part of what we were building, and it con-
tinues to evolve. Rooted in the dialectic relationship being/becoming,
our ‘business’ is creating becoming. Surely, it doesn’t follow from our
intentions or practice that we’ve succeeded in overcoming authoritari-
anism, but it does follow that any honest analysis of our work needs to
take our history into account. But Parker is in the business of critiquing
and predicting what is already known, and he failed to note that we
happen to be a group of people who self-consciously tried to create an
emancipatory environment that nurtures the play of development
instead of replicating an authoritarian environment that insists on the
serious business of knowing.

Parker is against postmodernism because he fears it is a breeding
ground for reactionary ideas and practices. We agree that it can be, but
we disagree that it is therefore problematic. Should parents stop chil-
dren from playing because they might get hurt in that developmental
process? Should we legislate against physical exercise because some
might use their strength to engage in socially destructive behavior?

Parker’s institutional location distorts his vision of postmodernism’s
‘playful theoretical reflection’ on collectivism and our community’s
collectivism in particular. He says:

For some writers, including those who are sympathetic to Marxist
ideas (e.g. Newman and Holzman, 1997), postmodernism invites a
form of relational politics which embeds ‘selves’ in social context
and encourages collective action. There is a problem, though, with
their collectivist vision of an ‘end of knowing’ which automatically
discredits those who would think that it must be possible to find 
a place to step back and assess things. … It seems that Newman 
and Holzman (1997) risk celebrating that very absence of ‘critical
distance’ which Jameson [1984a] identified as a problem in
postmodernism … 

Parker is correct. We do risk celebrating the absence of critical distance
if what it entails is stepping back to the authoritarian structure of the
university and systemizing emergent developmental activity. Far from
an academic issue for us, collectivism has been integral to our practice
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of dialectics, that is, our postmodern play (absent both Mommy and
Daddy). We don’t understand collectivism as simply people coming
together, as Parker implies; its complex tactical forms over the years
have emerged along with creating what we have created.

Parker goes on to, paradoxically, implicate postmodern collec-
tivism in the production of another reactionary modernist tendency –
individualism:

The rhetorical trick which appears time and again through the cele-
bration of open dialogue in postmodern discourse is that when
everything is up for grabs, those who are strongest will be the
winners, and those who appeal to consensual taken-for-granted
starting points in analysis, historical understanding or moral stand-
point are positioned as those who are susceptible to what Nietzsche
(1977) calls ‘slave mentality’. There are plenty of post-modern psy-
chologists who value dialogue, but when the ground rules for the
dialogue are repeatedly eroded, all that is left is a battle of wills. This
discourse thus incites individualism, smuggling it in through the
back door while it appears to simply celebrate perspectivism and
appeals to the motif of uncertainty.

Here we disagree, once again, with Parker’s dim view of postmodern play
without rules. For isn’t it the case that everything is up for grabs and the
stronger (the more authoritarianly situated) are the winners in our
current highly rule-governed world culture? And while we don’t agree
that a battle of wills is inevitable, we much prefer that risky byproduct of
open dialogue to the authoritarian control of the ground rules of institu-
tionalized knowing. As postmodern Marxists, our concern with power is
as a practice-reconstruction, as far as we can tell, is the activity of people
exercising power in the creating of something new.

Over the past few decades, we have created many new things involving
tens of thousands of people. New things, of course, are not necessarily
good things, but the self-conscious awareness of the manifest human
capacity to create new things is profoundly developmental. Our efforts
have been to produce new human organization (from talent shows to
therapy groups to political caucuses) which do not fetishize the product.
It is this continuous effort to create without commodification that, we’ve
come to believe, is joyously emancipatory.

No small part of our critique of knowing (Newman and Holzman,
1997) is that knowing is a form of understanding which requires an
object and/or a product, namely the Known or Truth. Hence all
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knowing is fetishized. No doubt fetishized understanding was the near
perfect epistemology for alienated capitalism. Marx, it seems to us,
makes this plain. But if we are to journey beyond capitalism (to who
knows where!) we must at least begin to abandon knowing. Such
experiments (journeys) will not grow in the sterile environment of the
bourgeois university. Our theoretical writings emerged after 25 years of
continuous practical–critical organizing activity. To relate to them as
the alienated product of that work and, moreover, as what is truly
valuable in it is a grave distortion. Our recently realized (in some
circles) theoretical analytical respectability is a validation of the practi-
cal criticalness of our day-to-day, hour-to-hour, year-to-year, decade-to-
decade organizing – not the other way around. To objectify it into
theoretical positions misses the point (pointless though it may be!).
To the extent that we have contributed to Parker’s confusion on these
matters by our publications, we apologize. Our writings are inadequate
progress reports on work in progress. Nothing more. Nothing less. 
A theoretical consequence is of no consequence at all unless, as Marx
makes plain, it contributes to changing, not interpreting, the world.

Notes

1 Parker, our friend and colleague, knows and respects this difference. Indeed,
one of us (Newman) recently authored an essay on dialectics at Parker’s invi-
tation, appeared in the first edition of the new journal Annual Review of
Critical Psychology.

2 For discussions of revolutionary activity, both its roots in Marx (1845) and
Vygotsky (1978, 1987) and its contemporary practice in our work, see
Holzman (1997, 1999) and Newman and Holzman (1993, 1996, 1997). We
note here only that by ‘revolutionary activity’ we do not mean the activity
of ‘making the Revolution’ (whatever that might mean), for that is but one
quite specific revolutionary activity in which human beings engage.
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2b
Critical Distance
Reply to Newman and Holzman

Fred Newman and Lois Holzman’s comment on my ‘Against
Postmodernism: Psychology in Cultural Context’ neatly displays the very
dialectical processes they want to deny. Their refusal of ‘critical distance’
exemplifies postmodern avoidance of a political assessment of theories
and practices (academic or otherwise), and their complaints about the
institutional location of critiques of postmodernism draw attention to
their own trajectory into the sphere of academic argument and into the
arms of mystifying and depoliticizing postmodern ideology.

Knowing something

Despite many protestations to the contrary, Newman and Holzman
know something. In fact, they know a lot about Vygotsky and why rev-
olutionary Marxism is still relevant today, why Wittgenstein might be
useful to ‘complete’ Vygotsky, and why postmodernism needs to be
stirred in to stir up complacent ‘understanding’ or misunderstanding
of what the stakes are in these theoretical debates (Newman and
Holzman, 1993, 1996, 1997). They also know how to disarm criticisms
of their theoretical and practical projects by denying that it is possible
any longer to know anything and by encouraging critics and support-
ers of their work to ‘abandon knowing’ altogether (cf. Nissen et al.,
1999). Postmodernism is a useful ideological tool in this strategy, and
I included some references to Newman and Holzman’s (1997) refusal of
knowing and of critical distance from what they were up to in my
critique of postmodernism in psychology. I was right, perhaps. At any
rate, we do have to know something about postmodernism and the
cultural conditions that feed it if we are to be able to assess its effects
and respond to the threats it poses to critical work.



My ‘dialectical critique’ of postmodernism in psychology traced the
actually existing dialectical process by which ideological forms under
capitalism function to delegitimize critical work. Capitalism and now
late capitalism comprise complex interlocking economic and cultural
conditions which alienate workers from their labour and disenchant
political activists who try to change things. Repeated ideological
assaults on any and all visions of a better world have had the effect,
generation by generation, of encouraging adherents of Marxism (for
example) to recant and to agree that their interpretations of the world
were wrong and prospects for change impossible. Postmodernism has
been one of the most recent attempts to persuade us to give up on our
old bad ways and to become, instead, more realistic ‘post-marxists’ (or
‘Marxist postmodernists’). The danger is twofold. On the one hand,
know-nothing relativism and its Wittgensteinian warrant is effective
enough in shifting people from radical politics onto the terrain of aca-
demic debate about language (Parker, this volume Chapters 3 and 4). It
is not necessary to be part of an academic institution to participate in
such dispiriting and futile alienated activity. (By the same token, it is
possible to be in an academic institution and argue against such things
if one has political reference points outside.)

On the other hand, and this is where my comment on the impor-
tance of ‘critical distance’ with reference to Newman and Holzman’s
theoretical and practical work was relevant, postmodernism is a cul-
tural formation which is part of a dialectical historical process which
provokes certain ideological responses – outright hostility to Marxism,
for example, in the claim that all forms of knowledge are now levelled
out to the extent that no knowledge claim could ever be thought better
than any other – and incites ideological responses which are the dia-
metric opposite – for example, a subscription to individual strength of
will as the only arbiter of what will be thought to be a correct interpre-
tation or what is to become a dominant knowledge claim. I thus drew
attention to the way postmodern collectivism incites individualism
(and also to the way its relativism, amoralism and simplistic image of
individual choice incite scientism, fundamentalism and organicism,
respectively).

One key step in the argument to drive once-radical academics into
such a self-alienating maze of anxiety about the impossibility of
knowing about the world that they give up trying to change anything
is the gross exaggeration of the claim that ‘all knowing is fetishized’. By
itself this is hardly a novel claim as far as Marxism is concerned.
Capitalist society distorts each and every understanding we might
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construct about it, and the fate of various authoritarian sects and
stalinist states is sorry evidence of the way forms of distorted under-
standing laced into oppressive relationships are able to reproduce
themselves inside ostensibly radical movements. But this does not at
all mean that ‘little or nothing is any longer knowable’, and revolution-
ary Marxists have always struggled, in the midst of the most disastrous
historical events, to understand, to interpret, to learn so that in the
future things may be different (e.g., Trotsky, 1936; Mandel, 1979). 

To make academic Marxists, or any other Marxist for that matter,
take steps away from knowing anything Newman and Holzman engage
in a deliberate mis-quotation and mis-reading of Marx to make him say
that the point ‘is not to interpret the world but to change it’. This is to
make it seem as if Marx were setting interpretation and change in con-
trast to each other, and to wilfully gloss over his claim in the same text
that ‘All mysteries which lead theory to mysticism find their rational
solution in human practice and in the comprehension of that practice’
(Marx, 1845: 423). ‘Comprehension of that practice’ is a crucial part of
Marxist activity, but Newman and Holzman seem keen to forget this,
and to depict any attempt to comprehend cultural practices and ideolog-
ical forces rather than those practices and forces themselves as the
main danger. 

‘Critical distance’ does not at all entail, as they profess to fear, ‘step-
ping back to the authoritarian structure of the university and system-
atizing emergent developmental activity’. Nor does it mean that we
must be in favour of ‘the authoritarian control of the ground rules of
institutionalized knowing’. To set up alternatives in this way – utterly
undialectically (tactically, no doubt) – is to close off the possibility of
engaging in any kind of dialogue about how we might interpret and
change the world. Perhaps they do not intend this. Who knows? What
is clear though is that the function of their work, and that of many less
canny writers, is that postmodernism prefers mysteries to theories and
it is more likely to lead us into mystification than away from it.

Knowing nothing

A dialectical paradox appears in Newman and Holzman’s comment, or
rather, more precisely in the relation between their comment and my
article. The paradox is as follows.

On the one side, in order to write my critique of the dynamic of
postmodernism in psychology I had to step back from psychology and
locate it in a broader cultural context, which included, of course, its
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historical and political context. Dialectics is only fully applicable and
operative on the terrain of historical materialism. When dialectics is
applied to ‘natural’ phenomena it merely captures the reflexive activity
of dialecticians as they attribute, usually unwittingly, certain idealized
sequences of contradiction and synthesis to things outside the human
world. My critique of postmodernism in psychology only makes sense
because postmodernism exists in contradictory ‘story worlds’ inside
and outside the discipline, and because the discipline itself exists in a
variety of contradictory theories and practices – usually abusive and
ideological, hence my acknowledgement at the beginning of the
chapter that postmodernism inside psychology is, among other things,
a progressive ‘corrosive and exhilarating activity’. The brief excursus in
the middle of my chapter into an account of the inspiring employment
of postmodern rhetoric in the Zapatista resistance to NAFTA in south-
ern Mexico, for example, was designed to illustrate, again, two things.
First, how progressive postmodernism can be when it is used tactically
(a practice that is really ‘practical–critical tactical activity’), and,
second, how we can only use postmodernism tactically when we have
some notion of critical distance from it.

On the other side, in order for Newman and Holzman to write their
comment on my critique, they had to step into psychology and
abandon even the possibility of reflexive awareness of the cultural
locatedness of these arguments. Sure, there is their aside that it is
telling that my critique of postmodernism is from someone ‘British’
addressing (‘cooling out’) the French and Americans, and, sure,
Newman and Holzman make much their activities (in the East Side
Institute or the All Stars Talent Show Network) which are outside
mainstream psychology. But these are but ploys in an argument which
drives them all the more into the domain of academic critique, a tra-
jectory which becomes most evident when they proudly point to their
‘recently realized (in some circles) theoretical analytical respectability’. 

Newman and Holzman complain that I treat them as if they have an
academic location. This is disingenuous. I drew attention to their claim
to have reached the nirvana of an ‘end of knowing’, and pointed out
that this ‘automatically discredits those who would think that it must
be possible to find a place to step back and assess things’. I noted that
this claim risks celebrating an absence of critical distance and here 
I did reference one of their ‘academic’ texts (Newman and Holzman,
1997). Because their recent work has been deliberately targeted at an
academic audience I think it was right to direct the reader to one of
those of their texts (and this is something, I assume, at some level they
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will feel happy about if they really want ‘theoretical analytical
respectability’). However, my reference also indexed their activities
outside academic institutions (like the East Side Institute or the All Stars
Talent Show Network). I do not think critical comment on these activ-
ities necessarily constitutes cult-baiting (as they have suggested else-
where), and I am good enough friends (I think, and so they say) with
them for an assessment of what they do to be a serious part of our the-
oretical–practical differences (Holzman, 1995; Parker, 1995b). The key
question here is not so much where they are coming from though, as
where they are heading and where they seem to speaking from in their
comment on my article. For even when they refer now to their ‘com-
munity organizing’ as ammunition against my article they do it as a
moral warrant from within an academic location.

The paradox, then, is that at the very moment they inveigh against
seats of ‘institutional knowing’ we are crossing paths; I am developing
an argument which strikes a distance from academic institutions and
which attempts to comprehend various ideological ruses to demobilize
critical work, while they are heading deeper into academic locations
to participate in one of the most popular current ideological gambits, to
persuade people they can know nothing. ‘Goodbye knowing’ indeed;
this is where ‘Marxist postmodernists’ fall for the lure of (US American)
Forrest Gump politics.

I keep my distance from what they do and what they say, from acad-
emic institutions that do not take them seriously and academic institu-
tions that take them too seriously, and from the postmodernism in
psychology that they unfortunately celebrate. Would that our prob-
lems were all down to ‘capitalists and academic Marxists’. Powerful
forces inside and outside academic life seem very friendly at the very
moment that they crush the life out of our emancipatory joyful
reflexive dialectical critical activities. And postmodernism is one such
ideological movement which legitimates academic institutions in con-
temporary culture at the very moment that it threatens to derogate
critical distance in favour of an ‘end of knowing’.
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3
Against Relativism in Psychology,
On Balance

Relativism in psychology unravels the truth claims and oppressive
practices of the discipline, but simply relativizing psychological
knowledge has not been sufficient to comprehend and combat the dis-
cipline as part of the ‘psy-complex’. For that, a balanced review of the
contribution and problems of relativism needs to work dialectically,
and so this chapter reviews four problematic rhetorical balancing
strategies in relativism before turning to the contribution of critical
realism. Critical realism exposes positivist psychology’s pretensions
to model itself on what it imagines the natural sciences to be, and it
grounds discursive accounts of mentation in social practices. The
problem is that those sympathetic to mainstream psychology are
also appealing to ‘realism’ to warrant it as a science and to discredit
critical research which situates psychological phenomena. Our use 
of critical realism calls for an account of how psychological facts are
socially constructed within present social arrangements and for an
analysis of the underlying historical conditions that gave rise to the
‘psy-complex’. Only by understanding how the discipline of psychol-
ogy reproduces notions of individuality and human nature, a critical
realist endeavour, will it be possible to transform it, and to socially
construct it as something different.

Introduction

The argument in this chapter cuts across and against one of the most
progressive recent movements in psychology. Different forms of rela-
tivism have inspired imaginative theoretical refusals of ideological
motifs in the discipline, even when many of its adherents eschew
theory (e.g., Gergen, 1994b; Newman and Holzman, 1997). It has



fuelled useful methodological critiques of pretend-science in the disci-
pline, even when its practitioners avoid a commitment to any particu-
lar method (e.g., Shotter, 1993; Stainton Rogers et al., 1995). Much
contemporary critical psychology draws sustenance from relativist
writing (e.g., Fox and Prilleltensky, 1997; Ibáñez and Íñiguez, 1997).
Critical psychology is heterogeneous process of critique and auto-
critique in the discipline which focuses on the way psychological
theory and practice operate to reduce social phenomena to the level of
the individual and to normalise certain kinds of behaviour and experi-
ence (Parker, 1999a). In this strand of work, the study of power and
ideology in the maintainance of oppressive relationships by psycho-
logy is often facilitated by relativism. Relativism includes a broad array
of social constructionist, discursive and postmodern re-readings of psy-
chological texts which serve to ‘deconstruct’ them and to reveal their
status as stories about the mind, so critical psychologists, among others,
will ask why we now need to mark our distance from it. 

To address this question, our use of critical realism needs to look to
an account of how psychological facts are socially constructed within
present-day social arrangements (e.g., Curt, 1994; Harré, 1983) and for
an analysis of the underlying historical conditions that gave rise to
psychology and the ‘psy-complex’. The ‘psy-complex’ is the dense
network of theories and practices to do with the mind and behaviour
which divide the normal from the abnormal in order to observe and
regulate individuals (Ingleby, 1985; Rose, 1985). Understanding how
the discipline of psychology reproduces notions of individual cogni-
tion and human nature, a critical realist endeavour, will enable us to
transform it, and to socially construct it as something better, perhaps.
In the process, relativism also needs to be understood and situated
both as a useful tool for ideology-critique and as an ideological form
which increasingly evens out the cutting edge of critical work in psy-
chology. Critical realism takes a step beyond positivist attempts to
establish regularities between cause and effect ‘to recognise that there
are enduring structures and generative mechanisms underlying and
producing observable phenomena and events’ (Bhaskar, 1989: 2). Such
a step requires a view of an enduring ‘intransitive’ dimension which
for some authors, provides ‘the most promising basis for securing the
status of critical theory in relation to the sciences as a whole’ (Morrow
with Brown, 1994: 77). 

To follow this step in psychology, and against relativism in the dis-
cipline, I need to trace my way through ten different ways ‘balance’ is
constituted and negotiated in psychology. In this first introductory
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section of the chapter I give due credit to social constructionist writing
in psychology (Balance I) and my arguments against relativism and for
critical realism in the rest of the chapter should be read in the context
of the overall progressive effect of relativism in the discipline so far. 
I will then describe the way relationships between opposites are usually
conceived in psychology (Balance II), and draw attention to a way of
understanding these dialectically. In the main sections of the chapter 
I explore problematic characteristics of relativism in psychology (which
I organize around four themes of balance) before turning to the contri-
bution of critical realism, and an acknowledgement of problems that
this may pose for critical psychologists (which I also organize around
four themes of balance). I then draw together these issues to complete
the argument that relativism in psychology plays a profoundly
ideological role which critical realism can comprehend, and that
relativism tears morality from epistemology, something which critical
realism can repair.

Balance I: for relativism

The turn to language in psychology in the 1970s and to discourse in
the 1980s, together with the use of notions from post-structuralist
writing, encouraged us to reflect on developmental psychology and
clinical psychology as parts of the powerful ‘psy-complex’ in modern
culture which helps constitute and regulate subjectivity (Burman,
1994; Parker et al., 1995). Relativism in psychology corrodes the truth
claims of a discipline which functions as a key ideological apparatus in
Western culture, and it also opens the way to anti-racist and feminist
critiques of its pathologizing gaze and practice (Henriques et al., 1984;
Burman et al., 1996). Our debt to relativist approaches does need to be
acknowledged, then, for without that work a genuinely critical psy-
chology would not be possible. Readers in the human sciences outside
psychology do not always appreciate how important it is for us to have
a vibrant community of researchers who are ready to challenge the dis-
cipline’s claims to have ‘discovered’ this or that essential and universal
characteristic of mental functioning and then pathologise those who
do not then display it. The balanced account of relativism in psycho-
logy in this chapter should be read in that context.

Balance II: on contradiction

Although some writers have emphasised the role of contradiction in
dialectical processes of interrelationship and change (e.g., Reason and
Rowan, 1981), in many cases psychological and social categories are
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left intact. Despite the queasiness shown by post-structuralist writers
toward dialectics in psychology (e.g., Henriques et al., 1984; Kendall
and Michael, 1997), the attention to power in that strand of work does
alert us to aspects of dialectics that are usually ignored in the dis-
cipline. Dialectics attends to the dynamic ever-changing nature of
reality, to the way it is torn by opposing forces, and to the way the
logic of change is marked by contradiction and the transformation of
things into their opposites (e.g., Novack, 1971). To say that activity is
dialectical is to appreciate something of the synthetic work that the
performance of contradiction always accomplishes. That synthesis is
often collusive and mystifying, and here opposites are brought
together and balanced in the service of ideology so that contradiction
is suppressed. But against this false synthesis there is always resis-
tance, and a dialectical account looks to contradiction at the heart of
apparent consensus, to laws of motion which underlie that which
appears fixed.

Dialectics is marked by motion and fixity, and it is governed,
reflexively we might say, by a dialectic between motion and fixity such
that the one is only possible by virtue of its envelopment and
transformation by the other. So, what counts as truth is relativised in
so far as it stands in relation to other accounts, and change proceeds
through marking itself against a truth to be challenged and subverted.
Critical realism acknowledges the ‘social construction’ of reality, the
reality described by discourse analysis, but embeds such descriptions
of relatively enduring structures of talk, conceived of as the interlacing of
power and ideology, in a Marxist account of relatively enduring struc-
tures of economic exploitation (Bhaskar, 1989) amenable to analysis,
explanation and change. (It is in this sense the Marxists too are social
constructionists, Parker and Spears, 1996.) Critical realist versions of a
dialectical account will be explored further below, and used to open up
relativism in psychology as a form of ideology. 

For relativism, and against

There are serious risks in the social constructionist reworking of psy-
chological concepts. Four rhetorical balancing strategies which exem-
plify relativist attempts to obscure or avoid the issue are evident.
However, as we shall see, in each case the balance between opposing
positions also involves the privileging of apolitical individualism and
the suppression of an alternative position which would attend to
political and social context.
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Balance III: minding the gap

One powerful strategy is to pretend that if we were to speak differently
about it, then discord between relativists and realists would dissolve.
The debate is characterised as an infantile war of position which con-
structs an ‘us’ and ‘them’ in which neither side can win (e.g., Gergen,
1998). The stakes seem so high simply because we have been unable to
recognise that they are socially constructed stakes, a view that is in line
with the comment that ‘The real Gulf war is the gulf between absolutes
and relativism’ (Brian Eno, The Guardian, 20 October, 1995: 11). This
strategy displaces our attention from a difference about what it is possi-
ble or necessary to know about the world – a contradiction between
attempts to provide an account of the real and an avoidance of any
such accounts – to a mere difference between narratives, in which we
can balance ‘realist’ and ‘relativist’ narratives in a common convers-
ation. This strategy is generous enough to include any story we might
tell about the world, but only on condition that we accept that saying
something ‘about’ something is itself only a story. 

Attempts to dissolve accounts of power into a spectrum of different
personal stories now appear in psychology in pleas that we should all
try to span ‘absolutes’ and ‘relativism’. These include claims that this
involves ‘knowing of a third kind’ which gives up reference to things
outside language (e.g., Shotter, 1993) and that we should embrace the
‘end of knowing’ where we are or where we are going (e.g., Newman
and Holzman, 1997). While such rhetorical strategies call on us to
recognise that the polarity between relativism and realism is a function
of discourse, then, they also suppress any account which tries to locate
the debate in relations of power and ideology. 

Balance IV: undecidability

At the same time as advocates of social constructionism cut away the
positivist ground from beneath traditional psychology and relativise
their claims about the world, they also accuse critics of leaping too
soon to a conclusion about what is bad about the discipline and what
may be done about it. They thus relativise the truth claims of the
critics and wittingly or unwittingly sabotage principled resistance to
the discipline. This is a rhetorical strategy which revolves around the
motif of ‘undecidability’, and it reduces discussions about discourse
and the real to a range of turns in a conversation in which we could
not ever know which was the correct position. One notorious recent
example of this is in the discussion of conversational turns by which
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anti-relativist appeals to ‘death’ and ‘furniture’ try to bring an end to
the argument and the relativist courageously keeps the conversation
going by insisting that things can never be settled in such a final way
(Edwards et al., 1995). The reference to ‘death’ in this case is to the
‘bottom line argument’ that anti-relativists make when they summon
the example of the Holocaust and defy relativists to suggest that historical
events of that kind are socially constructed. The ‘furniture’ is the table
that the anti-relativist bangs on when they demand that we all agree
that things like that exist outside language. This call for the permanent
suspension of judgement about things that lie outside the text is adver-
tised as being closer to the open reflexive spirit of the best social
science – ‘relativism is social science par excellence’ (Edwards et al.,
1995: 42) – though later defences of the position pull back to offer a
more moderate defence of what is going on (as we shall see below
when we come to Balance VI). Despite the call for an abandonment of
all assumptions about the world, existing theoretical frameworks are
mobilised to encourage us to look before we leap into action, just to
look. Ethnomethodology has been enrolled in this way to the cause of
relativism in psychology recently (e.g., Potter, 1996; Edwards, 1997). 

Ethnomethodology has long been viewed as a reductionist current
of thought in sociology (Gouldner, 1971), and now it is one of the
components of the backlash against politically-engaged social con-
structionism and discourse analysis in psychology. In one example,
ethnomethodology and conversation analysis are counterposed to
‘trendy’ ‘poststructuralist discourse analysis’ which, we are told,
enables researchers to make ‘sweeping political claims’ (Widdicombe,
1995: 106). The author of this complaint positions herself as sympa-
thetic to radical politics in psychology, and the motif of perpetual
hesitation over politics is introduced cautiously and reasonably at
first; ‘by elevating their own political agendas as the pre-established
analytic frame, researchers may actually undermine the practical and
political utility of the analyses they make’ (ibid.: 111). After a detailed
conversation analysis of an interview transcript, however, we arrive at
the ideological core of the argument, when she argues that ‘the most
effective way of marketing particular political aims is likely to be
through appealing to personal choices and decisions rather than by
appealing to collective identities or shared oppression’ (ibid.: 124). It
is telling here not only that there is a reduction to the individual
(again), but that politics is conceived of as something that can only be
distributed, ‘marketed’, as if it were separate from other aspects of
social activity. 
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Indecision is portrayed here as active, and is counterposed to those
who think they know – with the claim that ‘it is the realists who are
frozen in motion, because as soon as they move, they represent’
(Edwards et al., 1995: 34) – but this activity is like that of a floating
voter in a liberal democracy, unable to decide and unwilling to
commit to any position. It also presumes that refusing to take a posi-
tion is not also itself a position (Willig, 1998). Again, then, there is an
exclusion of politics, as something that will always try to arrive too

soon, and relativism is championed as the most pluralistic place in
psychology. It thus constructs an apolitical constituency of those who
will not decide one way or another, a homologue of the much-beloved
collection of hesitating individuals which comprise the bourgeois
polity.

Balance V: perspectivism

Relativism presents itself as the most tolerant participant in a convers-
ation when it argues that all claims need to be heard alongside
counter-claims; for every position, it is possible to imagine that
someone may want to argue for an opposing position. This extension
of relativism to the point of perspectivism, in which different realities
can never be rationally assessed and freedom of opinion is rendered
equivalent to toleration of anything being said, is currently popular
in bourgeois culture generally. It underpins conceptions of ‘balance’ in
broadcasting. The BBC television programme Points of View, for
example, which is designed to air viewers’ complaints and praise about
the channel, broadcast a letter in early July 1997 asking why the BBC
never screened ‘positive views of Hitler and Nazi Germany’ (reported in
Guardian Media Review, 14 July 1997: 7).

Once relativists have committed themselves to the idea that ‘any-
thing goes’, it is difficult for some of them to be able to respond to
revisionist histories, of war-crimes, for example, for these are simply
‘other perspectives’ which we must refrain from condemning as
dangerous or wrong. Lyotard’s inability to address the claims of the
neo-Nazi revisionist Faurisson – that we can have no knowledge about
what happened at Auschwitz because there are no surviving witnesses
to provide first-hand accounts – is a case in point. Instead, as Norris
(1996) points out, we have a feeble appeal by Lyotard to acknowledge
the narrative ‘differend’ between Faurisson’s version and ours. This
sorry case also illustrates problems of relativism in ‘postmodern’
writing, and the dangers of postmodernism in psychology generally
should not be underestimated (Parker, this volume, Chapter 2).
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The claim that the examples offered in the Edwards et al. (1995)
‘death and furniture’ paper are no more than a ‘turn’ in a conversation
entails a refusal to acknowledge the way perspectives are embedded in
narratives which are, in turn, embedded in an historical process which
can be represented in such a way as to challenge claims about the past
and assess attempts to rewrite it. When academic arguments are
treated simply as various perspectives which are deployed as turns in a
conversation, the construction and functions of those arguments are
lost sight of. To problematise the ‘reality’ of certain historical events
reproduces and reinforces, often unwittingly, deliberate attempts to
relativise them, and to draw attention to the social construction of
other events, in contrast, may serve to make visible aspects which
have been hitherto obscured. 

To understand how arguments operate in this way, out of the direct
control of speakers, we need to take into account the wider political
context and operations of ideology. When, for example, the Holocaust is
re-constructed by relativists as a ‘bottom line argument’ used against
them (as in Edwards et al., 1995) it treats it, at that moment in the argu-
ment, as a ‘social construction’, as if it is merely a turn in a conversation
which we must now doubt in the same way as we playfully doubt the
existence of tables. Such re-construction would delight revisionist histo-
rians such as Faurisson and the many other neo-Nazi activists who want
us to doubt and then deny that the Holocaust happened (Seidel, 1986).
Alternatively, when the image of Iraqis murdered on the Basra road at
the close of the Gulf war are conjured into the argument (Potter, 1997),
it serves to remind us, perhaps, of something which was ‘constructed’
and which we should now assess as something very real. Those who stay
only in the tracks of perspectivist rhetoric, though, cannot step back and
assess how different doubtful claims function as certainties in certain
contexts and how they interlock with other arguments.

Psychologists may be particularly susceptible to this mode of argu-
ment because they have been schooled in and subject to a paradoxical
rhetorical practice in the psy-complex over the years in which there is,
on the one hand, a multiplicity of different incompatible theoretical
and methodological frameworks where claims to truth are continually
deferred, and, on the other, a series of practices concerned with assess-
ing the way people develop and think in which the psychologist must
be certain that what they see is really there. This series of disciplinary
practices does not extend to the views that users of psychology services
might have of what psychologists do (an issue that we pick up below in
the discussion of Balance VII).
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While the toleration of a multiplicity of perspectives seems to be the
most democratic response to objectionable opinions, then, it actually
levels down the truth claims of oppressor and oppressed such that the
oppressed lose one of the few resources available to them; as Geras
(1995: 110) argues, 

… if truth is wholly relativised or internalised to particular
discourses or language games or social practices, there is no injus-
tice. The victims and protestors of any putative injustice are
deprived of their last and often best weapon, that of telling what
really happened.

The de facto exclusion of certain views (of power and ideology) within
the kaleidoscope of images of the world relativism promises also
debars collective cumulative memory of historical events, and instead
all that is permitted is a collection of individual moment-by-moment
perspectives.

Balance VI: extravagance and caution

Relativism sometimes presents itself as an ‘extreme’ position designed
to shock complacent naïve believers in the real, but critics of this
position in the wider human sciences have observed that it often
retreats into commonplace pleas for tolerance of diversity when it is
put under pressure (Geras, 1995).

Even when relativists have been intent on discrediting ‘bottom line
arguments’ because these appeal to a reality that we take for granted,
they then pull back and reassure us that it does not mean that they
refuse to accept any reality. On the one hand, then, there is an extra-
vagant refusal of any ‘on-trust stuff’; ‘Realism deploys but disguises all
this on-trust stuff, asks us to take the table-hitting as an existence of
proof for tables-as-such (and much more), while relying on the audi-
ence’s cooperation in commensensically ignoring how it is done’
(Edwards et al., 1995: 29). On the other hand, we are invited to take
certain forms of knowledge for granted and to recognise certain claims
as ‘preposterous’; ‘Claims for the unreality of the Holocaust are, like all
preposterous claims, like all claims of any sort, examinable for how
they are constructed and deployed’ (Edwards et al., 1995: 35). Even
here, however, it seems that an assessment of the reality or unreality of
such claims is confined to a study of how they are ‘constructed and
deployed’. The question is interminably shifted from what lies outside
language to the way ‘out there’ is constructed (e.g., Potter, 1996).
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This rhetorical balancing, in which extravagant outrageous assertions
are retracted and more cautious fairly commonplace claims substituted,
is also seen in the presentation and responses to descriptions of
‘bottom line’ arguments. While the authors of the ‘death and furniture’
paper asserted there that they were advancing the most sustained
radical approach in the social sciences (Edwards et al., 1995), the posi-
tion was later defended on the grounds that it was merely responding
to attacks by those hostile to relativism, that it was merely the ‘third
turn’ in a conversation (Potter, 1998).

Such a rhetorical balancing act – minding the gap between absolutes
and relativism, refusing to decide, tolerating a variety of perspectives
and making and retracting extreme arguments about unreality – is a
mixed blessing for critical psychology. Psychologists who are enthusi-
astic about relativism and insistent that it is the most consistent radical
approach can then resort to a democratic ethos to challenge abuses of
power in psychology, and ally with radicals to warrant their arguments
as thoroughly critical. However, while this balancing of all accounts
presents itself as more open than those who want to stop convers-
ations, it systematically conceals its own contradictoriness, and, once
again, it is up to each individual to negotiate their way through a con-
versation about reality claims bereft of historical – political reference
points.

There is an alternative to this individualist relativism in critical
realism.

For critical realism, and against

Critical realism provides a way of comprehending the rhetorical
balancing acts that hold relativism in psychology in place. It both
exposes positivist psychology’s pretensions to model itself on what it
imagines the natural sciences to be, and it grounds discursive
accounts of mentation in social practices whose underlying logic
and structure can, in principle, be discovered (Manicas and Secord,
1983). Harré and Secord (1972) – advocating a turn to language but
also arguing as realists – argued way back that, first, psychology
should be faithful to its object of study, and that objects of science
are complex structured things with powers to act which are not always
necessarily realised. A crucial part of the argument here is that differ-
ent practices produce different forms of knowledge, and so realism
(and critical realism) in psychology (perhaps all the more so) needs
to remember that it also adheres to the principle of ‘epistemic
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relativism’ (Bhaskar, 1989). Realism thus provided a point of critique
against psychology as a pretend-science in the early 1970s, and criti-
cal realism can now help us to comprehend some of the con-
sequences of the ‘turn to language’ and ‘turn to discourse’ in the
discipline in the 1980s.

However, different varieties of ‘realism’ are already being mobilised
by those sympathetic to mainstream psychology to warrant it as a
science and to rebut social constructionist critiques, to discredit
research which situates psychological phenomena as reproduced and
transformed in specific cultures and historical moments. The main
problem for critical psychologists is that there are researchers who are
quite happy to assume that the things they study are ‘real’, and more
than happy to move beyond an over-cautious empiricism which warned
them that their observations did not necessarily refer to anything under
the surface of behaviour or inside the head. Realism then gives them
a warrant to be all the more certain about the existence of mental
representations or cognitive structures or wired-in behavioural
sequences. Sometimes it is assumed that a ‘realist’ approach to
research necessarily entails our participation in the accumulation of a
corpus of knowledge in the discipline and of at least some of the
‘facts’ psychologists think they know about individuals and culture
(e.g., Greenwood, 1989, 1991). Then psychologists can resume their
well-rehearsed laboratory-experimental procedures for normalising
behaviour and detecting errors in thinking (e.g., Rantzen, 1993). The
following sections review specific problems in the up-take of realist
arguments in psychology.

Balance VII: moderation about experimentation

There is a risk now that if ‘science’ is to develop, then it may be at the
cost of humanist values and visions of personal–political transform-
ation, and that critical realists may be led to accept that some of the
things ‘discovered’ by scientific psychologists may be true, fixed and
immutable. Collier argues, for example, that 

I am certainly not claiming that it is impossible to work in a scientific
way with the data provided by non-psychoanalytic practices in psy-
chology. The ‘facts’ of the ‘empirical’ psychologies are as good as the
‘facts’ of psychoanalysis. But the tendency of psychological disciplines
whose data are of a non-pathological nature is to theorise them in a
non-realist, empiricist way. 

(Collier, 1981: 15)
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Perhaps it would be better, though, to say that the ‘facts’ of the
empirical psychologies are as bad as the ‘facts’ of psychoanalysis
(and more on this below, in Balance IX). Collier (1981) also points
out that the ‘practice’ of psychoanalysis is different from that of psy-
chology, and that this gives rise to certain kinds of ‘fact’. This is a
good argument, and one that is deployed by him in other defences
of critical realism where he argues that different kinds of relation-
ship to practice are likely to encourage a philosopher or scientist to
believe that activity in the real world does or does not matter (e.g.,
Collier, 1994, 1998). That is, discussions, for example, about realism
and relativism that are conducted in academic seminars are able to
spiral around in playful self-reflexive circles as if the world could 
be dissolved into ironic banter and as if study of the world could be
replaced by the study of talk (e.g., Ashmore, 1989; Edwards et al.,
1995). We can take Collier’s argument further, to ask whether forms
of knowledge which were developed in a practice which involved
the objects of study, people, as participants and users of psychology
services would be different (cf, Parker et al., 1995; Reicher and
Parker, 1993). It may be, but it would, at any rate, provide a different
context for the discussion of whether or not there was a real world
outside language. 

Discussions of ‘embodiment’ in psychology situate studies of discourse
in the materiality of beings who are able to use discourse follow a parallel
line of argument (Nightingale, 1999; Yardley, 1996). Now, if this is, as
the authors claim it to be, ‘an invigorated social constructionism’ which
refuses, as they claim, any ‘subjectivist relativism’, then critical realism in
psychology as I have described it so far would also be this kind of social
constructionism (Stenner and Eccleston, 1994; Nightingale and Cromby,
1999).

Balance VIII: what non-psychologists want

The use of realism to confirm ‘discoveries’ and ‘facts’ that critical psy-
chologists have spent so much energy trying to combat is compounded
by the kinds of inter-disciplinary alliances psychologists are keen to
make – and, ironically, critical psychologists are affected more than
traditional psychologists here. Critical psychologists draw on different
theoretical frameworks outside the discipline to contextualise what
they are doing and to unravel psychology’s ‘subject’ as a self-enclosed
separate entity. Unfortunately, they often encounter fantasies in other
disciplines about what ‘psychology’ can offer to plug the gap there or
to provide an account of the individual which is missing (often for
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very good reasons) from political or sociological theoretical frame-
works. As Condor (1997: 140) points out, 

to the extent that historians, social anthropologists, feminists,
linguists or social theorists want ‘us’ as collaborators, they want ‘us’
as psychologists. For they also look beyond the bounds of their
disciplines for the solution to their own theoretical stalemates and
disciplinary crises of authority. Ironically, the constructs they
grasp at as potential solutions (e.g. ‘cognition’, ‘personality’) are
often just those aspects of Psychology which we are committed to
rejecting.

While critical psychologists are trying to develop accounts of ‘cogni-
tion’ and ‘memory’ as culturally-specific and socially-mediated (e.g.,
Harré and Gillett, 1994; Middleton and Edwards, 1990), for example,
even critical literary theorists and philosophers are sometimes appealing
to old reductionist cognitive psychology and ‘structures of cognitive-
semantic representation’ to halt the free play of interpretation or
indeterminacy of meaning (e.g., Norris, 1996: 76). What is at issue
here is a wider problem to do with the way disciplines like psychology
and sociology tear apart the psychological and the social and construct
accounts in such a way that it is then impossible to put the two halves
together again to make a complete picture (Adorno, 1967). We have
to take care, then, that critical realism does not provide a warrant to
‘connect’ the sciences in such a way as to buttress the power of the
psy-complex, and for our allies in other disciplines to unwittingly
undo some of the critical deconstruction of psychological concepts we
have been carrying out in this discipline.

Balance IX: psychoanalysis as a psychology

The lure of psychoanalysis is also a specific variant of the problem of
interdisciplinary attempts to make psychology plug the gap by coming
up with a science of the subject to complement the work of other
human sciences. This also affects psychologists who imagine that
psychoanalysis provides a complete alternative system of thought, and
something that will come up with ‘real’ psychology. Critical realism
has already been deployed to support the claims of psychoanalysis in
general (e.g., Collier, 1994), and to support particular versions of
psychoanalysis (e.g., Rustin, 1987). 

We should also note that an effect of such critical realist reappraisals
of psychoanalysis is also to distort psychoanalysis itself, and to make it
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more like experimental psychology (e.g., Stern, 1985). Psychoanalysis
may be a powerful cultural form, used as a form of explanation about
development and inner states to understand ourselves, but it does not
mean that it is not culturally and historically specific, and the task of a
critical realist should be to understand how psychoanalysis operates as
a form of knowledge rather than to put it on a scientific footing.
Psychoanalysis ‘works’ (and so does much psychology), but we need to
understand how it has been constructed as an ideological apparatus of
Western culture rather than assume that it is universally true (Parker,
1997a).

Balance X: the rules of scientific debate 

Realism can also be a risky rhetoric when it participates in the system
of language games of a scientific community and wants to be taken
seriously. Although critical realist work in the natural sciences (e.g.,
Bhaskar, 1978, 1986) has been invaluable to critical psychologists, who
have then been able to point out that the discipline of psychology does
not operate at all like the natural science it wishes it was (e.g., Harré
and Secord, 1972), it can also lead us to idealise what the natural
sciences actually do and to forget that they too are ideologically struc-
tured regimes of knowledge. One example here is Harré’s (1986a)
even-handed, fair-minded claim about the probity of the scientific
community. This is then taken up by relativists who claim that they

too are playing by the rules, that ‘Relativism is the quintessentially
academic position, where all truths are to-be-established’ (Edwards et al.,
1995: 37). This ‘quintessentially academic position’ is then allied with
science, and counterposed to religion (in whose orbit, by a deft sleight
of hand, realism is positioned); ‘Those who maintain that their truths
are best preserved by protecting them from inquiry are followers of a
religious ethic, not a scientific one’ (Edwards et al., 1995: 40).

We have to take care, then, to distinguish between a ‘critical realist
psychology’ which serves those who want to rescue the discipline from
the wave of critiques in the last thirty years, and ‘critical realism in
psychology’ – a critical realism in and against psychology – which
focuses on what psychology does to people and challenges each and
every claim to truth that is deployed to make it more efficient. It is not
surprising, in this light, that the depoliticising effects of relativism
have been an unwelcome ally for feminists, for example, who have
been battling against psychological ‘science’ with a political agenda
(for the valuing of women’s ‘real’ experience, for example) for years
(Gill, 1995).
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Critical realist psychology would temper objections to most psycho-
logy so far, provide an account of the ‘individual’ subject to comple-
ment work in other disciplines, offer comfort to psychoanalysis as if it
were the lost truth, and respect the rules of scientific debate in the psy-
chological community as if it were not riddled with political agendas.
Critical realism in psychology, in contrast, is (as the rubric for one of
the gatherings of radical psychologists in post-apartheid South Africa
put it) ‘a spanner in the works of the factory of truth’ (Terre Blanche,
1996).

The separation and reconnection of moral–political critique

Relativist arguments in psychology are structured by a series of balanc-
ing acts which also serve to protect the apolitical individualism that the
discipline usually trades in. These arguments also conceal a more
dynamic dialectical contradiction between the surface of the argument
(which supports relativism) and underlying stakes (which call for a
realist understanding). Here it becomes clearer still how relativism oper-
ates as a form of ideology. Edwards et al. (1995: 37) claim that theirs is
the quintessential academic position, they are actually quite right; they
reproduce rather than challenge dominant bourgeois conceptions of
academic knowledge as in principle separate from the world and as
independent of moral-political activity. This deeply ideological position
presupposes an ability to separate moral–political judgement from the
stories we tell, and it celebrates Western culture as that which has been
able to tell stories and step back so that we can acknowledge that they
may each be valuable before choosing which one we might prefer.
This rests on a Cartesian fantasy – the separation of the individual
from the social and of facts from values – that critical realism helps us
to understand and counter. A critical realist account, in contrast,
examines the circumstances under which a form of misleading
knowledge requires that misleading knowledge as a condition for
those circumstances to obtain. 

Critical realism helps us to see how important it is to connect
moral–political positions with our knowledge about the world, and
about the academic disciplines we work in. It enables us to see that
relativism is, in this respect, one of the most conservative forms of
knowledge in the human sciences, and psychologists who, quite
rightly, argue for the importance of reflection upon the ‘moral–political’
stance of the researcher (e.g., Harré, 1979) play with it at their peril.
Although relativism does allow us to open up psychology and show
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that it consists of a variety of discourses about people’s minds, we have
to look to the underlying social conditions and the development of the
discipline as part of the ‘psy-complex’ to gain a more critical realist and
dialectical understanding of the interests that relativism also serves.
Relativism is both progressive and reactionary in psychology, and a
critical realist attention to historically constituted structures of power
and the ideological forms of knowledge they require allows us to grasp
this dialectically.

Many relativist arguments in psychology claim to escape dominant
assumptions in the discipline, but they seek to discredit realists
because all of the world is not always immediately evident, ready to be
summoned to show that it ‘really’ exists. Far from defying psychology,
then, we see here the revenge and triumph of empiricism. Relativists
will object that the argument in this paper is employing a variety of
rhetorical devices to construct a difference between relativists and
realists and to refer to things ‘out there’ to settle accounts. Much
chapter has been wasted to pursue this line of argument, tediously
tracing through these rhetorical devices, of which there must be many,
of course, so giving the impression that close description is sufficient to
rebut critique (e.g., Edwards et al., 1995; Potter, 1996). Drawing atten-
tion to their rhetorical device of reading the text rather than addressing
the argument is itself a rhetorical device, and I point this out now
(another rhetorical device, of course) to save us all the trouble of
engaging in a further spiral of avoidance and textual solipsism. Here
we have been pointing to some of the internal logics and structures of
the relativist argument, and what they conceal when they claim to
reveal everything that there is, or all that can be said about the world
(cf. Parker, this volume, Chapter 4). This entails an understanding of
the role these arguments play in regimes of power and ideology.

Relativists may also object that what appears to be closed at differ-
ent points in the argument can always be opened up again, but this
too is a poor excuse for not engaging with the argument itself. Critical
realists themselves insist that knowledge that we have about the world
is provisional, and that we do indeed need to subscribe to ‘epistemic
relativism’ to be scientific. The crucial difference here is that critical
realism allows us to comprehend the historical, institutional context
within which the human sciences operate, the ideological apparatus
which provides the conditions of possibility for psychology and the
moral–political interests that are served by those who pursue only
relativism.
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3a
Regulating Criticism
Some Comments on an Argumentative Complex

Jonathan Potter, Derek Edwards and Malcolm Ashmore

This commentary identifies a range of flaws and contradictions in
Parker’s critical realist position and his critique of relativism. In partic-
ular we highlight: (1) a range of basic errors in formulating the nature
of relativism; (2) contradictions in the understanding and use of
rhetoric; (3) problematic recruitment of the oppressed to support his
argument; (4) tensions arising from the distinction between working in
and against psychology. We conclude that critical realism is used to
avoid doing empirical work, on the one hand, and to avoid scholarly
interdisciplinary engagement, on the other.

Introduction

For some time now Ian Parker and colleagues have been developing a
distinctive and complex position in psychology. It has become some-
thing of a discrete perspective in critical psychology, with its own
publications, workshops, courses and now a house journal. In his
critique of relativism Parker has done us a useful service by providing
what is, intentionally or not, a synoptic position on the epistemo-
logical features of his programme. This attack on relativism has high-
lighted a range of contradictions and tensions that are worthy of
comment. Indeed, the sheer trouble Parker has with relativism provides
a pointer to trouble with his whole programme. This trouble is dis-
played in the argument style, which consists of a collage of assertions;
it is displayed in a systematic and persistent misreading of the nature
of relativism; and it is displayed in the tensions and fissures that criss-
cross the text. We have space for no more than a sketch of that trouble
here, but it seems to arise from an intellectual trajectory that encom-
passes Foucault, Derrida, discourse analysis, social construction,



psychoanalysis, critical realism and traditional Marxism. It incorpor-
ates power, ideology, discourse and constructionism as theoretical and

analytic concepts. These concepts are themselves formulated in a range
of contrasting ways. Parker is deeply critical of empiricism and, appar-
ently, empirical work of all kinds, yet has produced straight method-
ological texts. Some of these tensions are apparent in the current
article and others are features of the larger œuvre.

Where Parker draws on Rose and Freud in his critique of the ‘psy-
complex’, we wish to draw a reflexive parallel to his project by drawing
attention to some elements of what we will call the ‘Parker-complex’.
Following from his definition of the ‘psy-complex’, by ‘the Parker-
complex’ we mean his dense network of theories and arguments to do
with politics, philosophy and psychology that divides the ‘radical’
from the ‘reactionary’ in order to regulate the conduct of critical
psychologists. Our article is a sketch of the problems with the Parker-
complex using his extended condemnation of relativism as the main
diagnostic tool.

We will highlight the way Parker’s philosophical posture of critical
realism acts as a three-layer safety curtain. The first layer helps prevent
the highly combustible mix of assertions, theories and empirical claims
coming into contact with substantive work in sociology, history, polit-
ical science, and history of science from outside of psychology. The
second layer helps insulate his work from evidence, which can be
dismissed as low-level empiricism. The third layer helps insulate it
from participants – people, the people – and their constructions and
orientations. Without critical realism the whole Parker-complex could
burn. That is why relativism is so dangerous. We do not have space to
substantiate the existence of all these layers in the safety curtain here –
but we hope that our identification of themes in his critique of rela-
tivism can support this general argument and highlight tensions in the
Parker-complex.

Most of the descriptions of relativism in Parker’s article are wrong.
Let us take them in three clusters. First, he repeats the claim that rela-
tivism takes the view that ‘anything goes’, that it is a refusal to take a
position, which calls for a permanent suspension of judgements about
things that lie outside the text and, indeed, an abandonment of all
assumptions about the world. Given the explicit repudiation of this
mistaken view in Edwards et al. (1995), which is a main target of his
paper; and also in Potter (1998), which is in a book Parker edited, and,
at length, in Smith (1988, 1997) which we have cited and will cite
again, we are not sure what to make of its unqualified repetition here.
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The response to this claim is the same as before: ‘anything goes’ is a
variant of realism, suggesting merely a different arrangement of cogs in
the underlying generative mechanism; relativists make judgements
(such as the judgements that relativism makes sense, that this article’s
account of relativism is wrong, and that the article is confused); rela-
tivists make assumptions about the world, but they also hold those
assumptions to be permanently open to examination and critique.

The second cluster of points in the article revolves around the idea
that relativism embodies a collection of polarities. For example, acade-
mic knowledge is separate from the world; the individual is separate
from the social; facts are separate from values. The emphasis in
Edwards et al. (1995) on relativism as an academic position highlights
the need for scholars and philosophers to take these ideas seriously; it
is certainly not claiming that they do not have relevance in ‘the
world’. The individual/social polarity is a mystery, given the relativist
emphasis on ‘truth’, ‘certainty’ and ‘evidence’ as situated practices,
more Durkheim than Descartes, but certainly not endorsing that polar-
ity. Again, the suggestion that we employ a facts/values polarity is
particularly odd given that it should be obvious, and it is repeated
often enough, that a relativist, anti-objectivist position treats facts as
inseparable from judgements.

We will not spend long on the third cluster of claims, which include
the following: relativism is a celebration of Western culture; it is no

more than a turn in a conversation; it tolerates anything; and it is a
programme of balance like the BBC. Given space constraints, we will
just note them as wrong and encourage readers to read the original
Edwards et al. (1995) and compare it with Parker’s glosses.

One final point is worthy of note, however. Parker treats relativism
as a full-scale perspective, involving procedures for analysis and theo-
ries of society. This generates substantial confusion in a number of
ways; most crucially, it confuses theorizing and analysis with philo-
sophical argument. Relativism is not a position, equal and opposite to
critical realism, let alone a large-scale perspective. For example, Barbara
Herrnstein Smith helpfully glosses relativism as a ‘more or less extens-
ively theorized questioning – analysis, problematizing, critique – of
the key elements of traditional objectivist thought and its attendant
axiological machinery’ (1988: 151); that is, not a theory at all, let alone
a theory of society.

Rather than emphasize this confused view of relativism, however,
the point that is of interest is in how it paves the way for presenting
critical realism as, equivalently but oppositely, a full-scale perspective.
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That is, critical realism becomes more than a conceptual account of
what kind of thing justifiable knowledge can be, and is turned into an
entire perspective on society, social change, analysis and morality,
which purports, for example, to be capable of allowing us to ‘compre-
hend the historical, institutional context within which the human
sciences operate, the ideological apparatus which provides the condi-
tions of possibility for psychology and the moral-political interests that
are served by those who pursue only relativism’. Parker needs to distort
relativism in this way so he can make critical realism seem to be able to
do the important work it is needed for.

Rhetorical troubles

One of the most interesting features of Parker’s article is the trouble it
has with rhetoric. Parker develops a traditional contrast between
‘rhetoric’ as a set of persuasive tricks, which can be tediously analysed,
and a proper appreciation and evaluation of ‘argument’. Three observa-
tions are worth making about this. First, as will be readily apparent to
anyone who reads it, quite a lot of his own article is an attempt to doc-
ument persuasive tricks, deft sleights of hand, and so on in relativist
work. So his complaint about rhetorical analysis applies to his own
article as much as to anyone else’s work.

The second observation is also about consistency, but of a more
general kind. Take Derrida’s work, for example. Parker has used
Derrida’s writing for a decade – ‘deconstructing’ The Archers, psy-
chopathology, social psychology and various other things in the course
of it. However, one of the central features of Derrida’s critique of phi-
losophy has been his resistance to a rationalist distinction between ‘the
argument’ and the ‘style of its presentation’. The radical nature of the
work for philosophy comes from resisting the abstraction of argument
and considering truth as the outcome of the figurative organization of
philosophical texts. Parker may try to argue/rhetorically persuade that
his emphasis on the importance and unimportance of rhetoric is a
kind of ‘balance’ – but it looks like confusion to us (cf. Hepburn, 1999).

Third, and more generally, Parker’s intellectual career has involved
regularly promoting (as well as criticizing) discourse analysis and more
recently discursive psychology (Parker, 1997b). If discourse and its
rhetorical organization turn out now to be so tedious and unimport-
ant, how does this fit with this continuing concern with it (e.g. Parker
and the Bolton Discourse Network, 1999)? Put another way, what can
this programme of work now be offering? We will return to that.
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Recruiting the tortured, oppressed and murdered

Parker recruits the tortured, oppressed and murdered people of the
world to his philosophical position (critical realism), as if their
suffering and death bore testimony to his vision, and sided with his
(ambivalent and occasioned) dislike of non-Foucauldian discourse
analysis, conversation analysis, ethnomethodology, and epistemic
relativism. Conversely he links our arguments to notorious
Holocaust-deniers such as Faurisson who, he claims, would ‘delight’
in our arguments. This is extraordinary and distasteful. Faurisson
should have no more truck with our arguments than Parker. Indeed,
a more telling comparison is between Faurisson and Parker in their
philosophy, we hasten to add, not in their politics which are poles
apart. They are both realists; their disagreement is about precisely
what is real. Both prioritize politics over epistemics, preserving a
favoured version of how the world works while using relativistic cri-
tique against opposing positions. Both see the opposition as serving
entrenched ideological and economic interests, whose ‘real’ nature
underlies a veil of appearances, the removal of which is the analytic,
polemical task each of them embraces. Faurisson is Parker’s analytical
mirror-image, preserved in form but inverted in content. He is surely
no relativist.

The use of Geras to claim that relativism will be no help in the
solution to war crimes is particularly odd given that earlier Parker
had celebrated the use of relativism as an important feature of his
own rhetorical (yet non-rhetorical) armoury against the (realist?)
orthodoxies of psychology. The quote from Geras suggests that
focusing our analysis on ‘discourses or language games or social
practices’ deprives victims of oppression or injustice ‘of their last
and often best weapon, that of telling what really happened’. It does
not deprive them of anything of the sort. We have often suggested
that realist, experiential claims and narratives are among the most
effective rhetorical weapons that anyone can use (Edwards, 1997;
Potter, 1996).

Further, how is it to be claimed that ‘telling what really happened’ is
such an effective ‘weapon’? How do people get it accepted, that that
is what they are doing? How are reality-claims made, contested, under-
mined, bolstered against refutation? Is that not the very thing we are
studying? Of course, the Geras/Parker line depends on there being
something else going on, that might serve as a ‘weapon’ – that ‘telling
what really happened’ is precisely and merely that, telling what really
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happened. It is difficult to know where to begin with such a notion. It
begs all the questions. How is it so effective, not only for victims to do
it, but for Geras to write about it, and for Parker to quote it, given its
self-contradictory weakness: that such a ‘telling’ is somehow an effec-
tive weapon beyond the analysis of discourse and social practices? This
is a view of telling apparently untouched by Wittgenstein, Derrida and
Sacks.

The Geras example works, first, by ontological gerrymandering
(authoring-in a reality beyond the text), which is how vignettes of
this kind generally work, in circular fashion. Second, it uses a ‘death
trope’ (who would deny victims of oppression their claims to truth?).
We find it distasteful to recruit the oppressed and dying into argu-
ments for philosophical positions on textual analysis and realism in
this way.

A final point is worth underlining. The Holocaust was not brought
into this debate by us to support relativism. It was introduced by
realists in their criticisms of relativism, and continues here to be
introduced by realists in a rhetorical case against relativism.

Critical realist psychology and critical realism in and
against psychology

In one of the most telling sections of Parker’s paper he frets over the
relation of critical realism to psychology. His solution to a perceived
dilemma, over psychologists starting to use critical realism to further
psychology’s reactionary ends, is to emphasize the importance of
taking a position of ‘critical realism in and against psychology’. This
seems to be a useful distinction. However, it raises two questions.

First, should we now consider Parker’s output (including the varied
writings on method, the new Annual Review of Critical Psychology, his
contribution to an introductory book on critical psychology, and so
on) as not part of psychology but about it?

Second, if this output is not part of psychology, where is it coming
from? An obvious answer might be that it comes from taking a socio-
logical stance, or a historical, or a political science perspective. After all
Nik Rose, inventor of the concept ‘psy-complex’, has conducted his
scholarly Foucauldian critiques of psychology from a base in sociology
for some time. The problem for Parker is that if he took this route he
would have to address the grounding and coherence of his disparate
collection of theoretical and analytic concepts.
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Ironically, and despite the conservative implications for interdiscipli-
nary work, Parker favours having ‘our allies in other disciplines’ each
keep to their own patch, and take their understanding of psychology
from him and his colleagues. That would indeed prevent those ‘allies’
making embarrassing appeals to the very notions that Parker is seeking
to undermine. Meanwhile, however, his own importation of concepts
from philosophy, politics, Marxist sociology, post-structuralism, etc.,
shows no sign of struggle, no sign of their being wrested from agonistic
debates and crises of their own. When taken and applied to psychology’s
problems, they merely shine forth and clarify what is Real.

Although we have, for the most part, followed Parker’s request that
we abstain from tediously tracing rhetorical devices, there is something
particularly striking about the paragraph in which he introduces the
distinction between critical realist psychology and critical realism in
and against psychology. What intrigues us is the non sequitur at the
centre of the paragraph. We quote:

[critical realism in and against psychology] challenges each and every
claim to truth that is deployed to make it more efficient. It is not
surprising, in this light [!], that the depoliticizing effects of relativism
have been an unwelcome ally for feminists. 

(emphasis and exclamation added)

Parker started his article by saying that he is happy to use relativism
as a locally useful strategy precisely for undermining psychology’s
truth-claims. So it is notable that it is now, and just here, described as
depoliticizing. Moreover, the construction textually mobilizes femi-
nists on his side and as a general category, as if feminists in general
and as a whole found relativism unwelcome. Of course, there is a
wide range of feminist positions, some critical realist (e.g. Gill, 1995),
some relativist (e.g. Hepburn, 2000), many rather uninterested in
what could easily be seen as an arcane epistemological cul-de-sac
removed from practical concerns about exploitation and visions of
emancipation. Indeed, critical points supporting relativist positions
from a feminist perspective have recently been made from an explic-
itly feminist perspective by Bronwyn Davies (1998) in a book edited
by Parker himself.

Our general point, then, is that this non sequitur appears here,
because it draws attention away from one of the most important ten-
sions within Parker’s work. Let us end with this tension.
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Trouble in the Parker-complex

We started with the suggestion that critical realism serves as a safety
curtain, or firewall, to prevent the incendiary mix of theories, posi-
tions and claims that make up the Parker-complex from bursting
into flame. We have noted how Parker turns and misdescribes rela-
tivism into a full-scale perspective to facilitate turning the much
more important (for him) construction of critical realism as an equal
and opposite perspective. Making critical realism this big means it
can then do the theoretical work that would have to be done by
history, sociology and political science. In other words, these impor-
tant questions that have engaged large numbers of researchers and
theorists across the social sciences seem to be answered by a priori

philosophizing.
Critical realism is built up in this way to provide the space for criti-

cizing psychology without having to be troubled with interdisciplinary
scholarship. Parker does not have to engage with Stuart Hall’s attempts
to reformulate notions of ideology in relation to new social formations,
for example. Nor does he need to take seriously (nor, indeed, take in
any way at all) Barry Barnes’s work, say, on the role of social interests
in scientific development. He can make assertions about ideology and
the political role of science as if they were straightforward issues that
have long been sorted out. The paradoxical consequence of this is
that, for all his criticisms of psychology, Parker needs a strong psy-
chology to work in and against. It is psychology and its obfuscating
legacy of secure theoretical walls that allows these limitations in
interdisciplinary scholarship to remain hidden. The danger is that
the legacy of the Parker-complex will not be radical critique of the
very existence of an independent discipline of psychology but merely
a reassertion of its power and sovereignty.

Let us end by noting that there is, and always has been, a space for
a lively and critical Marxist position in (and against) psychology.
However, the critical realist enterprise developed in this article raises
a number of questions. What is its stance on science, evidence and
academic scholarship? How does the critique of empiricism square
with the production of methods textbooks? How does the critique of
rhetoric mesh with championing of deconstruction? How precisely
should we understand ideology in the arguments developed? For
example, does the support of Foucauldian over conversation analytic
notions of discourse not extend to supporting the Foucauldian
critique of Marxist notions of ideology? What kind of thing is the
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‘bourgeois polity’, and how does it relate to class and nationhood in
a world after Gordon Gekko and George Soros? Parker could valuably
bring the Marxist passion about exploitation and inequality to bear
on psychological issues, but we think there is some work to be done
first.
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3b
The Quintessentially Academic
Position

Potter et al.’s response to my ‘Against Relativism in Psychology, on
Balance’ neatly summarises what they take a ‘critical realist’ position to
be and how ‘relativists’ should defend themselves. Their response also
illustrates why the version of critical realism I elaborated is more thor-
oughly critically relativist than Potter et al. assume and how their
version of relativism actually rests on a rather uncritical subscription to
realism.

If the world, and academic debate within it, divided neatly into
fixed, consistent and self-evident positions then this ‘relativism–
realism’ debate would be clear-cut and quickly decided. This is exactly
what Potter et al.’s response seem to assume, and, paradoxically, they
betray motifs in studies of discourse which do attend to flexibility, con-
tradiction and (particularly in Foucauldian work) meaning produced in
relations of power. I took these motifs seriously in my ‘Against
Relativism in Psychology, on Balance’ and have shown how dialectical
critique can take them further in relation to relativism, linguistic ideal-
ism and ‘postmodern’ theory (Parker, this volume, Chapters 2 and 4).
What Potter et al. are up to is not mere paradox, however, for it reveals
how they shift under pressure, by virtue of their own subscription to a
particular academic–political location, from their version of relativism
into uncritical realism. 

Uncritical realism of the type exemplified by Potter et al. thinks it is
able to tell us what relativism really is as something fixed and what a
‘mistaken view’ of it would be. So if Gergen (1991: 7), for example, cel-
ebrates relativism in contemporary culture as a world in which ‘any-
thing goes’ this, I suppose, would be ruled out of court. There is a
curious assumption that there are real ‘correct’ representations and
people like me who ‘distort relativism’. The paradox here is that it is



the ‘relativists’ who characterise what they are doing as if it were a
thing and in the process they turn realist to defend it. 

Uncritical realism must then set itself against those who are incon-
sistent or, rather, those these relativists assume must be inconsistent
for their caricature to work. Since we are dealing here with writers
who are concerned with attributions of intentions in argument as
interested ‘stakes’, it is pertinent to ask what the stakes are for them
when they assume that I will ‘worry more about inconsistencies’ and
when they puzzle about whether the different things I do are really
part of psychology or about it. With respect to my work on discourse
and my critique of discourse analysis they pose the question ‘how does
this fit?’, as if it should. Here the paradox is that my inconsistency
becomes problematic for those who are by now in this turn of the
conversation only ostensibly relativists.

Uncritical realism in discursive psychology – the kind of psychology
that has spawned relativism as a credo rather than as a practical–
tactical guide to action – all too often manifests itself in crass textual
empiricism, and its English variants carry the marks of a philosophical
position as an ideological ‘empiricist discourse’ (Easthope, 1999). This
is a world divided between what is self-evident in a text or in an argu-
ment (and its correlative ‘basic errors’) on the one hand and ‘rhetorical
weapons’ on the other, and the paradox here also exposes Potter et al.’s
claim to transcend a fact/value polarity or a distinction between the
social and the individual. They themselves tell us how things really are
as but the background for a subjective evaluation of what is right and
wrong. Why, for example, is the ‘recruitment of the oppressed’ ‘prob-
lematic’? It turns out, twice-stated in their response, to be because they
find it ‘distasteful’. 

To understand how relativists so easily fold into uncritical realism we
do need the kind of sensitivity to language that the thorough-going
epistemic relativism espoused by critical realism provides us, and we
need to embed our understanding of the paradoxes displayed by Potter
et al. in a dialectical critique of where their argument comes from and
the functions it serves.

The relativism–realism debate is often rather tedious. Why? Potter 
et al. seem to imagine that the only way of escaping this ‘arcane episte-
mological cul-de-sac’ is to ‘recruit’ the oppressed et al. into an academic
argument. This is ‘distasteful’ to them, but this is the only way it could
be because, after all, ‘relativism is the quintessentially academic posi-
tion’ (Edwards et al., 1995: 37). So they avoid questions of theory and
ideology and press all the more firmly down the ‘safety curtain’ that
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divides academic argument from everyday life. Critical realism,
however, relativises the relationship between this debate and practical
concerns so that we are able to see how academic positions in general
and (in this case) psychology in particular function in certain appara-
tuses of power which (most of the time) reproduce exploitation and
inequality. Marxists (among others) address exactly these issues, but
they are not ‘psychological issues’ at all, and an effective challenge to
them precisely means that we should not ‘each keep to our own patch’
either in disciplinary or academic terms. 

Once again, when uncritical relativists defend themselves they take
certain realities for granted, and while they are all too ‘realistic’ about
what (they assume) defines ‘empirical work’, ‘scholarly critique’ and an
‘academic position’, a thorough-going critical relativism is necessary
to disturb these realities, and the part the psy-complex plays 
in enforcing them. 
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4
Against Wittgenstein
Materialist Reflections on Language in Psychology

Wittgenstein’s writing offers to psychologists a series of critical
perspectives on concepts regularly employed by the discipline, and it
assists in the deconstruction of facile appeals to notions of ‘cognition’,
‘drive’ or ‘self’ in which traditional psychology trades. However, acade-
mic and popular representations of the Wittgensteinian focus on
language, and on the discursive setting for all varieties of mental and
cultural phenomena also threaten to obscure the material structuring
of contemporary institutional power, power that both inhibits and
incites speech. Selected aphorisms from Wittgenstein that have been
used to warrant radical linguistic reflections on psychology are exam-
ined in this chapter, and it is argued that these theoretical points need
to be contextualised and reworked to accommodate an historical
materialist account.

Critical theoretical work has an acknowledged place within psycho-
logy now in large part because of the ‘turn to language’ that occurred
in the late 1960s and early 1970s (Harré and Secord, 1972; Gauld and
Shotter, 1977). This turn to language, and then to discourse, has pro-
vided a helpful climate for people who wanted to explore the way sub-
jectivity is socially constructed, and that social constructionist impulse
underpins much critical work which operates with post-structuralist,
feminist or even Marxist agendas. However, there is also something
worrying about social constructionism when it is taken too seriously as
a full-blown world-view, particularly when the social construction of
phenomena is reduced to the work of language alone. It then scorns
the possibility of any other agenda, because the only agenda it can
tolerate is the ‘social construction’ of reality. In many popular inter-
pretations of this position in critical psychology this is also taken to be
equivalent to relativism, a world-view in which it seems as if everything



goes. This is a world in which a multiplicity of realities jostle alongside
one another, and none must be permitted to have a claim to a better
account.

One writer who has been especially influential within relativis
varieties of social constructionism, one who has provided many of the
language games that its advocates play, is Wittgenstein. It is worth
stepping back from his work, then, and asking whether we can both
take it seriously as a social constructionist account that is helpful to
critical discursive work and contextualise it more thoroughly to bring
in phenomena of power and history. We need both to acknowledge its
value and to provide a better account.

One of the advantages of social constructionism in psychology, and
it is a tendency that is strengthened by Wittgenstein’s writing, is that
everything is put into question, it is for ‘a pluralism in which nothing

goes’ (Curt, 1994; Sawacki, 1991). What we need to do now is to step
back and say that Wittgenstein himself should not be exempt from
that critical scrutiny, and we can develop an historically grounded
account which looks to the material effects of what has gone before,
what made Wittgenstein tick, and what we often forget when we get
caught in Wittgensteinian language games. The trouble is that
Wittgenstein also smuggles some presuppositions into critical psycho-
logy that are less helpful than his work first appears. These presuppos-
itions fuel relativism, and I will deal with those by examining some of
the statements that Wittgenstein makes, statements that are picked up
by social constructionists in the discipline.

In order to do this we have first of all to emphasise the difference
between a starting point on the one hand and presuppositions on the
other. One of the tricks that relativism often plays upon its enemies is
to elide the difference between these two things. In order to develop a
critical argument it is necessary to have a theoretical starting point.
That starting point is always the socially, historically constructed
ground from which we develop an argument, not at all a pre-given
fixed point of truth, as social constructionists sometimes seem to fear
and relativists always presume. Presuppositions, on the other hand, are
the notions we slip in to catch the reader in a way of thinking, a way
of speaking. Presuppositions are concealed accounting devices that
produce and sustain, what we would call in Foucauldian terminology,
‘truth effects’ (Foucault, 1980). In Marxist terms, they would be seen as
supports for particular ideological forms (Eagleton, 1991). This chapter
attempts to avoid presuppositions, no doubt unsuccessfully, and I will
argue that we can find in Wittgenstein’s work a valuable critique of

86 Critical Discursive Psychology



presuppositions that govern psychology, both as discipline and
popular knowledge.

The starting point for this chapter, then, is an engagement with,
and continuation of, the history of a particular practice of critical
reflection on ideology and psychology, that of historical materialism.
As a theoretical position it draws upon analyses of structures of class,
gender and culture. These analyses trace the emergence of particular
forms of economic organization in contemporary Western culture and
their mental cognates. As a research position it draws upon a history of
Marxist and Foucauldian perspectives on language and social structure. 

I share with many Wittgensteinian writers the Marxist (and
Foucauldian) view that psychological phenomena are culturally and
historically determined. However, I use Marxist notions of dialectics
and class structure as devices to illustrate shortcomings in
Wittgenstein’s work. These devices, insofar as they operate as rhetorical
devices, lead the reader into a particular way of seeing the world
(indeed, much as a Wittgensteinian ‘language game’ would), but their
function in the chapter is to ‘show’ something of the nature of
Wittgenstein’s argument. Wittgenstein, like Marx and Foucault, draws
attention to the cultural and historical specificity of psychological veri-
ties, but he misses issues of power. It would not be satisfactory to
‘solve’ this problem by simply adding to Wittgenstein’s descriptions
the point that social actors enjoy certain rights to speak and that these
are given by institutional and discursive structures. Rather, we need to
draw upon the historical materialist view of structures of power being
tied to economic class interests and riven by contradiction, and once
those notions of historical sedimentation and resistance are included
in the picture we necessarily break from the Wittgensteinian frame. We
need to attend to the contradictory progressive and stultifying impulse
of Wittgenstein’s work which ‘returns language to social practice at the
same time as too complacently endorsing existing practices’ (Eagleton,
1981: 153). When I deploy Marxist notions to show the incomplete-
ness of Wittgenstein’s picture, I shall also, in the course of the argu-
ment, draw attention to the way post-structuralist (Derridean and
Foucauldian) notions could also accomplish much of the same critical
conceptual work. There is, incidentally, a telling paradox in the devel-
opment of French philosophy whereby its retreat from radical political
engagement in the work of Sartre, Foucault and Derrida has been
accompanied by a renewed interest in ‘ordinary language’ and
Wittgensteinian accounts (Descombes, 1980; Montefiore, 1983). In the
process of developing this critique of Wittgenstein, I hope to avoid a
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simple assertion of Marxism as a set of presuppositions that should
‘replace’ Wittgensteinian ones.

It is necessary to start, then, with due acknowledgment of the value
of Wittgenstein’s writing to critical psychology, to the ways in which
his work has been deployed to ‘deconstruct’ the discipline. I will
describe the Wittgensteinian challenge to psychological models before
moving on to consider problems in his account of logic and usage in
language, and then to his own disturbing and paradoxical appeal to
‘anchors’ to meaning which are imagined to lie inside and outside
language, and thence to the cultural context for the reception of his
account of language.

Wittgenstein and psychology

The Wittgensteinian critique of psychologism, of the essentialising of
certain mental activities and the projection of these into the heads
of individuals, has a remit far wider than the discipline of psychology
itself. This is significant, for it both indicates something of the cultural
appeal of Wittgenstein’s writing in academic and wider cultural life
and the ways in which psychologists using his work are dependent
upon representations of Wittgenstein as well as the particular texts that
bear his name as author. Wittgenstein’s work has been of interest to
sociologists of science, for example, who have been keen to unravel the
truth claims of those who claim to have privileged access to ‘reality’
(Phillips, 1977). Scientific practice, for these writers, can be seen as a
form of life into which members are inducted, and their observations
are made possible by the interplay of persuasive strategies that inter-
pret reality in different ways. Wittgenstein (1953) says, for example: 

We feel as if we had to penetrate phenomena: our investigation,
however, is directed not towards phenomena, but, as one might say:
towards the ‘possibilities’ of phenomena. 

(no. 90)

Wittgenstein thus draws our attention away from discrete mecha-
nisms in the mind or the sense that a particular individual might make
of the world to the way the world is structured such that it constitutes
certain phenomena (such as mechanisms or individual experiences).
The Wittgensteinian question, one which animates much critical work
in psychology, is ‘what linguistic, cultural and historical circumstances
have made these phenomena, that psychology takes as given, come to
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be?’ It is in Wittgensteinian spirit, then, that we should also consider
the ways in which representations of Wittgenstein’s arguments struc-
ture the understanding that psychologists, including critical psycho-
logists, have of his work. Wittgenstein could not write as an
independent monad, separated from the circumstances in which he
lived, and the cultural ‘possibilities’ of the Wittgensteinian pheno-
menon include writings in literature and cinema. A thorough-going
scepticism about the nature of ‘reality’ and of human ‘nature’ has also
made Wittgenstein’s work appealing to activists in sexual politics
because it appears to offer, in its popular form, a different vision of
relationships than simply determined by a fixed ‘human nature’. 

The Derek Jarman (1993) film Wittgenstein, which was initially
scripted by Terry Eagleton, is an example of a progressive politically
motivated reading and representation of Wittgenstein’s ideas, and also
an example of how different ‘readings’ of Wittgenstein can be gener-
ated for different contexts. The Jarman film presented Wittgenstein as
if he were an English eccentric disconnected from wider modernist
debates, and itself is an eccentric reading, to the extent that it broke
from the more critical published script (Eagleton, 1993). Nevertheless,
the film provides a setting for the elaboration of Wittgenstein’s argu-
ments in context, and thus allows us to explore how issues of context
may throw some of the more abstract pronouncements of the writer
into question. The wider cultural reception of Wittgenstein’s work,
which includes cartoon introductions (Heaton and Groves, 1994), is an
important context for the way his arguments have persuaded some
critics working in psychology.

Wittgenstein’s anti-psychology

Wittgenstein’s main target in psychology is the cognitivist fallacy that
it is possible to understand activities by conceptualising them as formal
processes or structures operating inside the head. It has been argued,
for example, that:

Wittgenstein rejects the possibility of a scientific psychology; that is,
any theory that purports to explain behavior in terms of inner
mental causes. 

(Williams, 1985: 205)

This is a definition of ‘scientific psychology’ that some critical psycho-
logists would reject (e.g., Tolman, 1994), and Wittgenstein’s writing
could be seen as supportive of attempts to reformulate the ways in
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which the objects and procedures of a properly scientific psychology
could be understood (Harré and Secord, 1972). Nevertheless, it does
draw attention to the ways in which Wittgenstein’s work has been
used to challenge the way in which the discipline has characterised
itself as a ‘scientific’ enterprise.

This is useful for those of us who want to emphasise the discursive
nature of human action, and its cultural historical context.
Wittgenstein argues along a number of lines that cause trouble for tra-
ditional psychology. Williams (1985) identifies four. First, causal expla-
nations are inappropriate for understanding what we take to be mental
phenomena. Second, practices of recognition or memory are not
mental phenomena at all. Third, an appeal to inner processes provides
pseudo-explanations. Fourth, the practice of introspection does not
penetrate to some hidden interior realm. It should be noted that ambi-
guities and contradictions in Wittgenstein’s writing open his work to
different interpretations, some of which, for example, would rescue
causal accounts of mental phenomena from his work (Gustafson,
1984). However, some writers have gone so far as to argue that the first
two arguments, having to do with causal notions and the necessity for
mental explanations, have forced a retrenchment by cognitive theo-
rists such that the realm of ‘scientific psychology’ has virtually been
abandoned (Williams, 1985). 

Although Fodor (1975, 1983) attacks Wittgenstein for being a
behaviourist and mistaking the goals and methods of psychology,
some Wittgensteinians interpret Fodor’s (1975) shift of emphasis from
the explanation of intentional activities, perception and learning to
an account of discrete ‘modules’ which, he believes, would be free of
contextual and linguistic matters (Fodor, 1983), as a retreat which is a
result of the Wittgensteinian assault (Williams, 1985). In this view,
Fodor’s shift of emphasis from ‘cognitive’ phenomena to strictly
neurophysiologically-based processes represents a failure to account
for the role of linguistic context in thought, and so a triumph for
Wittgensteinian arguments. Although this could be seen as an over-
optimistic view of the impact of Wittgenstein’s work in psychology, it
does indicate the way in which Wittgenstein can be helpful to critics
of cognitivism. 

Williams argues that both Fodor and Stich (1983) propose suppos-
edly ‘autonomous’ descriptions that are closely tied to the domain of
neurophysiology, and they have thus retreated to such an extent that
they have virtually abandoned attempts to provide psychological
explanations. Stich (1983) is more optimistic about the distinct
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contribution of psychology to providing a ‘descriptive language’ which
would be sufficiently ‘opaque’ and thus superior to ‘folk psychology’,
but the scope of the description he proposes is very limited. One of the
consequences is that we are forced to recognise that ‘psychological
theory simply won’t explain what we thought it was going to explain,
namely why we engage in the actions we do, what motivates us; the
nature of memory, recognition; how we learn’ (Williams, 1985: 216).

Even if cognitive psychology has not given up its domain of study to
Wittgenstein, a space is opened up for linguistic, contextual and social
accounts of human practice. The rooting of psychological description
in ‘ordinary language’ encourages us to treat the discipline of psycho-
logy too as a social construction and provides, if nothing else, another
legitimating discourse for radical critique in the discipline. And the
relativist dynamic to Wittgenstein’s writing is also corrosive of other
varieties of psychology as well as cognitivism. This relativism dissolves
the truth claims of the discipline. Despite attempts by psychologists
arguing against the cognitivist tradition – those working within behav-
iourism, for example – to draw Wittgenstein into alliance with them
(e.g. Begelman, 1975), the sustained ground-clearing that his per-
spective on language invites makes his work as opposed to a strict
Skinnerian approach as much as it does to Skinner’s critics such as
Chomsky (cf. Waller, 1977). Wittgenstein (1973) also argues, against
Freud’s assertion that the unconscious must be understand causally,
that ‘the fact that there aren’t actually any such laws seems important’
(ibid.: 77). Again, the attempt of a psychological account to fix human
subjectivity in a particular pattern of causal explanation, one which
would individualise and reproduce present-day images of experience, is
challenged. The claim that psychology provides a distinct knowledge
and expertise is thus thrown into question. 

There is a problem: at the same time as Wittgenstein’s writing can
be used to disturb the status quo in psychology, it threatens to rein-
force a picture of the world which itself appears undisturbed by the
phenomena of ideology and power. What we must do then is to rein-
terpret some of the assertions and examples that Wittgenstein provides
to show that these phenomena permeate language. We can then turn to
consider how ideology and power conditioned the production and
reception of Wittgenstein. There is an alliance and a tension between
social constructionism and relativism that we need to be clear about
here. Insofar as social constructionism helps to develop an historically
materialist account of the development of particular forms of social
structure, action and experience in a society at a given point in time, it
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represents a positive addition to the range of conceptual debate in
psychology. Insofar as relativism corrodes each and every critical
vantage point on the theories and practices of the discipline of
psychology at the very same moment as it bathes psychology in its
sceptical light, it represents a danger for radicals who participate in
that conceptual debate. Again, the crux of the matter is the way that
power should be understood, and I want to argue that it is necessary to
pit an acount of power – as something structured through discourse
and institutions and riven with conflict – against Wittgenstein. We
must use what there is of his work that is social constructionist, and
turn that against what there is in him that is relativist.

Words, the world, and power

Wittgenstein is concerned throughout his work with the relationship
between language and reality, and with language as a form of reality.
Although the 1922 Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (Wittgenstein, 1961)
and the 1953 Philosophical Investigations (Wittgenstein, 1953) are
usually seen as separate systems of thought, it is possible to see a
common thread running through his writings (e.g., Pears, 1971). It
has been argued that these apparently different systems of thought
have:

… a unity of purpose far stronger than their surface differences.
Conceived as doctrines, the work of the two periods looks very differ-
ent. Conceived as activities, as Wittgenstein would have preferred,
the work remains on the same path. 

(Silverman and Torode, 1980: 44)

These ‘activities’, as Silverman and Torode (1980) point out, have a
slightly different focus in each of the two main periods of writing. The
first period, that of the Tractatus, is concerned with ‘rules of logic’, and
the second period, that of the Philosophical Investigations, with ‘rules of
usage’. The analysis in the following sections of this chapter revolves
around those two different concerns. Let us start with the first of these,
the rules of logic.

Rules of logic

Wittgenstein’s work carries with it presuppositions that could paralyse
a critical perspective. In the case of conceptual interventions in
psychology, they could reinforce traditional views of what the aims
and limits of the discipline, and those working within it, are and

92 Critical Discursive Psychology



should be. I will focus in this section on the ideological functions such
presuppositions serve. Let us take the first and last sentences from the
Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, each often quoted, and which together
trap the reader in a circle of empiricism and stoicism.

The first sentence of the Tractatus asserts that ‘The world is all that is
the case’ (Wittgenstein, 1961, section 1.1). This statement will make
sense, ‘work’, perhaps, if it is reduced to the level of a conceptual argu-
ment, but as soon as it is considered in a practical context, instantiated
at any point in the material world, the contradictions within it start to
unravel it. By ‘material world’ here, I mean the wider historical and
political context which bears upon immediately apparent forms of life,
and I will be turning to some arguments within the tradition of
Marxist dialectics to look at the way a simple and exclusive attention
to the immediately apparent world obscures what has rendered that
world possible. I have chosen arguments from Trotsky’s (1973) writing,
and, though I do not have space here to go into it in more detail, this
seems a politically better source, as part of a sustained struggle against
power, than, say, Mao’s (1967) writing on similar issues (Parker,
1996a). Dialectics is being used here as a tool to open up insufficiencies
in the way Wittgenstein appears to characterise ‘the world’ here. The
text I draw upon, where Trotsky discusses the difference between
Aristotelian syllogisms and dialectics was originally published in 1939,
when the political consequences of neglecting a theoretical under-
standing of social processes in favour of pragmatism was a matter of
life and death. It was death for the many who perished under Stalin,
and for Trotsky himself. I will turn to the Foucauldian question of how
the ‘conditions of possibility’ for forms of logic in society may be
understood in the next section of the chapter.

To refer to ‘the world’ as something that could be ‘all that is the
case’ is immediately to fall foul of one of the core arguments of social
constructionism itself, an argument that Marxist discussion of dialectics
anticipates. Take, for example, the assertion that ‘A’ is equal to ‘A’, a
syllogism which has been a starting point of polemics in Marxist
philosophy and politics over the dialectical interrelationships between
things in the world and their relationship with time. As a conceptual
trick, the ‘A’ that we imagine here can indeed be perfectly mapped upon
the ‘A’ we imagine there. In our mind, or in language as the
Wittgensteinian case in point, these two ‘A’s’ seem to be able to be in
exactly the same place. However, as Trotsky (1973) has pointed out,

… in reality ‘A’ is not equal to ‘A’. This is easy to prove if we observe
these two letters under a lens – they are quite different from each
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other. But, one can object, the question is not of the sise or the form
of the letters, since they are only symbols for equal quantities, for
instance, a pound of sugar. The objection is beside the point; in
reality a pound of sugar is never equal to a pound of sugar – a more
delicate scale always discloses a difference. 

(1973: 49)

Now, a similar argument could be developed from writers who have
been more fashionable in recent social constructionist writing, from
Derrida (1981), for example, deconstructing the way a term always
‘differs’ from itself. A dialectical argument is more apposite in the
context of the present chapter because it will more directly link us with
an historical materialist view of ideology and power. It forms, we
might say, a ‘family resemblance’ to the arguments developed later in
the chapter around the cultural appeal of Wittgenstein. Trotsky (1973)
goes on to argue that to presuppose that an object can exist outside
time, and therefore be without change, and without differing from a
similar object, is to engage in a philosophical fallacy: ‘the example “A”
is equal to “A” signifies that a thing is equal to itself if it does not
change, that is, if it does not exist’ (ibid.: 49).

Trotsky’s point here is not only a reductio ad absurdum of
Wittgenstein’s world-view, but a critique, like deconstructive critique,
of the ways in which Wittgenstein’s ‘world’ becomes conceived as
something impossibly self-identical and static. Wittgenstein is presup-
posing an identity between two sides of an equation, ‘the world’ and
‘all that is the case’. The problem is that if either side of the equation
cannot be identical to itself, or to the other, then the proposition
collapses. From the moment the proposition is written onward, and
through the very moment the writing takes place, the world changes

and, in various ways, it is always both more and less than ‘all that is
the case’. 

It may be objected, in Wittgenstein’s defence, that all that is being
offered here is a linguistic representation of the ‘world’, and that no
such claims are being made about the world itself. There is a strong
current of Wittgensteinian writing (Shotter, 1993), and one which
explores the similarities between Wittgenstein and Marx (Easton, 1983;
Rubinstein, 1981), that would eschew such a distinction between
‘language’ and ‘the real world’. We are not concerned with what we
imagine Wittgenstein ‘meant’ though, rather with how his statements
function. It is pertinent at this point, then, to move on to consider
what Wittgenstein has to say about speech and what may lie outside it.
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The famous last sentence of the Tractatus opines that ‘What we
cannot speak about we must pass over in silence’ (Wittgenstein,
1961, section 6.5). Here, we are faced with a proposition that seems
‘commonsensical’, but which compounds the problems that we have
explored so far. Again, the issue is how we conceptualise change. As the
process of change continues apace, we can catch aspects of the world
conceptually, to label and compare them, and a degree of dialectical
‘tolerance’ is needed to hold together objects that cannot really be the
same, and which are internally marked by contradictory movements of
matter, and textual practice. In this light it is surely logically right to
reject Wittgenstein’s picture of the world, a picture which appears so far
to be quite static, and to work instead with fluidity and contradiction.
Despite the argument that Wittgenstein’s work is meant to be a chal-
lenge to any notion of language as a ‘picture’ of the world (Shotter,
1993), if we look at how his work actually functions as a kind of
account with certain rules of interpretation that govern the community
of Wittgensteinian’s and other relativists, we see that it does indeed
have the character of a ‘picture’. This picture provides a particular
representation of the world which sits uneasily with other represent-
ations, even those representations which also deny their status to be
such things. Even the common sense that Wittgenstein celebrates
breaks, in ordinary usage, from the formal categories he employs. In a
statement that appears to anticipate a Derridean deconstruction of the
fixity of taken-for-granted concepts, Trotsky (1973) points out that
‘“Common sense” is characterised by the fact that it systematically
exceeds dialectical “tolerance”’ (ibid.: 50).

Again, Wittgenstein treats ‘what we cannot speak about’ as a state of
affairs which renders the search for other ways of speaking a hopeless
exercise. It may be objected in Wittgenstein’s defence that he is simply
pointing out that what is known about the world is known within

language, and that it is a mistake to imagine an extra-discursive ‘reality’
lying behind that which is spoken. If this is the case, ‘all that is the case’,
then Wittgenstein’s proposition is a tautology, and, furthermore, like
other tautologies, it contains the conditions of its impossibility within it.
Even if we were to abandon the attempt to comprehend the world
through an historical materialist framework, and turn for the moment
to Derrida (1981) for help, we would still have to ask what a ‘silence’
could possibly be like which did not presuppose something which was
not, once upon a time, or potentially, ‘silent’? Here we are also moving
into the realm of Foucault’s (1976a) work on the construction of
objects through the sustained exercise of ‘silence’. At this point, having
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deconstructed and situated Wittgenstein’s own picture of the world,
we move from the early Wittgenstein to his later work.

Intermission

The story of the development of Wittgenstein’s life and work (Monk,
1990) has it that after the Tractatus was finished, just at the end of the
First World War, Wittgenstein thought he had solved the problems of
philosophy, and so went to work as a village school teacher near
Vienna. The break from the rather closed formal system of language in
the Tractatus came when the Italian Marxist economist Piero Sraffa
drew Wittgenstein’s attention to the way language can only work in
context. Sraffa’s example, which was a Neapolitan insult consisting of
the fingers being stroked quickly up the neck and flexed out towards
the offending party, also makes clear that when one speaks of
language, one must also speak more generally of signifying systems,
including gesture. This turn to the ‘use’ of language, which was to be
expressed in the Philosophical Investigations (Wittgenstein, 1953) still
carries with it a silence though, silence about power. So let us turn to
look at rules of usage.

Rules of usage

From simple statements about the nature of the world, which may
operate in profoundly ideological ways, we now move to an insistence
in Wittgenstein’s work that such statements must necessarily be true.
These statements then operate in ways which cement ideology with
power. There is an example of Wittgenstein at work in the recent
Jarman (1993) film about him which captures well the way in which
the statements that something ‘is all that is the case’ and that one
should ‘pass over in silence’ the possibility that there may be more or
other things, can function as coercive prescriptions. 

The film serves an important function in the way Wittgenstein’s
contribution should be conceptualised and assessed. Among the many
productive notions that Wittgenstein provides critical psychology
with is the argument that meaning is a function of use, and not of the
fixed sense that one might be tempted to discover in an original
author’s text. The film is part of the wider Wittgensteinian canon that
makes his work make sense to those wanting to use his writings. It is
also significant that although the published script and accompanying
introduction to the film are critical of Wittgenstein at points (Eagleton,
1993), the author has used Wittgenstein himself to ‘solve’ problems of
ideology in Marxism (Eagleton, 1991), and the director (Jarman, 1993)
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chose to break from that script to provide a more positive represent-
ation. Eagleton (1993) points out that Wittgenstein was ‘an odd sort
of materialist’ who developed a series of arguments which ‘provides
an opening for a conservative reading of his works, much in favour in
the pragmatist climate of our times’ (ibid.: 8), and complains that the
Jarman film makes it difficult ‘to see how this man could have gener-
ated these ideas’ (ibid.: 12). The film, however, provides the occasion
for the re-presentation of philosophical arguments in context, and the
point at issue here is the way an attention to context can produce an
immanent (dialectical, deconstructive) critique of these arguments.
Note that I am not arguing that this particular context is the ‘correct’
one, or that there could ever be a wholly accurate and singular re-
presentation of any context, rather that the location of Wittgenstein in
context per se is step toward a critique of his arguments. I will be
exploring the specific contours of the context presented in the film to
illustrate how that critique may be developed.

The example in the film is where Wittgenstein is asking his
Cambridge students to attempt to rephrase the sentence ‘This is a very
pleasant pineapple’ without changing the sense. The point that is
being made in the film, which is a celebration of Wittgenstein’s work
and life, reproduces the point Wittgenstein was making, which is that
the proposition holds within it a particular semantic shape that would
be falsified, distorted, were it to be augmented, added to or reworded.
Try and say ‘This is a very pleasant pineapple’ in a different way, and
you will find that the sense changes, or at least that it changes beyond
the limits that the rules of the example will allow, rules that are sup-
posed, for Wittgenstein, to mirror those that operate in common sense. 

The problem with the example, however, lies in the way in which
the rules of the game are set. In order to understand the way common
sense ‘systematically exceeds dialectical “tolerance”’ (Trotsky, 1973: 50)
we have to look at the way the limits of acceptable ‘tolerance’ are
constructed and maintained. Let us examine the statement as it
actually operates, as it used within the material world, moving from a
language game to a consideration of it as a discursive practice.
Wittgenstein argues that ‘to imagine a language means to imagine a
form of life’ (1953, no. 19), and a particular ‘form of life’, of the school-
room, is represented in this example.

The problem is that although ‘This is a very pleasant pineapple’
appears to be the fragment of language that is at issue here, another
form of life contextualises it. We are presented here with a proposition
that functions as part of a pedagogical situation in which the teacher
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instructs the pupil in rules of use. Wittgenstein asks the student to
carry out a task, but what the student is not permitted to do is to produce
a metacommentary on the proposition, which may go something like
‘this is a teaching example’. As well as being inextricably linked with
silence, types of silence we are now at liberty to unravel here, the rules
of the particular version of ‘common sense’ reproduced there are also
bound to mental and emotional states. These may be anathema to
Wittgensteinians, but they function as a necessary part of what
Foucault (1980) terms the ‘regime of truth’ that is at work. Rather like a
‘double-bind’ in discourse, there is also an injunction not to name the
prohibition that is at work. A second-level metacommentary, which
might help the student to understand why the counter–statement ‘This
is a teaching example’ would be treated as an inappropriate response,
may look something like ‘This is an exercise of power’.

Wittgenstein (1953) defines a ‘language game’ as a collection of
words which bring about effects ‘and the actions into which it is
woven’ (no. 7). In this example, we are presented with words which
define certain parameters for appropriate action. The student may
struggle, and is puzzled to discover that he cannot break from the
precise form of the proposition. In fact we can imagine – and this is
certainly the scenario presented in the film and in other second-hand
accounts of Wittgenstein’s teaching – that the narrative would travel
through his puzzlement, realisation at the stupidity and futility of the
attempt, and relief at emerging into a new clearing in which he accepts
that ‘This is a very pleasant pineapple’ is ‘all that is the case’. Rather
like Foucault’s (1976a) discussion of confession in Western culture as
the desperate and necessary production of a nameless and unknown
secret from within the self, the student finds in the limits set by the
rules of teaching which condition this proposition some understand-
ing which he was not permitted to discover outside the rules. Once
again, it is the very thorough-going contextualism of Wittgenstein’s
work that helps alert us to the way discourse sets out certain conditions
of possiblity for action and experience, defines room for manoeuvre
and its limits. And once again we have to look to how power is
instantiated in discourse as part of an historically and structurally
determined reality above and beyond the intentions of individual
actors, rather than being an optional extra, to understand how that
context operates and how a failure to picture that power functions as
ideological legitimation of present-day ‘language games’.

Classroom discursive practices are riven with contradiction and power,
and attempts to resist will always participate in forms of language
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that carry with them institutional sanctions and truth effects (e.g.,
Walkerdine, 1981). I am not proposing that there is a correct reading of
the proposition ‘This is a very pleasant pineapple’ or that any reading will
do. Rather, I am drawing attention to the ways in which the proposition
only functions insofar as it is embedded in discursive practices, practices
which frame it so that it may operate as an example, practices which
frame it so that it conceals the context in which it operates, practices
which subject the student and then the film’s audience to power which
makes it difficult to say otherwise.

For Foucault (1980) power produces forms of action and subjectivity
as well as inhibiting them. The subject resists power in discourse, but
often becomes all the more thoroughly enmeshed in power as they do
so. In this example, then, the subject as Wittgensteinian student is
provoked to find ‘all that is the case’ as the truth of the proposition. At
the very moment that they believe they are free of the bewitchment of
language, they have fashioned themselves as a subject of power in a
particular social world (cf. Foucault, 1984). As we watch the scene
reproduced in the film, we too are positioned as Wittgensteinian
subjects, held in the limits of a particular regime of truth.

It may be pointed out that it is not beyond the bounds of possibility
that students faced with this example, and, more likely, viewers of the
film watching the example played out with others captive, could

refuse to ‘play the game’. In this respect, Wittgenstein himself seems
to capture the coercive quality of representation and action when he
is describing the ways in which we are held in forms of language: 
‘A picture held us captive. And we could not get outside it, for it lay in
our language and seemed to repeat it to us inexorably’ (Wittgenstein,
1953, no. 115). Even if one wanted to insist that a student (and viewer)
could resist this picture of the world, one would have to allow for
the fear of retribution and recrimination for breaking the rules, and the
sanctions that are deployed when one is not permitted to warrant
one’s actions (Eagleton, 1991; Shotter, 1993).

Perhaps it seems so far as if Wittgenstein is under-concerned with the
coercive quality of language, and as if he is unconcerned with the way
language itself is constrained. Let us move on, then, to look at the
surprising way in which Wittgenstein’s appeals to the very kind of
essentialist anchors to meaning that his social constructionist fans
spend so much energy cutting away. One of the paradoxes of rela-
tivism as an ideological current is that its proponents often lose their
nerve and try to fix the meanings they had succeeded in setting free.
One of the ways that it operates ideologically is in fixing meaning
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anywhere other than in historically constituted discursive and eco-
nomic structures of domination. We will see that when Wittgenstein
does turn to consider how language might be conditioned, he does so
in a manner that appeals to varieties of essentialism, and which
conceal how meaning is ‘fixed’ through a process of dialectical and
historical social construction.

Psychology, again

Even in the later Wittgenstein, the appeal to formal structures of one
kind or another reappears when general statements about the nature of
language and reality are being considered. This happens in two ways,
with the messiness of language being held conceptually in check either
by looking to internal qualities or to external bases. 

The real inside language

With regard to the first conceptual checking device, that of internal
qualities, we find an enduring preoccupation with the idea that it is
possible to strip away obfuscation, and then to clearly reveal what 
is crystalline and pure in the interior of language. The definition of
‘language games’ that Wittgenstein (1965) offers at one point, for
example, is of them as ‘ways of using signs simpler than those in
which we use the signs of our highly complicated everyday language’
(ibid.: 17). This also holds out the possibility for a version of psy-
chology which looks to simplicity and clarity as the touchstone of
healthy speech and a healthy mind, an invitation that has been
enthusiastically taken up by some writers who want to see
Wittgensteinian work as an essentially therapeutic enterprise (e.g.,
Ferrara, 1994).

Although Wittgenstein is opposed to finding a more wide-ranging
sense to a particular set of observations, is opposed to the develop-
ment of a meta-language, or, more to the point here, to an account
of the historical material circumstances which give rise to certain
forms of life, regimes of truth, he is happy to look to the interior of a
form of life to understand how things really are. He argues, for
example, that: 

When we look at such simple forms of language the mental mist
which seems to enshroud us disappears. We see activities, reactions,
which are clear-cut and transparent. 

(Wittgenstein, 1965: 17)
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Again, the invitation to a therapeutic reading is evident here, but the
proposition that were we to look at simple forms, we would then see
things clearly also seems to warrant a cognitive-behavioural twist to
such an endeavour as one possibility, and so, in the process, even the
return of an empirical supposedely ‘scientific’ psychology.

In the same passage, Wittgenstein smuggles in a series of presuppos-
itions about child development, the possible nature and value of ‘sim-
plicity’, other language communities as representatives of a simpler
past in our more complex present, and, in a restatement of a long-
discredited anthropological fallacy, he stresses the relationship
between simplicity and the ‘primitive’: 

Language games are the forms of language with which a child
begins to make use of words. The study of language games is the
study of primitive forms of language or primitive languages. 

(Wittgenstein, 1965: 17) 

Here, ‘primitive languages’ are simpler sets of games which can be
studied to throw light upon our more complex forms of life.

The real outside language

This brings us to the second device that Wittgenstein employs to bring
a conceptual check to bear on linguistic free play, the appeal to exter-
nal bases of behaviour. As the quote about development indicates, he
has already presupposed ‘primitives’ and their simpler languages as
evolutionary building blocks for present-day ordinary language. Now,
when he is considering the phenomenon of ‘pain’, he starts by disrupt-
ing conventional psychologistic appeals to definable internal mental
processes. This is all well and good, but he then appeals to a common-
sense nostrum that, the reader will ‘remember’, in order that he may
root the response to pain somewhere else: 

Here it is a help to remember that it is a primitive reaction to take
care of, to treat, the place that hurts when someone else is in pain
… it is a primitive reaction to attend to the pain-behaviour of
another.

(Wittgenstein, 1980, para. 915)

Wittgenstein is here turning attention from the ‘pain’ in the sufferer to
the response of the observer, but he then effectively blocks further con-
sideration of this by asserting that the response is a ‘primitive reaction’.
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This looks for, and finds very quickly then, a basis outside language for
the solution to a philosophical problem.

The basis for the ‘reaction’ to pain is then qualified further by
Wittgenstein, and a further presupposition appears in the process.
Wittgenstein argues that an appeal to something as ‘primitive’ means
that language is based upon it: 

What, however, is the word ‘primitive’ meant to say here?
Presumably, that the mode of behaviour is pre-linguistic: that a
language game is based on it: that it is the prototype of a mode of
thought and not the result of thought. 

(Wittgenstein, 1980, para. 916)

You will notice that a presupposition about the nature of development
appears again here when the ‘prototype’ is described as existing before
language appears, as ‘pre-linguistic’. A biological basis for behaviour
reappears in the text, and it does not now appear sufficient to claim that
this is progressive simply because it attaches the description to neuro-
physiology rather than ‘scientific’ psychology proper (Williams, 1985).

This is not to say that Wittgenstein and his followers would be
wrong to theorise what the relationship between the inside and
‘outside’ of language may be. Far from it, and for two reasons. First, to
abstain from such theoretical work would be to succumb to empiricism,
to the practice of gathering a series of discrete unmediated observations
about the world and behaviour, and to refuse to say more about the
conditions, internal structural or external contextual conditions, that
may have generated them. There is a difference between empirical
work and empiricism that is often elided in psychology, because
psychologists find it difficult to acknowledge that theory always a part
in observation and understanding (Danziger, 1990). Wittgenstein
offers a valuable critique of empiricism in psychology, and it would
be an irony indeed if an attempt to cleanse his work of unwanted
‘speculation’ were to lead him to behaviourism. Second, the argument
of the present chapter has precisely been that one needs to offer a
theoretically informed account of the production of categories of
common sense and of what we take to be ‘ordinary’ language within
particular cultural conditions. The question should not be whether we
engage in theory in psychology, but where that theoretical work may
be usefully developed. A reflection on these matters should also
include some account of Wittgenstein’s own place in this, and of the
appeal of his ideas.
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Contexts

At the risk of adopting an ad hominem argument, I would like to draw
attention to some contextual issues that may help throw light on some
of the problems I have explored so far. 

Academic work is very often split from everyday life, and one of
the attractions of Wittgenstein is his concern with ‘ordinary’ language,
and so with the absurdity and impossibility of much philosophy, and
psychology. However, it is important to be aware of the ways in which
the academic–everyday split is constituted as much by romanticising
what ‘ordinary people’ do as it is by avoiding them. Structural posi-
tions of power and privilege cannot simply be wished away, and to
pretend that they could be would operate as ideological mystification. I
would suggest that Wittgenstein’s failure to acknowledge class as an
enduring form of life that conditions language games is a function of
his own class position.

Wittgenstein was born into one of the wealthiest families in fin-de-siècle

Vienna, and this background and easy access to resources facilitated
visits to England, where he was first a research student in Manchester,
and was then a student at Cambridge. He is sometimes admired for
giving away his own money (e.g., Monk, 1990), mainly to his brothers
and sisters, but it should be recalled that the transmission of privilege
is largely through forms of ‘cultural capital’ (Bourdieu and Passeron,
1977), something Wittgenstein still enjoyed in abundance. To live an
ascetic life in barely furnished rooms at Cambridge, and then to work
as a village school master in his sojourn between the Tractatus and his
later academic career, was an exercise of class privilege then, not an
absence of it.

From this vantage point the romanticisation of work that one finds
him engaging in can be seen as displaying a deep misunderstanding
about the nature of power and alienation. Wittgenstein was able to
advise one of his younger friends to leave Cambridge University and
to get an engineering job (Monk, 1990), but we should read this,
perhaps, less as a generous equalising of power in a divided society
than as an inability to believe that the adoption of a class position
was anything other than a move from one set of language games to
another, that could be more than simply stepping across into a dif-
ferent ‘form of life’. Wittgenstein’s visit to Russia in 1935 and his
admiration for the organization of labour there (Moran, 1972), also
indicate something of the misplaced sentimentalism among middle-
class Soviet ‘fellow-travellers’, particularly during a period when the
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political repression under Stalin was at its height, rather than a serious
understanding of ideology and power (Foucault, 1976b; Trotsky, 1936).

Similar points could be made about the contradictory cultural
positions of marginality and dominance that Wittgenstein suffered
and enjoyed. Like many ‘overseas students’ today who study in North
America or Western Europe with financial resources (in the shape of
immediate tuition fees or future endowments to the institution)
combined with a certain exotic quality that is invested in them (and
which attaches both promise and distance to their contribution),
Wittgenstein was shown a degree of indulgence and curiosity. His tutor,
G. E. Moore, for example, travelled to Vienna to take Wittgenstein’s
dissertation down by hand, though in the event the degree was not
awarded because Wittgenstein refused to supply the references. Despite
this, Wittgenstein was awarded a doctorate, again without submitting a
dissertation, for the Tractatus (which was itself published privately)
(Monk, 1990). I suspect that sheer intelligence shining from his speech
and writing through ‘mental mist’ is not the only explanation that could
be given for these favours. 

This account should be taken, perhaps, alongside a consideration of
issues of gender, at a time when women were still largely excluded
from the academe, and when rigorous and terrorising teaching styles
would be admired as indicative of inner male mental strength. Recent
celebrations of Wittgenstein have been overdetermined by the effort to
represent him as a gay man (e.g., Jarman, 1993), but in the English
cultural climate of the time, the suppression of working-class homo-
sexuality should be contrasted with the toleration that was shown to it,
as an eccentric pursuit, among the aristocracy. I should emphasise here
that I am not concerned so much with Wittgenstein’s personal charac-
teristics but with the way they signified to his various benefactors and
audiences at a particular historical moment, and signified alongside a
comforting argument that the verities of philosophy and politics were
to be found in forms of language, and, by implication, nowhere else.

Connections and conclusions

I have critically examined some of Wittgenstein’s aphorisms, and
attempted to contextualise these in the light of materialist perspectives
on structures of power. Wittgenstein’s writing offers to psychologists
a series of interesting critical perspectives on concepts which are
regularly employed by the discipline, and it assists in the deconstruction
of facile appeals to notions of ‘cognition’, ‘drive’ or ‘self’ in which
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traditional psychology trades. However, the Wittgensteinian focus on
language, and on the discursive setting for all varieties of mental and
cultural phenomena also threatens to obscure the material structuring
of contemporary institutional power, power that both inhibits and
incites speech. Issues of class, gender and culture are obscured, and a
number of presuppositions about the nature of social organization are
relayed to the reader, concealed in a seductive appeal to the linguistic
determination of experience and activity. Foucauldian views of power
as both constraining action and producing it allow us to see how
Wittgenstein’s work operates in a particular social context, and Marxist
accounts can contextualise that work still further to help us to under-
stand the historical functions of certain key Wittgensteinian elisions
and evasions. 

It would, perhaps, be possible to combine a Wittgensteinian
approach with a Foucauldian one (e.g., Aron, 1978), and to bring
that ground-clearing activity and conceptual apparatus to bear upon
psychology. Wittgenstein taken alongside Foucault would help us
problematise psychology’s attempts to individualise distress when it
locates it in faulty ‘cognitions’ about the social world, in the vicissi-
tudes of the ‘drives’ as they work their way toward inappropriate
objects, or in the relationship the true ‘self’ has formed with ‘reality’.
An understanding of the fiction of the internal ‘core’, which is sometimes
seen by psychologists as the source of disorder and sometimes of clarity,
but which is neatly dissolved by Wittgenstein into varieties of language
game, can be usefully augmented by a Foucauldian attention to the
apparatus of confession and compulsory care of the self that pervades
Western culture (Foucault, 1976a, 1984). It is important to remember
here, however, that this apparatus, for Foucault, is locked together in
practices and discursive practices, not only in language.

It would also be possible to link Wittgenstein’s work with a Marxist
view of the social construction of individuality and collectivity in
specific forms of culture (e.g., Zimmermann, 1978). The language of a
society carries with it prescriptions for compliance and agency that
‘bewitch’ even the most culturally competent members into forms of
language that are self-defeating and alienating. The constitution of ‘facts’
about the nature of the social totality, ‘society’ or ‘the economy’,
re-presents social order to the individual subject as if it were always
necessarily out of their control, rather than as a form of life that they
produce. What Wittgenstein saw as the ‘sickness’ of the present histori-
cal period can be interpreted as a critical commentary on Western
culture, and the ‘cure’ can be seen as an engagement with language
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and a different collective practice (von Wright, 1982). There is a
humanist impulse in Wittgenstein’s work that has been picked by
some writers who have wanted to connect the concern with creativity
and the yearning for unalienated labour with that to be found in some
of Marx’s writings (Easton, 1983; Rubinstein, 1981). 

My use of arguments from dialectical materialism, and my more
general adherence to a Marxist theoretical framework, is not designed
to imply that the task of analysis in psychology should be to search for
a ‘transcendental’ reality (cf. Stenner and Eccleston, 1994), and such an
endeavour would not be Marxist. Marxism is concerned with the social

construction of relatively enduring, but quite intransigent forms of
power tied to varieties of economic organization. To understand these,
for a Marxist, must also be able to assess, and, when appropriate, to
struggle with and to change them (Marx, 1845), to permit the pace of
transformation of social categories to proceed. One problem a Marxist
analysis of ideology homes in on is exactly the way social construc-
tions are presented as if they were everlasting verities, and here it is
helpful to consider the way language is part of a form of life. It is worth
noting, for example, the way in which every reference to Wittgenstein
in Eagleton’s (1991) exploration of ideology is sympathetic, and how
an appeal to Wittgensteinian argument is used to conceptualise ideo-
logy as ‘a network of overlapping features rather than some constant
“essence”’ (ibid.: 193).

In a sense, Marxists are social constructionists, and it is entirely
understandable that Foucault (1980) declared his work to be situated
within the broader project of Marxism. Marxists are concerned with
the way social relationships and conceptual categories are constituted
through an historical process, a process that also contains within it the
possibility for forms of resistance and transformation. What also needs
to be included in the account, however, is a reflection on how that
resistance and transformation are prevented, by the networks of power
that existing social relationships entail and by the legitimation work
that existing conceptual categories perform. Even Derrida (1994)
clearly and explicitly situates his work in that tradition (though see
Ahmad, 1994). What Foucault’s attention to the organization of dis-
course allows us to do is to show how questions of logic, which operate
ideologically, are tied to questions of usage, and reproduce power.
Many Marxists and Foucauldians would be happy to agree with the
notion of ‘language-game’ when it ‘is meant to bring into prominence
the fact that the speaking of language is part of an activity, or a form
of life’ (Wittgenstein, 1953, no. 23). The analysis of structures of
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power and economic organisation has much to learn from the
Wittgensteinian insistence that little is accomplished by a ‘prior’ analysis
which then pretends to settle questions of debate. The critical reading
of Wittgenstein’s role in psychology, of the problems in some of the
formulations in his writing, and the context for the reception of his
work, has been as a form of analysis which discloses insufficiences in
his texts, not the simple assertion of truth against which his mistakes
may be measured. The uses of Marxism and Foucault in this chapter
have been in the spirit of constructive encounter and critique.

These alliances between different theoretical positions would assist
the Wittgensteinian imperative to reflect on language as a collection of
practices which constitute who we are, and how we may remake
ourselves. This reflection is a therapeutic enterprise, but like all therapy
it is a culturally and historically specific form of life. How we make
something of Wittgenstein must be located, then, in a materialist
account of how we and he have been made. In this sense, in a decon-
structive and dialectical reading, we must also be against Wittgenstein.
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4a
The Practical Turn in Psychology
Marx and Wittgenstein as Social Materialists

John T. Jost and Curtis D. Hardin

Parker alleges that Wittgensteinian presuppositions of essentialism and
relativism obscure the role of social power in linguistic discourse. Not
only is this claim self-contradictory, it is wrong in each of its compo-
nent counts. Strands of essentialism in Wittgenstein’s early writings
were skewered effectively in his own later philosophy. Although Parker
is not alone in charging Wittgenstein with relativism, we argue that a
careful reading of Wittgenstein’s work belies such a claim. This is
because the meaning of a given language-game is fixed by patterns of
ongoing social interaction among people who share a particular ‘form
of life’. Against Parker, we show that Wittgenstein’s (anti-)philosophy
is in fact largely congenial to Marx’s (anti-)philosophy, with both
writers allied against the doctrines of individualism, subjectivism,
mentalism, idealism and metaphysicalism. Although it may be true
that Wittgenstein the person was relatively silent about issues of social
and political power, Parker has failed to establish that Wittgensteinian
metatheory is incompatible with the analysis of power in social dis-
course. In sum, we argue that Wittgenstein, like Marx, was a social
materialist (rather than a social constructionist) whose writings arti-
culate the foundations of mind and meaning in terms of concrete
social practice.

The practical turn

While for centuries most theories of mind and behavior did more to
mystify than to enlighten social and psychological functioning, Marx
and Wittgenstein were committed to understanding human psychology
and behavior in terms of their actual social and material circumstances.
Although Marx was concerned largely with exercises of power that
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develop within specific ‘modes of production’ and Wittgenstein was
concerned largely with ‘language-games’ that develop within particular
‘forms of life’, both may be regarded as ‘social materialists’ who strove to
de-mystify social and psychological explanation (Jost and Hardin, 1994).
The unity of their approaches is evident in numerous passages such as
the following:

(1) Where speculation ends – in real life – there real, positive
science begins: the representation of the practical activity, of the
practical process of development of men. Empty talk about
consciousness ceases, and real knowledge has to take its place. 

(Marx and Engels, 1846/1970: 48)

(2) One of the most dangerous ideas for a philosopher is, oddly
enough, that we think with or in our heads … The idea of
thinking as a process in the head in a completely enclosed
space, gives him something occult. 

(Wittgenstein, 1967, §§605-606)

(3) The production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness, is at
first directly interwoven with the material activity and the mate-
rial intercourse of men, the language of real life. Conceiving,
thinking, the mental intercourse of men, appear at this stage as
the direct efflux of their material behaviour. 

(Marx and Engels, 1846/1970: 47)

(4) Only in the stream of thought and life do words have meaning. 
(Wittgenstein, 1967, §173)

(5) … the human essence is no abstraction inherent in each
single individual. In its reality it is the ensemble of the social
relations.

(Marx, 1845/1975, Thesis VI)

(6) How could human behaviour be described? Surely only by
sketching the actions of a variety of humans, as they are all
mixed up together. What determines our judgment, our concepts
and reactions is not what one man is doing now, an individual
action, but the whole hurlyburly of human actions, the back-
ground against which we see any action. 

(Wittgenstein, 1967, §567)



(7) All social life is essentially practical. All mysteries which lead theory
to mysticism find their rational solutions in human practice and
in the comprehension of this practice. 

(Marx, 1846/1970, Thesis VIII)

Theoretical commitments such as these led both Marx and Wittgenstein
to reject a number of interrelated doctrines that have long dominated
philosophy and social science (see Jost, 1995), including all of the
following: (a) individualism, which posits that human behavior is to be
explained ultimately in terms of properties of individual persons, as
opposed to social groups or collectivities (see [2] [3], [5] and [6]); (b)
subjectivism, according to which human action is interpretable only in
terms of social actors’ intentions, motivations and subjective under-
standings of their own action, and not in terms of objectively specified
categories of interpretation (see [1], [3] and [6]); (c) mentalism, which
assumes that meaning is defined by internal mental states of thinkers
or language-speakers, rather than by a system of communal practices
that are external and observable (see [2], [4] and [5]); (d) idealism,

which regards reality to be indistinguishable from the human percep-
tion of reality, having no material existence independent of human
perception (see [1], [3], [4] and [7]); and (e) metaphysicalism, in which
philosophy is viewed as an exercise in abstract thought, rather than
a practical attempt to resolve problems inherent in specific social
contexts (see [1], [2], [3], [4], [5] and [7]). The joint perspective that
emerges from the work of Marx and Wittgenstein, therefore, may be
characterized as objective, social, externalist, practical and materialist
(see Rubinstein, 1981). 

Ian Parker opens his ‘dialectical materialist’ critique of Wittgenstein
by making reference to the ‘linguistic turn’ in 20th-century philo-
sophy, to which Wittgenstein undoubtedly contributed. But passages
such as the above make clear that Wittgenstein joined Marx in an
equally important metatheoretical movement, and that is the
‘practical turn’ away from metaphysical conceptions of human
behavior and toward an account in terms of actual social interaction.
It is our contention that Wittgenstein’s accomplishments in the
philosophy of mind and language largely parallel Marx’s accomplish-
ments in the philosophy of history and politics. Thus, while Parker is
correct about some of the differences between Marx and
Wittgenstein, his paper misses the profound similarities, perhaps
because he relies on misleading second-hand representations of
Wittgenstein’s philosophy.
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We regard Parker’s failure to appreciate the social, practical and anti-
metaphysical bases that unite Marxian and Wittgensteinian philo-
sophies to be his primary error of omission. Unfortunately, however,
his errors of commission are even greater, accusing Wittgenstein of
philosophical crimes that he did not commit. First, Parker complains
that Wittgenstein’s presuppositions ‘fuel relativism’. Second, risking
logical contradiction with the first charge, Parker claims that
Wittgenstein subscribes to an essentialist theory of meaning. Our view
of Wittgenstein, which emphasizes his compatibility with Marx (see
Jost, 1995; Jost and Hardin, 1994), renders Wittgenstein innocent on
both counts.

Wittgenstein was not a relativist

For much of the paper, Parker compliments Wittgenstein for his
alleged ‘relativist dynamic’, insofar as it ‘can be used to disturb the
status quo in “psychology”’ by undermining scientists’ smug assump-
tions that they have ‘privileged access to “reality”’. He also approves of
the feminist use of Wittgenstein to critique the notion of a universal
human nature and the anti-cognitivist use of Wittgenstein to reject the
concept of internal mental states. Ultimately, however, Parker turns
on Wittgenstein for being relativistic, implying that his philosophy
suggests ‘a world in which a multiplicity of realities jostle alongside
one another, and none must be permitted to have a claim to a better
account’.

We argue that the criticism of Wittgenstein as a relativist is based
upon a misreading of his work. Unfortunately, it is a common mis-
reading among psychologists who draw on Wittgensteinian themes.
Gergen (1988), for example, attempts to use Wittgenstein to buttress
explicitly relativistic claims such as the following: ‘Any given action
may be subject to multiple interpretations, no one of which is objec-
tively superior’ (ibid.: 35). Wittgenstein never says that no interpretation
may be considered superior to any other (Conway, 1989), nor does he
say that valid interpretation of human action is impossible (Gustafson,
1984), as Gergen (1988) suggests. At one point, Wittgenstein (1969)
notes explicitly that it is possible to ‘compare our system of knowledge’
to someone else’s and to conclude that ‘theirs is evidently the poorer one
by far’ (§286).

In passage (2) quoted above, Wittgenstein criticizes one type of
interpretation, namely mentalistic forms of interpretation, for being
inferior, on largely the same grounds that Marx in (1) criticizes idealist
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interpretations of history – for taking something concrete and using
philosophy to mystify it. In passage (6), Wittgenstein, like Marx in (3)
and (5), proposes a superior form of interpretation, namely a social or
anti-individualistic form, establishing that he, like Marx, believes
meaningful analysis of social behavior to be possible (see Jost, 1995).
Wittgenstein’s analysis of language-games avoids relativism because it
ties the use of certain concepts to particular forms of life, that is, to
specific material social practices, just as Marx ties individual conscious-
ness and behavior to particular modes of production. According to
both theorists, ‘concepts of the world … emerge from a dialectical
interaction between the social subject and the object’ (Rubinstein,
1981: 177).

As Charles Taylor (1988) points out, Gergen and others take an
unwarranted leap when they spin Wittgenstein’s theory of meaning as
use into an epistemological view that is relativistic and skeptical of the
possibility of objective interpretation. The fact that, according to
Wittgenstein, genuine descriptions of human behavior must make
reference to the broader context of language and society (see Jost,
1995) does not mean that all descriptions are equally valid. Rubinstein
(1981) has argued, on the contrary, that one of the most important
contributions of both Marx and Wittgenstein was to ‘show that meaning
is not a feature of subjective experience but of systems of social praxis …
[and] that the “subjective” meaning of an action cannot be determined
apart from the “objective” system of action within which it occurs’
(ibid.: 23–24). Wittgenstein therefore joins Marx, Dewey, Mead,
Bakhtin, Vygotsky and many others in underscoring the objective
social basis of mind and behavior.

Although few if any commentators have come right out and claimed
that Wittgenstein is a ‘social constructionist’, many have implied very
close connections between Wittgenstein and social constructionism
(e.g. Bloor, 1983; Coulter, 1979; Gergen, 1988, 1994b; Harré, 1989a;
Shotter, 1991). Gergen (1994b), for example, writes that ‘social construc-
tionism is a congenial companion to Wittgenstein’s (1953) conception
of meaning as derivative of social use’ (1994: 52), an assumption that is
made also by Parker.

If social constructionism is considered to be a theory of the person as a
product of ongoing social relations (e.g. Kruglanski, 1992), then perhaps
Marx and Wittgenstein may be regarded as social constructionists in
this sense. More often than not, however, the term ‘social construc-
tionism’ is used to describe an epistemological position that is rela-
tivistic and skeptical about the possibility of objective knowledge
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(e.g. Gergen, 1994b). Whether some versions of social constructionism
manage to escape imputations of relativism is a crucial and exciting
question for psychological metatheory of (see Greenwood, 1989; Osbeck,
1993; Stam, 1990), but it is beyond the scope of the present commentary.
With regard to Wittgenstein, it seems that issues about his relation to
social constructionism come very close to debates about whether his
philosophy is in any way idealistic (Malcolm, 1982) and whether it
tends toward relativism (Conway, 1989). Our own position is that none
of these labels apply well to Wittgenstein’s later philosophy.

We believe that the term ‘social materialist’ is a better characteriza-
tion of the views of Marx and Wittgenstein, because they do not make
the epistemological assumption that social reality more than physical
reality adheres to a mere ‘construction’ of the human mind (e.g.
Gergen, 1994b), an assumption that may be identified as idealist in the
sense outlined above. As should be clear from the quotations repro-
duced at the outset, for Marx and Wittgenstein the social is as real as
anything; it is the primary substance of human life, the principal
foundation of ideas and action. This is different from saying that social
factors are reducible to economic conditions alone, as Harré (1979:
26–33) takes the ‘socio-materialist’ position to imply. Rather, we are
arguing that according to Marx and Wittgenstein social life is one of
the most important material bases of human experience.

(The later) Wittgenstein was not an essentialist

If Parker’s first major complaint is that relativism keeps Wittgenstein’s
analysis from going ‘beyond language’ to a critique of ideology and
power, his second major complaint is that essentialism leads
Wittgenstein to adopt concepts that are abstract, universal and insensi-
tive to historical context. While the charge of relativism implies that
Wittgenstein is incapable of close speaking about matters of truth and
falsity, the charge of essentialism is that Wittgenstein takes ‘simple
statements about the nature of the world’ and insists that they ‘must
necessarily be true’. Although most of Parker’s paper addresses the later
philosophy, he must resort to an attack on Wittgenstein’s early work,
the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, in order to claim that Wittgenstein
makes a ‘disturbing and paradoxical appeal to “anchors” to meaning
which are imagined to lie inside and outside language’.

Parker tries to use Trotsky to criticize Wittgenstein’s early ‘picture
theory of meaning’, but Wittgenstein himself did a far more thorough
job of skewering it in his later writing. That the later Wittgenstein
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eschewed linguistic essentialism is demonstrated not only in passage
(4) quoted above, but also in several remarks such as these:

the speaking of language is part of an activity, or of a form of life. 
(1953, §23)

it is our acting which lies at the bottom of the language-game. 
(1969, §204)

In fact, Wittgenstein explicitly criticizes the essentialist view for being
metaphysical and for obscuring the meanings of words:

This finds expression in questions as to the essence of language, of
propositions, of thought. – For if we too in these investigations are
trying to understand the essence of language – its function, its
structure, – yet this is not what those questions have in view. For
they see in the essence, not something that already lies open to view
and that becomes surveyable by a rearrangement, but something
that lies beneath the surface. 

(1953, §92)

When philosophers use a word – ‘knowledge’, ‘being’, ‘object’, ‘I’,
‘proposition’, ‘name’ – and try to grasp the essence of the thing, one
must always ask oneself: is the word ever actually used in this way
in the language-game which is its original home? – What we do is to
bring words back from their metaphysical to their everyday use. 

(1953, §116)

Wittgenstein’s famous doctrine of ‘meaning as use’ is clearly at odds
with the essentialist theory that Parker mistakenly ascribes to him.

The politics of Wittgenstein

Parker is on strongest ground when he critiques the personal politics of
Wittgenstein. It may be correct that Wittgenstein himself was politically
conservative, holding many of the values consonant with upper-class
Viennese society. Politically speaking, it is probably true that he was no
Marxist. As Parker concedes, however, this is an ad hominem argument,
and it may overlook the fact that Wittgenstein’s philosophical method
was in fact largely Marxian (Kitching, 1988; Rubinstein, 1981), even
though Wittgenstein the person was not.
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Parker is also correct that Wittgenstein’s remarks about language
and forms of life are unduly conservative at times, ‘leaving everything
as it is’ (1953, §124), as the phrase goes. It is not the case, however,
that Wittgenstein’s perspective depends in any crucial respect upon
the notion that language-games and social practices are not to be
revised; he does not render ‘the search for other ways of speaking a
hopeless exercise’, as Parker claims (see Conway, 1989: 101).
Wittgenstein admits that ‘a reform for particular practical purposes,
an improvement in our terminology designed to prevent misunder-
standings in practice, is perfectly possible’ (1953, §132). Even
Eagleton (1986), on whom Parker relies heavily for his allegations
about Wittgenstein’s conservatism, notes that Wittgenstein’s work on
language-games and forms of life

… is not an expression of political conservatism: there is no reason
why what has to be accepted are these particular forms of life, and
indeed little reason to believe that Wittgenstein himself was in the
least content with his own society. It is just that even if existing
forms of life were to be revolutionized, those transformed practices
and institutions would still in the end provide the only justification
for why people spoke and thought as they did.

(ibid.: 107)

In other words, the Wittgensteinian point is that thought and action
derive their meaning from the material social context (see Jost, 1995).

Whether social or linguistic practices are in need of change is indeed
a political question, and Parker may be right that it goes beyond the
conceptual analyses provided by Wittgenstein, which, it is true, seldom
if ever lead to an analysis of social power, in the way that Foucault’s
analyses do. However, Parker has not shown that Wittgenstein’s own
philosophical purposes necessitated a discussion of power, nor has he
shown that Wittgenstein’s analysis excludes a discussion of power.
Indeed, Foucault and Derrida are cited approvingly by Parker for their
application of Wittgensteinian methods to the subject of power. There
are at least two ironies here: (1) Derrida and Foucault were influenced
tremendously by Wittgenstein and may never have accomplished
‘much of the same critical conceptual work’ had there been no
Wittgenstein; and (2) Derrida and Foucault are far more explicit in
their affinities for social constructionism and relativism than
Wittgenstein ever was, although it is the alleged social constructionism
and relativism of Wittgenstein that Parker finds objectionable.
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Synthesizing Marx and Wittgenstein

We believe that Marxists have too long ignored Wittgenstein and that
Wittgensteinians have too long dismissed Marx. Unfortunately,
Parker’s piece encourages more of the same. What is needed is a
constructive synthesis of the two (anti-)philosophers and a fuller
embrace of the practical turn they envisioned for social and psycho-
logical theory. Wittgenstein should be regarded as neither a relativist
nor an essentialist. Like Marx, Wittgenstein was a ‘social materialist’
(rather than a social constructionist), who believed that ‘if fleas devel-
oped a rite, it would be based on the dog’ (1979: 73).
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4b
Reference Points for Critical
Theoretical Work in Psychology

Jost and Hardin’s defence of Wittgenstein fails to address the ways in
which that writer’s texts function in different discursive contexts to
warrant essentialist and relativist positions. The strategy of assembling
bits of text from Wittgenstein and Marx to illustrate similarities of per-
spective is unconvincing, for it neglects the mobilization of theoretical
arguments in the context of institutionally situated language games or
forms of life. There are deep problems with Wittgenstein’s work as the
underpinning for a critical position in psychology, as I argued in my
chapter, but we can still, paradoxically, understand why that may be so
by taking seriously some of the insights in Wittgenstein’s own writing.

John Jost and Curtis Hardin provide a spirited defence of
Wittgenstein against my critical appraisal of his contribution. They
argue, quite rightly, that he can be recruited to the cause of critical
theory in psychology, but they are unfortunately a little too anxious to
support the radical credentials of Wittgensteinian work in the discipline.
We must, as I pointed out in my chapter, take care not to assume that
Wittgenstein’s writings will necessarily be helpful to those of us who
wish to challenge conservative positions, and if we wish to use what is
of value we also have to be against Wittgenstein.

Let me trace through this dialectical proposition in a slightly different
way. This will help us to see how Jost and Hardin fall, by a curious
paradox, into a most un-Wittgensteinian line of argument to defend
him.

Wittgenstein and Marx

Jost and Hardin start with a helpful review of some points of agreement
between Wittgenstein and Marx. The seven passages they juxtapose



certainly illustrate some common philosophical threads in the work
of the two writers, but to assert that my chapter ‘misses profound
similarities’ is really to miss the point. Gergen (1994b) is dragged into
their argument with me, perhaps through some guilt by association,
for I took care not to mention Gergen in my chapter. Perhaps this is
because I am more sympathetic to his social constructionist unravelling
of psychology then they are, and I feel that a debate within a common
cause against psychology is more helpful than labelling certain mis-
readers or false Wittgensteinians as the problem, as if that were the
difficulty. It is not, for the problem lies in Wittgenstein’s own writings.
To gather quotes to demonstrate ‘profound similarities’ is a dodgy
strategy, for it often obscures more than it reveals. It would be possi-
ble to find statements supporting a social standpoint, thorough anti-
subjectivism, non-mentalist descriptions of ‘psychological’ phenomena,
an attention to philosophical reasoning as a form of practice and a
concern with the materiality of meaning in the writings of a host of
intellectuals influenced by European thought, ranging from Jacques
Derrida to Ken Gergen. There are, for instance, ‘profound similarities’
between dialectics and deconstruction (Ryan, 1982), but Jost and Hardin
would be wary of conflating the two, and rightly so. Surely there are
different views of language, community and class at stake and different
political consequences that follow from the adoption of arguments from
Dewey, Mead, Bakhtin or Vygotsky. To incant this list of names, as Jost
and Hardin do, is to blend together disparate theoretical positions, and
to wilfully ignore the various ways in which some of them have been
enrolled to conservative politics in the human sciences (cf. Novack,
1975).

Jost and Hardin seem to take the position that it would be possible to
clear up confusions about what Wittgenstein ‘really’ meant by finding
a term that would capture the essence of his approach to meaning and
practice. To this end we are taken through a discussion of Gergen’s
(mis)reading of Wittgenstein in the service of social constructionism, a
consideration of the possibility that Marx and Wittgenstein might
both be regarded as social constructionists, and then to the argument
that we should view them as ‘social materialists’. I am not sure what
either Marx or Wittgenstein would have made of this new category. 
I guess that they would want to explore what it meant, how it func-
tioned and, in Marx’s case no doubt, what contradictions it contained
by virtue of its production and use in certain ideological and practical
settings. Here we find the category employed in an academic setting
to resolve some ambiguities of interpretation. Unfortunately the
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ambiguities are located in sets of contradictions that are more powerful
than Jost and Hardin seem to allow for. 

Contradictions

From their vantage point it is evidently inconceivable that the corpus
of writings signed by Wittgenstein could be ‘self-contradictory’. Let me
pick apart a little further what a reading of Wittgenstein, or any other
writer, offers that is able to risk an attention to what Jost and Hardin
term, when they notice it in my text, ‘logical contradiction’. Texts,
signed or not, do not carry a pure and original meaning from their
authors to all their different readers. Followers of Derrida and Foucault,
for example, were later attracted, in the early 1980s, to Wittgenstein’s
writing precisely because post-structuralist debates had alerted them
to the ways in which meaning in language operates by virtue of its
relation to surrounding context and practice (Montefiore, 1983). This
argument informed the development of Foucauldian varieties of
discourse analysis in psychology (Parker, 1992). Here, by the way, the
two ironies Jost and Hardin note dissolve, for they assert, quite erro-
neously, that Derrida and Foucault were ‘influenced tremendously’
by Wittgenstein, and they are apparently unaware of the critical

appropriation of their arguments in discourse analysis (e.g., Parker
and Burman, 1993).

Despite what Jost and Hardin think they are able to divine about
Wittgenstein’s real thoughts on the matter, his writing fragments into
many contradictory patterns of meaning that make different sense in
different contexts as they are enrolled and read as part of different
practices and institutions. Wittgenstein, is, then, at points, essentialist.
Or rather, there is a warrant for essentialist arguments in his writing,
and there is a ‘Wittgenstein’ available for those who would like to find
a way to discover underlying ‘primitive reactions’, perhaps in ‘primi-
tive forms of language’. The quotes Jost and Hardin marshall would
then slip into the background and reference could be made to other
bits of Wittgenstein’s work (1965, 1980). Wittgenstein is also, at times,
relativist, and Gergen (1994b) is not hallucinating when he reads his
Wittgenstein (1953) as warranting the study of social worlds as wholly
defined by the contours of language games as forms of life. Once could
then even imagine Gergen writing about Wittgenstein with someone
who is a Marxist, and indeed such an unlikely thing has happened,
when Gergen recently gave a paper with Fred Newman (Newman and
Gergen, 1995). The deep problem in Jost and Hardin’s approach to this
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issue of reading theoretical texts is that they could only account for
such strange alliances by discovering ‘misreadings’ (traceable to mis-
understanding or ‘logical contradiction’ in thought perhaps) and, as
the other side of the coin, defending what Wittgenstein really meant.
A more productive way of ‘reading’ such conjunctions of different
theoretical traditions would be by tracing the material context for the
development of ‘thought’ in political institutions, which in that parti-
cular case also means subjecting the ‘Marxist’ in the pack to critical
scrutiny (Parker, 1995b).

Synthesis

The ‘constructive synthesis’ between Wittgenstein and Marx that Jost
and Hardin hope for is not something that can be brought about through
the kind of generous reading of Wittgenstein as a ‘social materialist’ that
they propose. Their collection and juggling of quotes which seem to be
saying the ‘same’ thing are surely an exercise in abstract thought,
they treat the ideas as if they had no material existence in different
institutional settings, they assume that if we knew what Wittgenstein
really meant we could save him from those who misread him, they assure
us that although he was not actually a political radical, his method
was ‘Marxian’, and that we can grasp the trajectory of his thinking
toward his later writing as if that revealed what he actually thought as
an individual abstracted from social context. And we should also be
aware what their line of argument would do to Marxism. It would
reduce a practical political tradition of critique and resistance to what
we think the individual Marx might have thought.

Although Jost and Hardin may wish to bring Wittgenstein into line
with Marxism, they do so in such a way that they lose sight of what is
most radical in Marxist theory, its attention to contradiction and dialec-
tical reversals in the battle of ideas and everyday practice. The
Wittgenstein they end up defending is a writer who must function, if we
are to follow their argument, in static final state form. The Wittgenstein
I felt it important to attack is a writer riven by ambiguity of meaning,
someone who says different things and is able to operate as a radical or a
conservative in different language games. It is crucial that we be aware of
how the integrity of the most radical theorist dissolves in the practical
forms of life that constitute and re-constitute them around different
agendas of resistance or legitimation of power. In that sense we could say
that to acknowledge and understand the problems with his work in a
deconstructive and dialectical reading, we must also be for Wittgenstein. 
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Part II

The Turn to Discourse as a
Critical Theoretical Resource

This second Part of the book moves into a more positive constructive
mode of argument, and the task in these chapters is to explore what
can be progressive about theoretical frameworks when they are put
into practice as a critical form of discourse analysis. Chapter 5, which
was originally published in an amended shortened simplified form as
a chapter in an introduction to critical psychology (Fox and
Prilleltensky, 1997), sets out five axes of debate which structure how
discourse analysis is conceptualized in psychology at present. It is
published here in this original form for the first time. There is a
discussion of the process of cultural translation from the version
published here to the chapter published by Fox and Prilleltensky in
Parker (in press). Themes that have been introduced in Part I are now
specifically directed to discursive psychology in a review of the way
reductionism, essentialism, quantification, relativism and theory
itself operate there for good or ill. Chapter 6 sets out methodological
steps for the analysis of discourse, a version of which was sub-
sequently published as a chapter in Discourse Dynamics (Parker, 1992),
and there are responses to these proposals (by Potter, Wetherell, Gill
and Edwards from a discourse analytic perspective, and by Abrams
and Hogg from a more mainstream social psychological vantage
point). My reply situates these concerns in the context of debates
about ‘reality’ and the critical context for theoretical and practical
work in discursive psychology.



5
Discursive Psychology Uncut

The terms ‘discourse’ and ‘discourse analysis’ often present problems
for researchers from a psychology background coming across them for
the first time. This is because the terms do not have an easily under-
stood everyday meaning in the way that ‘personality’ or ‘development’
do. This is both a strength and a weakness for critical psychologists, as
we shall see. The terms also present problems because many ‘intro-
ductions to discourse analysis’ describe discourse from a linguistic or
sociological point of view. We can then lose sight of the distinctive
critical contribution of a discursive approach to this discipline. There
are, in addition, strong disagreements amongst discourse analysts as to
what it is they are actually studying and how they should study it.

I will start with one set of definitions to guide us through this
chapter, and look at other approaches to discourse along the way. In
the following sections I will run through these definitions of key terms
before briefly reviewing the recent historical background to two differ-
ent strands in discursive research. I will then discuss five ‘axes of
debate’ that have implications for a critical perspective, and conclude
with some remaining questions for those who would like to do work in
this area.

Defining ‘discourse’

Discourse analysts study the way texts are constructed, the functions
language serves and the contradictions that run through it. The term
‘discourse’ is used because our conception of language is much wider
than a simple psycholinguistic or sociolinguistic one. ‘Discourse’ com-
prises the many ways that meaning is relayed through culture, and so it
includes speech and writing, non-verbal and pictorial communication,
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and artistic and poetic imagery. The linguist Ferdinand de Saussure
(1974) once imagined that there could be a new science called ‘semi-
ology’ which would study the life of signs in society, and the explor-
ation of semiological patterns of meaning has sometimes been carried
out under that heading, sometimes under the heading of ‘semiotics’
(Hawkes, 1977). 

Although discourse analysts in psychology have tended to focus on
spoken and written texts, a critical ‘reading’ of psychology as part of
culture should encompass the study of all the kinds of symbolic mater-
ial that we use to represent ourselves to each other. All of this symbolic
material is organized, and it is that organization that makes it possible
for it to produce for us, its users, a sense of human community and
identity. Semiology in general, and discourse analysis in particular leads
us to question the way subjectivity (the experience of being and feeling
in particular discursive contexts) is constituted inside and outside
psychology.

The organization of discourse through patterns and structures in
different texts fixes the meaning of symbolic material, and this makes
it possible for discourse analysts to take those texts, unpick them and
show how they work. The process of focusing on specific texts might
lead us to treat these as abstracted from culture when we carry out our
analysis, and so we have to be aware of the ways in which the mean-
ings we study are produced in their relationship to other texts, the way
they are ‘intertextual’. Nevertheless, when we take a ready-made text
or select some material to create a text, we are able to trace connec-
tions between signs and regularities which produce certain circum-
scribed positions for readers. We can then study the ideological force
of language by displaying the patterns and structures of meaning.
That is, we can identify distinct ‘discourses’ that define entities that
we see in the world and in relationships, and as things we feel are
real in ourselves. 

This is where we can connect with a wider critical approach to the
discipline, for we treat the variety of things that psychologists tell us
they have ‘discovered’ inside us and among us as forms of discourse. We
study accounts of action and experience as discourses, and as part of
powerful discursive practices in Western culture that define certain
kinds of activity and thinking as normal and other kinds as abnormal
(Parker et al., 1995). There are two aspects to our critical activity here.
First, traditional psychology is treated with suspicion, for it presents its
stories about the mind and behaviour as if they were factual accounts.
Our analysis can unravel the ways in which those stories work, why
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they seem so plausible, and which institutions and forms of power
they reproduce. Second, traditional psychology is seen as consistently
misleading us about the place of mental phenomena, which it invariably
locates inside individual heads. Discourse analysis explores the way these
phenomena operate between people, in language. The stuff of mental
life, then, lies in discourse, and it then makes sense to say that we are
elaborating an alternative ‘discursive psychology’.

Historical resources: two traditions

Discursive approaches in psychology draw on debates outside the dis-
cipline, and we can identify two approaches now that have emerged
from quite different theoretical traditions. This is not to say that there
is no overlap, and we often find writers borrowing ideas and moving
between theoretical frameworks.

Foucauldian approaches to discourse

The first strand is still the most radical, and this develops the work of
the French historian and philosopher Michel Foucault (Parker, 1995a).
This work was introduced, along with ‘post-structuralist’ philosophy
and psychoanalysis into Anglo-American psychology in the late 1970s
in the UK-based journal Ideology & Consciousness (Adlam et al., 1977),
and then in the book Changing the Subject (Henriques et al., 1984).
Foucault’s detailed description and reflection on modern notions of
madness (1961), punishment (1975a), confession (1976a) and the self
(1984) focused on the ‘rules of discourse’ that allow our present-day
talk about these things to make sense. Foucault’s task was to lay bare
the ‘conditions of possibility’ for modern experience, and he engaged
in an ‘archaeology’ of culture and a ‘genealogy’ of knowledge which
uncovers the ways the phenomena psychology takes for granted came
into being.

Many psychological and social phenomena can seem trivial if they are
studied on their own, separated from culture. One of the main problems
with traditional laboratory-experimental psychology is that it focuses
on one issue, such as ‘memory’ or ‘prejudice’, at a time, and it then
carries out thousands of studies exploring its different permutations in
different contexts. There is an illusion in this type of research that the
psychologist will be able to reveal the ‘essence’ of the phenomenon, to
discover what ‘memory’ or ‘prejudice’ really are. A discourse researcher
asks instead ‘how has this phenomenon come to be like this?’ The most
innocent bits of consumer culture can help us understand the workings
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of power, ideology and forms of subjectivity in a society if we ask what
discursive conditions made them possible (Parker, 1994). Foucauldians
would then look at how the organization of language in a culture
provided places for the phenomenon to make sense, and at the ‘surfaces
of emergence’ for certain representations and practices of the self. We
would then study the kinds of representation, or ‘orders of discourse’
that comment on the phenomenon, elaborating it, making it natural
and encouraging us to take it for granted.

Some of the original editors and authors of Ideology & Consciousness

and Changing the Subject have continued this Foucauldian research into
psychology as part of a wider perspective on the ‘psy-complex’ (Rose,
1985, 1989), or have combined an analysis of discourse with psycho-
analysis to look at gender, sexuality and class (Hollway, 1989;
Walkerdine, 1990). Psychoanalysis has to be handled very carefully
and sceptically in this work, and Foucault (1976a) provides a powerful
argument against treating psychoanalytic notions as underlying truths
about the human mind.

The next generation of researchers were influenced by these ideas,
and have worked on subjectivity and race (Mama, 1995) and on links
between psychology, culture and political practice (Burman et al.,
1996; Parker, 1992). A particularly useful idea that runs through this
work is the notion of the ‘psy-complex’. The psy-complex is the network
of theories and practices that comprise academic, professional and
popular psychology, and it covers the different ways in which people in
modern Western culture are categorized, observed and regulated by
psychology, as well as the ways in which they live out psychological
models in their own talk and experience. 

The psy-complex is part of a particular ‘regime of truth’ which makes
our talk and experience about ‘the self’, ‘personality’ and ‘attitudes’
make sense. While academic psychologists tell stories about people and
so participate in certain discourses about the individual, professional
psychologists make those stories come true and help police discursive
practices. At the same time there is always room for manoeuvre, for
resistance, and our study of the ways in which certain discourses
reproduce power relations can also, in the most critical variants of
discourse analysis, be an occasion for the elaboration of ‘counter-
discourses’ (Foucault, 1977).

‘Interpretative repertoires’

A second strand of discourse analysis developed in the 1980s in social
psychology and was first presented as an alternative to traditional
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attitude research (Potter and Wetherell, 1987). The main theoretical
resource for this strand was work on the ‘sociology of scientific know-
ledge’ which treated scientists’ activities as procedures to be explained
rather than as merely discovering and representing reality. For
example, scientists talk about what they do in contradictory ways, and
a close analysis of their discourse identified contrasting ‘interpretative
repertoires’; an ‘empiricist’ repertoire which included reference to close
observation and testing, and a ‘contingent’ repertoire in which they
acknowledge the role of intuition and personal rivalries (Gilbert and
Mulkay, 1984). 

The term ‘interpretative repertoire’ is still used in the later work from
this tradition, even in research which moves closer to a critical
approach to ideology and to some Foucauldian concepts (Wetherell
and Potter, 1992; Edley and Wetherell, 1995). The term ‘discursive
psychology’ was first coined in an extension of this work which looked
at the way memory, attribution and ‘facts’ were constructed in people’s
talk (Edwards and Potter, 1992). 

This second strand of discursive work has proved more acceptable to
social psychology and, to an extent, to psychology generally. This has
been partly because of the promise of an alternative ‘Discursive Action
Model’ for the discipline (Edwards and Potter, 1993) which (i) contains
the work of discourse analysis within traditional psychological categories;
(ii) evades reference to politics or power; (iii) functions to relativize
categories that psychology likes to see as essential and unchanging;
but (iv) restricts its analysis to a particular text rather than locating it
in wider discursive practices which regulate and police people’s
understanding of themselves. As a consequence, much of the research
in this tradition is rather descriptive, and a range of techniques from
micro-sociology are used to make the description look more objective. 

This style of discourse analysis has, however, provided a pole of
attraction for writers from 1970s’ ‘new paradigm’ social psychology
(Harré and Secord, 1972), and has helped legitimate qualitative
research in psychology departments in the last decade. This has then
led to the argument that it is possible to yoke the ‘turn-to-discourse’ to
a ‘second cognitive revolution’ in which most of the mental machinery
will now be seen to have been out in the public sphere all along (Harré
and Gillett, 1994). Some critical writers in social psychology who
had been tempted to turn to the study of rhetoric as an alternative
to laboratory-experimentation (Billig, 1987) and to the study of the
way that people handle dilemmas in everyday talk (Billig et al., 1988)
would now see their work as ‘discursive’, and would also make claims
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based on that research that they now know more about the nature of
human thinking (Billig, 1991). For a critical appraisal of Billig’s turn to
rhetoric, see Reicher (1988).

Discourse analysis in psychology

The second strand of discourse analysis is more comfortable with the
term ‘discursive psychology’ than critical Foucauldian writers. There
are certainly advantages in this strand, for it makes some key aspects
of discourse analysis accessible to a psychology audience. Potter and
Wetherell (1987), for example, helpfully draw attention to three
characteristics of discourse and, in the process, lead the researcher
away from their dependence on traditional psychological notions. 

Three characteristics of discourse, power and practice

Some ideas from philosophy and sociology have been useful here to
look at language, and I will briefly describe how these have found their
way into discursive psychology, and then connect each to some more
critical perspectives on discourse which attend to the same issues. An
attention to ‘variability’, ‘construction’ and ‘function’ takes the
researcher several steps away from mainstream psychology, but we still
need something more to help them leap over to a critical standpoint.
Each of these three characteristics of discourse had already been
described in Foucault’s (1969) reflections on method and in the
writings of other French ‘post-structuralist’ writers, and there is now a
strong alternative tradition of research which draws out the con-
sequences for critical analyses of language, institutions, practices, and
psychology’s place in the world. 

From variability to contradiction. The first characteristic is ‘variability’.
Psychologists tend to search for an underlying consistency of response, or
for a set of items on a questionnaire or test that cohere, or for parsimony
of explanation. Psychological explanation looks for tools that will
predict consistently, and interpretation in traditional work – positivist or
phenomenological – looks for pure undivided meaning, whether in
observation statements or in reports of experience. In contrast, discourse
analysts will always attend to inconsistency, and to the variation in
accounts. This is not to catch people out, but to lead us to the diverse
fragments of meaning that come together in any particular text.

For example, Wetherell and Potter (1992) studied the accounts of
Pākehā (white) New Zealanders focusing on racial and cultural
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categories, and their views of the Māori people. Within these accounts
there were competing and overlapping descriptions of culture. On the
one hand, culture would be talked about as ‘heritage’ with the Māori
positioned as if they were a protected species. At other points in the
conversation culture would be represented as ‘therapy’ with worries
that young Māori might behave badly because they were disconnected
from their cultural group. These different ‘interpretative repertoires’ or
‘discourses’ could be found in the interview transcript of the same
person, and the different contradictory notions of culture would have
different consequences for how the minority community could be
understood.

Foucault’s historical research focused on contradictions between dis-
courses and the ways in which the self is torn in different directions by
discourse. The unified image of the ‘self’ in contemporary psychology
and society is no more than that, an image, and so discursive psycho-
logy has to take care not to assume something undivided in the person
underneath discourse. The term ‘deconstruction’ is sometimes used in
this context to describe the way in which a text can be unravelled and
the contradictions in it displayed so that it becomes clear what ideas
are being privileged and what the costs are of that. A critical discursive
reading is always, in some sense, a deconstruction of dominant forms
of knowledge, and the reader constructs a different account as they
deconstruct a text (Derrida, 1981; Eagleton, 1983). While the notion of
variability tends to celebrate diversity of meaning in pluralist spirit, the
notion of contradiction links more directly with struggle, power and
the deconstruction of discourse in practice.

From construction to constitution. The second characteristic of discourse
is ‘construction’. This refers to the way in which every symbolic
activity must make use of cultural resources to make sense to others.
Traditional psychology treats each individual as if they could, in
principle, be separated from culture, and it treats each individual
mental process as if it were disconnected from the rest of the life-world
of the ‘subject’. Discourse analysis sees the meanings of terms, words,
turns of phrase, arguments or other seemingly discrete aspects of
language as intimately connected to other meanings and activities,
and as re-created by speakers in the context of those meanings and
activities. An important resource here has been ‘ethnomethodology’
(Garfinkel, 1967) which sees meaning as always ‘indexical’, defined by
context, and ‘conversation analysis’ which looks at the mechanics of
turn-taking and the way order is maintained in speech (Atkinson and
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Heritage, 1984). People cannot make up the meaning of symbols as
they go along, but they participate in already existing meanings.
Meanings are not transmitted from one head to another, but are
produced in discourse as people construct new texts. Discourses then
construct ways in which people are able to relate to one another. 

For example, Hollway (1989) analyzed the accounts of heterosexual
couples, and the ways in which notions of intimacy and sexuality were
described. She highlighted three contradictory discourses which had
powerful consequences for how the partners could experience them-
selves as men or women in a relationship. The ‘male sexual drive’ dis-
course positions the man as impelled by forces out of his control and
the woman only as object and recipient of his needs; the ‘have/hold’
discourse positions the man and woman as bound together for life
with moral responsibilities to maintain the relationship having prior-
ity; the ‘permissive’ discourse celebrates the possibility of other rela-
tionships and the freedom of each partner to find fulfilment as they
wish. These discourses not only prescribe certain behaviours, they
produce ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity’ as objects to be understood and
positions to be lived out in ways that might be liberating or oppressive
for those subject to them. 

Foucault’s (1966) study of different ‘epistemes’ in Western culture,
and the emergence of the modern episteme in the nineteenth
century which governs the way we talk and think about science,
progress and personal meaning, was a structuralist enterprise. That is,
he described structures of knowledge. His ‘archaeology’ of the human
sciences showed how the concepts we take for granted in psychology
and in our daily lives have a long history which is marked by rapid
shifts and mutations in knowledge. Our ideas are constituted within
patterns of discourse that we cannot control. Foucault’s later work,
and post-structuralism generally, emphasized the instability and
struggles over meaning that mark human activity, and he came to
prefer the term ‘genealogy’ to refer to the messy and sometimes bloody
way in which meanings emerge. Structures were now seen as always
contested, and the power they hold is always met by resistance. 
A Foucauldian account of the psy-complex, for example, focuses on
the way that differences of perspective in language are policed and
individuals are made to tell one coherent story about themselves to
the authorities, to each other, and to themselves. 

From function to power. The third characteristic is ‘function’. Discourse
does not provide a transparent window onto the mind of the individual
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or onto the world outside, as many psychologists would seem to believe.
Rather, language organized through discourse always does things.
When we seem to be merely describing a state of affairs, our commen-
tary always has other effects; it plays its part in legitimizing or challeng-
ing, supporting or ironizing, endorsing or subverting what it describes.
In both everyday language and in psychological description, our utter-
ances are what are termed in British analytic philosophy – which is one
of the theoretical resources for this version of discourse analysis –
‘speech acts’ (Austin, 1962). Discourse analysts will focus, then, on
what these acts are doing. Speech act theory saw everyday talk as an
alternative to mentalistic explanations of individual activities, and the
work of Wittgenstein and other writers in this tradition see psycho-
logical phenomena as products of ‘ordinary’ language (Wittgenstein,
1953; Parker, this volume Chapter 4).

The attention to functions of discourse is also radicalized through
Foucault’s (1980) account of power. Power is bound up with knowledge,
and those who are subject to power continually remake it and their
subjection to it as they participate in discourse and regulative practices.
A Foucauldian view of power differs from many standard social –
scientific accounts which reduce it to a kind of potential that an indi-
vidual possesses and wields when they wish (Ng, 1980). 

For example, Walkerdine (1981, 1990) analyzed the interaction
between a female teacher and a little boy in class. In the brief piece of
transcript, the teacher was able to control the boy until he responded
with a stream of sexist abuse. She withdrew, and was then unable to
reassert her authority. Walkerdine explored the way that competing
discourses of devalued female sexuality and liberal education theory
were framing the way the participants could relate to one another. The
boy was able to position the teacher as a woman, and so silence her,
and the woman who had been trained to value the free expression of
children positioned herself as a good teacher, and was unable to silence
the boy. These discourses could only work here, of course, because of
the wider systems of power in male – female relationships and systems
of ideology in education. Power was played out in this classroom in
such a way that the woman participated in, and reproduced her own
oppression.

Discourse sets out a range of ‘subject positions’, places in the dis-
course which carry certain rights to speak and specifications for what
may be spoken, places which people must assume for it to work (Davies
and Harré, 1990). Discourse also recruits readers into subject positions
by ‘interpellating’ them, calling out to them and constructing forms of
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identity that they must experience for the discourse to make sense
(Althusser, 1971). When the notion of ‘subject position’ is linked with
developments in Foucauldian and post-structuralist theory, we have a
valuable tool for cutting through to a better understanding of abuses of
power and ideological mystification in psychology and its wider culture.
This means that theory is very important in critical work on discourse.
I will return to this point towards the end of the chapter.

Theory and ideology

A theory of language – Saussure’s (1974) ‘structural linguistics’ –
underpinned the development of structuralism and post-structuralism.
Saussure made a useful distinction between individual ‘speech acts’ on
the one hand and the ‘language system’ which determined how they
may be produced and what sense they would be able to have on the
other. Barthes’ (1973) extended this analysis to look at the way terms
in language do not only seem to refer directly to things outside language,
through ‘denotation’, but also link in with a network of associations,
through ‘connotation’, and operate as part of an ideological ‘second-order
sign system’ which he called ‘myth’. 

Myth naturalizes cultural meanings and makes it seem as if language
not only refers to the world, but also reflects an unchanging and
universal order of things. Because it does not make a direct claim to
represent the way the world should be, but insinuates itself into taken-
for-granted frames of reference, myth is one of the effective ways that
ideology works. Foucault (1980) was very suspicious of the term ‘ideo-
logy’ because it may prompt people to find an essential underlying
‘truth’ that could be counterposed to it, but Foucauldian discourse
analysis in psychology now is more sympathetic to the ways in which
radical literary theorists have struggled with the term and have tried to
save it for a reading of texts (Eagleton, 1991). If we connect our work
with the Foucauldian tradition in this way, the approach can function
as a bridge to a critical understanding of contradiction, the constitu-
tion of the modern psychological subject and its place in regimes of
knowledge and power. It is then possible for the researcher to break
completely from mainstream psychology and to view it as a series of
practices that can be ‘de-constructed’.

Axes of difference in discursive research

As with any other approach in psychology, there is much disagreement
about what discursive psychology is, and some doubt as to whether it
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could be seen as an ‘off the shelf’ alternative to the mainstream dis-
cipline. It is certainly not consistently reliable as a critical tool for
examining psychology when we get it home and try to use it. There are
some important fault-lines in discursive approaches which bear serious
attention. In this second half of the chapter I will draw attention to
some of the key debates and divisions in discursive research and their
consequences for critical psychologists by laying out five ‘axes’ around
which differences revolve at the moment.

Micro–macro

Reduction in explanation to the individual has long been a problem
for critical approaches in psychology (Billig, 1976). Psychology is
founded on the study of the person abstracted from social context, and
micro-reduction which sees the individual as the source of all psycho-
logical processes is usually a conservative mode of explanation. In con-
trast, critical psychologists have insisted that it is necessary to focus on
patterns of social relationships and structures of the wider culture to
explain how psychological phenomena come about. Only then is it
possible to connect psychology with questions of ideology and power.

In discourse analysis there is a good deal of work on the inter-
personal level, and upon texts of conversations and interviews, and
there is a progressive movement away from the individual to the
contexts in which they make and remake relationships with others.
Micro-sociological perspectives such as ‘conversation analysis’ and
‘ethnomethodology’ have been imported here to describe, for example,
how a person attributes and gains identity as part of a group through
their use of ‘membership categorization devices’ (Sacks, 1974), or how
a deviant career is constructed for others through the redescription and
‘cutting out’ of what is made to seem unusual behaviour (Smith, 1978).
This focus does help us to understand how identities and institutions
are co-created as ‘accomplishments’ rather than as simply being pre-
given settings for activity. Researchers are urged to treat aspects of
the social world as a ‘topic’ here rather than simply as a ‘resource’,
and so there is a critical reflexive impulse in this work. Some important
issues of gender and power in language can also be picked up using
conversation-analytic accounts of language (Crawford, 1995).

However, while the shift of focus up from the individual is necessary
and some conversation-analytic and ethnomethodological work is
useful, this micro-sociological view is often quite stubborn in resisting
a shift further up to higher-level social and cultural analysis. Critical
psychologists will need at some point to refer to the character of a
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particular society, economic structures, classes and systems of oppression
based, for example, on gender or race. The micro-sociological perspective
prevents them from doing this, and will encourage them to treat terms
for collections of individuals as no more than abstractions that ‘reify’
(make into things) the sense that people make of the world as an
ongoing process. There is, then, little place in this micro-sociology for
an analysis of the weight of history, for people are seen as freely creating a
version of the world in their talk as text and in their own interpretations
of other texts (Garfinkel, 1967). There is a danger, then, that ‘discursive
psychology’ could be restricted in its focus and refuse to take account of
the role of ideology and power.

At the other side of the micro–macro axis lie various approaches that
explore the historical and cultural background to this small-scale
activity of sense-making. It is certainly necessary for critical discourse
researchers to pay due attention to the micro level, rather than simply
insisting that an analysis of historical forces and social structures is
sufficient. The feminist argument that the ‘personal is political’
(Rowbotham et al., 1979) is one that critical psychologists need to take
to heart, and an account of discourse should be able to identify the ways
in which processes of ideology and power find their way into the little
stories of everyday life. Some writers who combine feminism with
ethnomethodology have attempted to show how the accomplishments
of individuals in social interaction often become reified, and how an
analysis of broader rules of discourse can reveal what purposes that
reification serves (Smith, 1974). 

A discursive psychology which is to reflect critically on the accom-
plishments of actors must explore the rules they have followed and the
material they have worked upon. But to do that it must take seriously
the way wider structures of power set the scene for the way we make
sense of things in discourse and the way those structures themselves
limit our understanding of how they function. This is where their ideo-
logical aspect comes to the fore. We need, as some realist writers have
pointed out, to attend to unintended consequences, unacknowledged
conditions, unconscious motivations and tacit skills that prevent the
world from being a fully open and transparent place (Bhaskar, 1989;
Parker, 1992).

Inside–outside

As well as reducing explanation to the level of the individual, the con-
servative goal of most psychologists is to produce an account of what is
happening inside the head. Psychology here reproduces the deeply felt
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experience of most people in Western culture, that their thinking first
takes place in an interior private realm and is only then ‘expressed’ and
communicated to others. The danger with explanations which try to
look inside the subject is that all too often they smuggle essentialism
back into our picture of social action. Essentialism is a mode of expla-
nation that looks to underlying fixed qualities that operate indepen-
dently of social relations. Essentialism can be found in contemporary
discursive accounts in at least four ways: where the discourse user is
seen as deliberately manipulating rhetorical devices (e.g., Edwards,
1985); where there is a temptation bring in some notion of the ‘self’ to
explain identity in discourse (e.g., Burr, 1995); where certain character-
istics of thought are assumed to underpin what people are doing in
discourse (e.g., Billig, 1991); or where there is an attempt to justify a
discourse perspective by appealing to cognitive models or neuro-
physiology (e.g., Harré and Gillett, 1994). 

However, there is also a danger with an alternative ‘critical’ account
which simply insists that everything is in language, and that all of our
cognitive skills, decisions, experiences of selfhood and intentionality
can be dissolved in discourse as it washes through us. The discursive
argument against the existence of cognitive machinery inside the head
can appear uncomfortably similar to traditional behaviourist accounts,
and to their refusal to speculate about what is going on inside the
mind as if it were a kind of closed box. It is true that a thorough-going
discursive psychology is strongly ‘anti-humanist’, and there is suspicion
of the notion of a unified ‘self’ that lies underneath discourse. The
worry here, though, is about the individualist essentialism that
underpins much humanist rhetoric rather than its moral claims, and
the most hard-line discourse analysts will still often nurture the
possibility of transforming language so that it may better serve
human agency.

A critical discursive account reframes questions about the inside and
the outside of the individual subject to turn the activity of speakers
and listeners, writers and readers into places in discourse. When a
sense of self is constituted by a subject in discourse, certain reflexive
‘powers’ are produced which are now necessary for those living in a
human community, and these powers make subjectivity a resource as
well as a topic of inquiry. Discourse researchers prefer the term ‘subjec-
tivity’ to ‘experience’. This is because while the category of experience
presupposes an individual self that enjoys or suffers it, subjectivity
refers simultaneously to the sense of selfhood and to the production of
that sense of self at a place in relation to others in language.
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Humanist psychotherapy, for example, tries to uncover experience of
the self as if it were always there under the surface guaranteeing the
integrity of the subject independent of social relations. Discursive
psychotherapy which draws upon the work of Foucault and Derrida, in
contrast, is concerned with tracing distress to networks of social
relations and to patterns of language. A turn to discourse in therapy
has helped therapists who want to link their work to wider issues of
social justice to de-construct the client’s problem by, first of all, locating
that problem in discourse, by ‘externalizing’ it (White and Epston,
1990). This innovative therapeutic work which is part of the ‘anti-
humanist’ trend of much critical discourse research leads, then, to a
more challenging and empowering social humanist practice. 

Quantitative–qualitative

The third axis runs from the quantification of discourse-analytic
accounts to the more hermeneutic qualitative styles of explanation.
Most traditional psychology operates on the conservative premise that
the only things worth studying are those that can be measured.
Quantification of psychological and interpersonal processes is seen as one
of the guarantees that research is scientific. Critical psychology has
challenged this scientific status in a number of ways. One strategy
has been to refuse to adopt the term ‘science’ altogether and to argue,
in ethnomethodological style, that scientific explanation is a particular
way of making sense of the world, one which revels in its own
reification of social accomplishments (Woolgar, 1988). Another strat-
egy has been to demonstrate that scientific inquiry need not resort to
quantification, and that it is often a sign of bad science that practition-
ers should want to quantify phenomena before a careful description of
singular cases (Harré and Secord, 1972).

The difference between these qualitative and quantitative tendencies
in discourse analysis is played out in the debate between those who
look to the skill of a theoretically informed critical ‘reading’and those
who would like to take short-cuts with computer software to code the
material. The problem is that this sort of coding must always operate as
a form of content analysis, of course. It saves time in skimming a large
corpus of textual material, but all too often it leads to a view of language
as a set of discrete packages of meaning that always carry the same value
regardless of context and which are each neatly labelled ready to be
picked up.

Barthes (1977) described the development of structuralist and
post-structuralist analysis of literary texts as entailing the ‘death of
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the author’, as assuming that we could not understand the meaning
of a text by tracing it back to the person who ‘wrote’ it. The other
side of this argument, however, and just as important, is that the
kinds of reading he was proposing required the ‘birth of the reader’
as an active participant in the text. The discourse analyst is an active
reader who encourages those who are positioned by discourse to read
the texts they live within and so to assume a position of understanding
and greater control over their lives, the positions they would want to
adopt.

This does not mean that discourse analysts would want to take up
the position of ‘reader reception theorists’ in literary theory, however
(Iser, 1974). The notion of ‘reader reception’ also invites us back into a
cognitivist notion of the individual as having some sort of inter-
pretative paraphernalia inside their heads that helps them to decode
what was happening around them. It presupposes that there could be a
position for a reader that was free of discourse, and that this indepen-
dent reader would be able to analyse what was going on in the text
from an objective standpoint (Eagleton, 1983). Discourse analysts
looking to literary theory are more impressed with some of the other
descriptions in Barthes’s work of ‘readerly’ and ‘writerly’ texts, of different
kinds of discourse that either seem closed and only able to be read or
seem open to be written as well as read, open to be changed (Barthes,
1977). Readerly texts only allow the reader to reproduce them. Writerly
texts are open to the reader to participate and transform the meanings
that are offered. There are problems of reading and interpretation here
that cannot be addressed by quantitative approaches. 

Quantitative approaches are made for readerly texts, and do not take us
any further than description, than reading. Computers help us in doing
this, but they also restrict us to this. Qualitative approaches, however,
that are also sensitive to what Barthes (1975) called ‘the pleasure of the
text’, will be able to read writerly texts, to engage with them to change
them, to engage in something close to what in other traditions of social
science would be called ‘action research’.

The first three axes of difference sometimes find the more conservative
varieties of discursive psychology in broad agreement with some of
the key assumptions made by traditional psychology; they like
reductionism, essentialism and quantification. The fourth and fifth
axes are a little more complicated, and find critical psychologists
having to make some difficult choices, and having to risk some
strange alliances.

Discursive Psychology Uncut 137



Relativism–realism

There is a powerful tendency in discourse-analytic work toward a rela-
tivist position, and an understandable refusal to take on good coin the
‘findings’ that psychology claims to have made so far about what goes
on inside human beings. There are, however, also serious risks in this
social constructionist view of psychological concepts. The theoretical
resources that critical and discursive researchers have drawn upon are
part of a wider discursive turn in the human sciences that carry conser-
vative as well as progressive prescriptions for social activity.

At the same time as deconstruction and discourse theory cuts away
the positivist ground from beneath traditional psychology and rela-
tivizes their claims about the nature of human nature, these theoretical
currents also relativize the truth claims of the critics, and so sabotage
principled resistance to the discipline. Deconstruction was mentioned
earlier as a useful source of work for discourse analysts, but there is also
a conservative variant of deconstruction which reduces the reading of a
text to a free-play of meaning in which no critical position can be
taken toward it.

Now the stakes are higher as some defences of relativism in discourse
research would seem to have the effect of throwing into question any
position from which a critique could be developed. In one particularly
pernicious example, ‘discursive psychologists’ have resorted to
analysing the way in which references to the Holocaust function as
part of a ‘bottom-line argument’ against relativism (Edwards et al.,
1995). They wish to make the case for relativism in research, but they
also, in the process, undermine the truth claims of those who may
refer to the Holocaust as a real historical event. Apart from these more
gross and dangerous manifestations of relativism, a relativist position
in social constructionism or discourse analysis makes it difficult for us
to sustain the project of a critical psychology, and it is not surprising
that feminist psychologists have been alert to this danger (Burman,
1990; Gill, 1995). 

Critical realism would appear to provide an answer to this problem,
for it both exposes positivist psychology’s pretensions to model itself
on what it imagines the natural sciences to be like, and it grounds
discursive accounts of mentation in social practices whose underlying
logic and structure can, in principle, be discovered (Bhaskar, 1989;
Parker, 1992). Critical realism runs alongside the social constructionist
attacks on the discipline while preventing a wholesale collapse into
discourse idealism, the position that there is nothing but discourse.
This solution is not as clear-cut as it seems, however, and ‘realism’ of
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different varieties could always be mobilized by those sympathetic to
mainstream psychology to warrant it as a science and to rebut social
constructionist critiques (Greenwood, 1994). It would seem, in this
light, that even ‘critical’ realists could end up falling into the arms of
science as they look for certainties in this confusing landscape, and
only relativists who go all the way can really resist the truth claims of
psychology.

There is a way out of this problem. A critical engagement with rela-
tivism and realism needs to address (i) how psychological facts are
socially constructed and (ii) how subjectivity is discursively reproduced
within present social arrangements and (iii) how the underlying histori-
cal conditions emerged that gave rise to the ‘psy-complex’. Only by
understanding how the discipline of psychology reproduces notions
of individuality and human nature – a realist endeavour – will it be
possible to transform it, and to socially construct it as something
different, something better.

Common sense–theory

This final axis of difference within the discursive tradition maps onto
the previous one, for all the worst errors of relativism are compounded
when they are combined with a celebration of commonsense. There
are a number of paradoxes here, for both conservative and critical
psychology are part of everyday knowledge outside universities and
clinics. It is easier to grasp how this paradox is played out if we focus
on the notion of contradiction in discourse, and the way contradictory
meanings constitute objects that reinforce or challenge power.

The problem is that although traditional psychology does not
usually value the common-sense understanding that people have of
their activities and the accounts they offer about psychological states,
it does still rest upon common-sense assumptions about the mind
and behaviour. There is a two-way traffic of ideas here. On the one
hand, psychologists base their theories upon hunches and intuitions
about people that they gather from common sense. On the other
hand, psychological ‘facts’ and theories find their way out from the
discipline into the real world and become part of common sense.
Psychology itself operates as a kind of ‘myth’ in common sense, and it
runs alongside a range of exclusionary and pathologizing practices that
common sense justifies as being natural and unquestionable. Common
sense in general, of course, consists of cultural and historical discourses
which reproduce the very oppressive social relations psychology
essentializes and ratifies.
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This is why an analysis of psychological phenomena needs to be
undertaken alongside an analysis of practices of psychology in Western
culture, and then that analysis has to extend its scope to the way in
which psychology relays images of the ‘others’ of Western culture
through its own practices. It is difficult, then, to appeal to common
sense as an always trustworthy resource to attack psychology when, for
example, both common sense and psychology are saturated by racist
imagery and are rooted in colonial imagery (Howitt and Owusu-Bempah,
1994). On the other hand, critical perspectives in psychology often
develop through researchers looking to their own experience to challenge
the lies that the discipline peddles about them. The development of
feminist psychology, for example, would be inconceivable without a
challenge based on women’s ‘common sense’, their experience of
their position, and this is something that has also had an impact on
discourse research (Wilkinson and Kitzinger, 1995).

The tension between common sense and expertise draws attention to
two vital prerequisites for critical research. The first is an awareness of
context, and the second is the use of theoretical resources. With
respect to the first, an awareness of context, it is not surprising,
perhaps, that some of the most radical discourse-analytic studies have
been carried out in contexts where it has been impossible to feel com-
fortable with common sense. The development of discourse analysis in
South Africa, for example, was in a setting where the society and the
academic world was politicized, where there were continual questions
and struggles over identity, and where conflicts over culture and ‘race’
had a knock-on effect on the ways in which researchers understood
power and ideology (Levett et al., 1996). In the liberal democracies, on
the other hand, especially where the student population is skewed to
the more comfortable middle-class side of the general population,
there is little impetus to question what may be wrong with social
arrangements and ways of speaking. It is more difficult to politicize
language, but discourse analysis does at least help us to keep those
questions around in psychology.

With respect to the second prerequisite for critical research, theory,
it is necessary to draw upon frameworks which separate us from the
language which makes the world seem ‘just so’. Structuralism, semi-
ology, post-structuralism and deconstruction have been laboured in
this chapter because they enable us to step back from language and to
understand the way it is organized to lead us to see the world in certain
ways and to obscure other ways of seeing that may be more empower-
ing. What is at stake here is the space for a critical standpoint to

140 Critical Discursive Psychology



develop from which to view the ideological functions of the discipline
of psychology. That standpoint is not given to us by common sense.
Rather, we have to construct it, and we need good theory to do that.
Critical psychology requires a critical distance from its object of study,
and our task is to maintain that critical distance without devaluing the
understanding that people have of their own lives.

Remaining questions

Discursive psychology has been presented here as a radical alternative to
most research in the discipline. There are, nevertheless, problems that
cannot be solved within this framework, and there are problems that it
creates for researchers. Some critical psychologists will find elements of a
discursive approach difficult to agree with. There will be occasions, for
example, when good quantitative research into the impact of exploit-
ation, over-crowding and poverty on people’s lives will be better than
reams of textual analysis. Aspects of a discursive approach, such as its
relativism and celebration of common-sense categories of experience,
have already made it something of a liability for critical researchers.

Worse than this, there is no simple line that we could trace through
discourse analysis using, for example, the work of Foucault, which
would ensure that we would assemble a reliable critical perspective.
The different axes of debate in discourse theory in psychology consti-
tute a field of theoretical and political struggle. One of the paradoxes in
discourse research is that those who are critical will already, almost
spontaneously, do ‘discourse analysis’ on the texts they read and live,
for they read and live at a distance from language, experiencing its
ideological character and the effects of power. 

Those who are comfortable with the positions language offers them
in culture, or who are not confident about mobilizing their critical
awareness of power to focus on what psychology does to them, on the
other hand, will trail through handbooks of discourse analysis, and be
unable to see the point; for language does no more than represent the
world as it is and as they think it should be. These arguments have been
rehearsed before, along with a number of other problems in discourse
analysis (Parker and Burman, 1993). What these issues come down to is
that there is no place in psychology, or even in ‘discursive psychology’
for critical work to start. A critical psychology has to be constructed
from theoretical resources, life experience and political identities outside

the discipline. Only then does it make sense to deconstruct what the
discipline does to us and to its other subjects. 
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6
Discourse
Definitions and Contradictions

With the question ‘What is “discourse”?’ as the starting point, this
chapter addresses ways of identifing particular discourses, and attends
to how these discourses should be distinguished from texts. The emer-
gence of discourse analysis within psychology, and the continuing
influence of linguistic and post-structuralist ideas on practitioners,
provide the basis on which discourse-analytic research can be devel-
oped fruitfully. This chapter discusses the descriptive, analytic and
educative functions of discourse analysis, and addresses the cultural
and political questions which arise when discourse analysts reflect on
their activity. Suggestions for an adequate definition of discourse are
proposed and supported by seven criteria which should be adopted to
identify discourses, and which attend to contradictions between and
within them. Three additional criteria are then suggested to relate
discourse analysis to wider political issues.

Introduction

What is ‘discourse’? The term is becoming increasingly important in
social psychology, and the development of discourse analysis there has
implications for the rest of psychology. The definition which Potter
and Wetherell (1987) provide in their useful introductory guide
Discourse and Social Psychology, has succeeded in engaging the interest
of a number of groups of researchers. The definition is wide enough to
encompass much of the material that social psychologists would want
to study: discourse includes, they say, ‘all forms of spoken interaction,
formal and informal, and written texts of all kinds’ (Potter and
Wetherell, 1987: 7). When a researcher is faced with a mass of dis-
course, and wants to pick out particular discourses, however, the



definition becomes less helpful. It is difficult to use. This chapter is
concerned with the task of defining discourse. I will draw attention to
some of the descriptions of discourse outside psychology, and then set
out some criteria for identifying discourses. My main focus will be on
the practical problems which confront a researcher attempting to carry
out a discourse analysis. However, each practical problem raises
broader philosophical issues about the nature of language, discourse
and texts. I will also argue, towards the end of the chapter that dis-
course analytic research should go beyond the seven necessary criteria
for the identification of discourses, and consider other issues which
relate to ideology and power.

The turn to language

There are many aspects to the ‘turn to language’ in psychology in
recent years. One of the influential forces inside the discipline has been
the group of writers who participated in, and exacerbated, the ‘crisis’
in the late 1960s and early 1970s. The self-styled ‘new paradigm’ psycho-
logists – a group which includes Harré (1979, 1983) and Shotter (1975,
1984) – drew attention to the importance of meaning and the accounts
people gave of their actions. These writers selectively imported ideas
from microsociology – ethomethodology, for example (Garfinkel, 1967)
– and analytic philosophy – such as speech act theory (Austin, 1962).
The new paradigm critiques of traditional laboratory-experimental
social psychology are still relevant to contemporary debates about the
role of (spoken or written) accounts as well as appropriate methods to
study language, and they provide the context for the recent interest in
discourse analysis. (It is still useful, for example, to employ Harré’s
distinction between the ‘practical’ and the ‘expressive’ orders of society,
as will be seen below.) Potter and Wetherell (1987) repeat the story
that microsociology and analytic philosophy (along with semiology)
were the main driving forces in the turn to language, and discourse
analysis is social psychology today is placed by them in that tradition.
It is true that Potter and Wetherell acknowledge the role of ‘post-
structuralist’ work on discourse outside psychology, but the emphasis
on this tradition (evident in the references to semiology) is much
reduced, unfortunately, in comparison with their earlier work (Potter
et al., 1984).

However, the crisis inside social psychology which has produced
discourse analysis was a pale reflection of debates over structures of
meaning outside, debates which were to give issue to post-structuralism
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(Parker, 1989). By post-structuralism I mean the set of writings on lan-
guage, discourse and texts produced by a number of French philo-
sophers and historians in the 1970s and 1980s, a group which includes
Foucault (1969, 1980), Barthes (1973, 1977), Derrida (1976) and Lyotard
(1984). It is not possible in this chapter to describe these debates in detail
(cf. Dews, 1987 for a critical review of post-structuralist philosophy).
However, as will become increasingly apparent as this chapter progresses,
my only understanding of discourse is informed by post-structuralist
work.

Discourse analysis strikes a critical distance from language, and one
useful aspect of the approach is the reflexivity urged upon a researcher
(and reader). I want to argue, however, that this reflexivity needs to be
grounded if it is to have progressive effects, and that work in the post-
structuralist tradition can locate discourse and reflection historically.
In addition, the study of discourses carried out by Foucault, his co-
workers and followers has implications for how we describe the emer-
gence of academic psychology and the ‘psy-complex’ in Western
culture, and for how we understand the discipline and its objects today
(Rose, 1985). Foucault (1961), for example, described how a discourse
which was about ‘madness’ as a medical category came into being, and
the ways in which medical discourse involved the categorization of a
section of the population. Debates over rationality and responsibility
in the 19th century were informed by such discourses. In another
study, Foucault (1975b) then collected legal chapters and accounts
given of a murder at that time, and showed how these discourses
framed the possible explanations that could be given of that event.
Foucault (1975a, 1976a) connects the development of discourses which
describe (and prescribe) forms of individual reason, responsibility and
pathology with discipline, surveillance and power. These discourses
informed legal practice, and they helped constitute contemporary
psychology. Discourses about rationality and individual responsibility
that we still employ today, then, have a history.

It is also possible for discourses to fall into disuse. Only a few centuries
ago dogs and pigs could be tried for murder and flies excommunicated,
and a French defence counsel could have made his legal reputation by
securing the acquittal of a ferret on a technicality (Evans, 1906). The
attribution of responsibility then was framed by discourses pertaining
to animals as moral beings, legally liable. In contrast, the dominant
psychology we have today is informed by particular conceptions of
rationality, discourses in which one attributes internal mental states to
individuals which, we suppose, direct behaviour (Costall and Still, 1987).



A number of points arise from the history of discourse. Discourses do
not simply describe the social world, but categorize it, they bring
phenomena into sight. A strong form of the argument would be that
discourses allow us to focus on things that are not ‘really’ there, and
that once an object has been circumscribed by discourses it is difficult
not to refer to it as if it were real. They provide frameworks for debating
the value of one way of talking about reality over other ways. Types of
person are also being referred to as the objects of the discourses. The
final point for the moment is that when we look at discourses in their
historical context, it becomes clear that they are quite coherent, and
that as they are elaborated they become more carefully systematized.

I suggest, then, that a working definition of a discourse should be
that it is a system of statements which constructs an object. However, this
definition needs to be supported by a number of conditions. In the next
section of this chapter, then, I will set out seven criteria, the system of
statements, that should be used to identify our object, to enable us to
engage with, and in, discourse analysis. One reason for laying out these
conditions for recognizing discourses is to fill a gap in Potter and
Wetherell’s (1987) account of the method, their ‘ten stages in the
analysis of discourse’ which bewilder new researchers as it dawns on
them that each step rests on a bedrock of ‘intuition’ and ‘presentation’.
At points the reader is told that discourse analysis is like riding a bike,
is warned that the stages are not sequential, and advised that ‘there is
no analytic method’ (Potter and Wetherell, 1987: 169). I do not want
to suggest that the criteria presented here should be employed sequen-
tially (or that they are scientific), but that they do help to clear up some
of the confusions that have attended the incorporation of discourse
analytic ideas into psychology.

Criteria

These seven criteria deal with different levels of discourse analysis. There
is a degree of conceptual work that needs to go into the analysis before
the material is touched, and then, as the analysis proceeds, it is necessary
to step back a number of times to make sense of the statements that
have been picked out. Each criterion raises questions about the theore-
tical framework the researcher is using.

(1) A discourse is a coherent system of meanings

The metaphors, analogies and pictures discourses paint of a reality can
be distilled into statements about that reality. It is only then that it
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becomes possible to say that a discourse is ‘any regulated system of
statements’ (Henriques et al., 1984: 105). This definition of discourse
explicitly draws on Foucault’s work. The statements in a discourse can
be grouped, and given a certain coherence, insofar as they refer to the
same topic (employing culturally available understandings as to what
constitudes a topic). This is not to say that the set is ever watertight. 
(I will return to the role of contradictions within particular discourses
below.)

There is a similarity here between this aspect of a definition of
discourses and the way ‘interpretive repertoires’ are defined in
Discourse and Social Psychology. It is worth building on the idea that
we are indeed looking for ‘recurrently used systems of terms used for
characterizing and evaluating actions, events and other phenomena
… a limited range of terms used in particular stylistic and grammatical
constructions … [often] … organized around specific metaphors and
figures of speech’ (Potter and Wetherell, 1987: 149). We should be
cautious, though, about three aspects of this characterization of an
‘interpretive repertoire’: (1) to talk about ‘grammatical constructions’
is inaccurate and risks getting bogged down in formalism at the
expense of content; (2) the assertion that there is a ‘limited range of
terms’ feeds a corresponding hope for an ultimate closed picture of a
particular system; and (3) the term ‘repertoire’ has uncomfortable
resonances with behaviourism (especially when we are invited to
look for systems of terms which are ‘recurrently used’). It is surely
more accurate to label sets of metaphor and statements we find as
‘discourses’.

To return to the problem of how to recognize one discourse when
faced with a mass of text, how do we employ this notion of coherence?
Take a simple example; Dan Quayle, American vice-president, is
speaking at a Thanksgiving festival:

I suppose three important things certainly come to my mind that
we want to say thank you. The first would be our family. Your
family, my family – which is composed of an immediate family of
a wife and three children, a larger family with grandparents and
aunts and uncles. We all have our family, whichever that may be
… The family ... which goes back to the nucleus of civilisation.
And the very beginnings of civilisation, the very beginnings of this
country, goes back to the family. And the time and time again, I’m
often reminded, especially in this presidential campaign of the
importance of the family, and what a family means to this country.



And so when you pay thanks I suppose the first thing that would
come to mind would be to thank the Lord for the family. 

(The Guardian, 8 November 1988) 

Quayle attempts to define the ‘family’ here, but what I what to draw
attention to is the way we have to bring our own sense of what ‘the
family’ is to this text in order to make it coherent. In this case we are
able to do this because there is such a strong ‘familialist discourse’ in
our culture: ‘society has been familiarized’ (Barrett and McIntosh,
1982: 31). We have to bring a knowledge of discourses from outside
onto any example or fragment of discourse for it to become part of a
coherent system in our analysis.

(2) A discourse is realized in texts

Where do we find discourses? It would be misleading to say that we
ever find discourse as such. We actually find pieces of discourse. I want
to open up the field of meanings to which discourse analysis could be
applied beyond ‘spoken interaction … and written texts’ (Potter and
Wetherell, 1987: 7) by saying that we find discourses at work in texts.

Texts are delimited tissues of meaning reproduced in any form that can
be given an interpretive gloss.

I was given a small Liquid Crystal Display electronic game for
Christmas. The buttons on the left and right move a male figure at the
bottom of the screen from side to side. The figure is waving a crucifix
at the ghosts descending from the top of the screen to their graves. As
each ghost is prevented from landing and is despatched to the flames
at the right-hand side I get awarded 10 points (and the penalty for
letting each spirit through is a lost life). This is a text. A Christian
discourse inhabits this text, and it is the translation of this text into a
written and spoken form that renders that discourse ‘visible’ or, more
accurately, in which the category ‘discourse’ becomes appropriate.

It is useful, as a first step, to consider all tissues of meaning as texts
and to specify which texts will be studied. All of the world, as a
world understood by us and so given meaning by us, can be
described as being textual, and it is in this sense that, once this
process of interpretation and reflection has been started, we can
adopt the post-structuralist maxim ‘There is nothing outside of the text’

(Derrida, 1976: 158). This does not necessarily commit us to a particular
position on the nature of reality, textual or otherwise. I am merely
drawing attention to the effects of describing, for research purposes,
the world in this way. Speech, writing, nonverbal behaviour, Braille,
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Morse code, semaphore, runes, advertisements, fashion systems,
stained glass, architecture, tarot cards and bus tickets are forms of text.
In some cases we could imagine an ‘author’ lying behind the text as
source and arbiter of a true meaning. But the lessons to draw from this
list are first, that, as Barthes (1977) argued, there need not be an
author, and second, that once we start to describe what texts mean, we
are elaborating discourses that go beyond individual intentions. The
second step in a discourse analysis, then, should be a process of exploring
the connotations, allusions, implications which the texts evoke. 
A helpful guide to this exercise in cultural anthropology is Barthes’s
(1973) work on modern ‘myth’.

Sometimes different discourses are available to different audiences.
The distinction between the inside and outside of psychology is a good
case example. On the one hand, the ψ sign gives a text a meaning for
those of us inside psychology. The discourses which inhabit a text
containing that sign will often be discourses coherent to psychologist.
On the other hand, an image of Freud’s face gives a text a meaning for
those outside the discipline. The discourses which give that sign
meaning (and it often means ‘psychology’ for outsiders) would not be
accepted by many psychologists.

Discourse analysis, then, involves two preliminary steps (turning our
objects into texts, and locating those texts in discourses) in which
material is interpreted and thus put into a linguistic form. It is right,
then, to adopt the formulation that discourses are ‘linguistic sets of a
higher order than the sentence (while often reducible to a sentence)
and carried out or actualized in or by means of texts’ (Marin, 1983: 162).

(3) A discourse reflects on its own way of speaking

Not every text contains a reflection on the terms chosen, and not
every speaker is self-conscious about the language they use. However,
a condition which applies to each discourse taken as a whole is that it
is possible to find instances where the terms chosen are commented
upon. At these points, the discourse itself is folding around and
reflecting on its own way of speaking. The devices employed to bring
about this reflection range from the uneasy phrase ‘for the want of a
better word’ through disingenuous denials of a position being advocated
(‘don’t get me wrong’) to full-blown analyses of the implications of a
world-view.

This raises the issue of ‘intuition’ in the research, for the analyst needs
to relate the questions raised by the first two criteria to the way the
discourse is able to take itself as an object. How are the contradictions



in the discourse referred to, and how would another person (or text)
employing this discourse refer to the contradictions within the
discourse? When these questions are answered, other instances of a
discourse have been identified. It is important here to articulate
instances of a discourse into a coherent pattern, and to take it back to
the speaker or to relate it to other texts.

A related point has been made recently by the authors of Ideological

Dilemmas (a product of the research group which now includes
Jonathan Potter) that it is necessary to attend to different layers of
meaning. Working on the assumption that assertions in a discourse
also pose an opposing position, they argue that we should attend to
‘hidden meanings’: ‘discourse can contain its own negations, and these
are part of its implicit, rather than explicit meanings’ (Billig et al.,
1988: 23). They suggest that we should engage in hermeneutics to
recover these meanings. Now, it is true that a hermeneutic style of
inquiry is being used at points in discourse analysis, but it is a type
of hermeneutics which does not attempt to trace the meanings to an
author. There are such varieties (e.g. Ricoeur, 1971), but I am not sure
whether this stretches the term too far beyond its own original
meaning for us to continue using it here. One definition of discourse
from contemporary literary theory argues that it is ‘language grasped
as utterance, as involving speakers and writing subjects and therefore,
at least potentially, readers or listeners’ (Eagleton, 1983: 210). What
we should take from this is that analysis can bring in other readers
and listeners, and should use their understanding of a discourse to
bring it out.

For the discourse analyst, the reflexivity of a discourse is useful not
only as a marker that the discourse analyst is actually picking up a
discrete discourse. We can also think of this part of the research as
proceeding in three steps in which: (1) it enables us to reflect on the
terminology being used; (2) it then allows us to treat the discourse
itself as an object; and (3) it encourages a reflection on the term used
to describe the discourse. This third step will involve moral evaluation
and political choices on the part of the analyst: Potter and Wetherell
(1988a) for example, quite rightly refer to the themes they describe in
their New Zealand research not as ‘race’ discourses, but as ‘racist’
discourses.

(4) A discourse refers to other discourses

Post-structuralists contend that thought is bound up with language, and
that reflexivity is continually captured, and distorted, by language
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(cf. Dews, 1987). If they are right, then reflexivity should be under-
stood to be the employment of other discourses. At the very least, to
take a weaker line on this, the articulation of our reflections on
discourse must require the use of other discourses. The criterion that a
discourse refers to other discourses, then, is a necessary correlate of
the point that a discourse reflects on its own way of speaking.
Discourses embed, entail and presuppose other discourses to the
extent that the contradictions within a discourse open up questions
about what other discourses are at work.

It is in this sense that it is right to argue that ‘[t]he systematic
character of a discourse includes its systematic articulation with
other discourses. In practice, discourses delimit what can be said,
whilst providing the spaces – the concepts, metaphors, models,
analogies – for making new statements within any specific discourse’
(Henriques et al., 1984: 105–106). This point raises, in turn, two
further issues. First, metaphors and analogies are always available
from other discourses, and the space this gives a speaker to find a
voice from another discourse, and even within a discourse they
oppose, is theoretically limitless. (It is not limitless in practice, and this
point will be taken up when the role of institutions, power and
ideology is discussed below.)

Secondly, analysis is facilitated by identifying contradictions
between different ways of describing something. The examples I have
referred to so far include familialist discourse, Christian discourse,
and racist discourse. It is possible to imagine ways in which each of
these can contradict the others. The metaphors of family used to
describe the human race used alongside the currently popular
liberal–humanist discourse could characterize Christian doctrine and
racism as coterminous and equally dangerous. Alternatively, some
versions of liberation theology include conceptions of community
which are suspicuos of the nuclear family and are committed to anti-
racism. Then again, racist discourses which appeal to mysticism take
forms hostile to the modern family and liberal Christianity. Now, I am
not intending to imply that each of these discourses is discrete in
practice. You may have to stretch your imagination to accept some
of combinations I suggested. At the moment, it could be argued that
the discourses draw metaphors and institutional support from each
other, and the process of distinguishing them is purely conceptual.
Well, this is precisely the point, for we need to understand the inter-

relationship, the interrelationship between different discourses in an
analysis.
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(5) A discourse is about objects

‘Analysis’ necessarily entails some degree of objectification, and in
discourse there are at least two layers of objectification. The first is the
layer of ‘reality’ that the discourse refers to. It is a commonplace in
the sociology of knowledge (e.g. Berger and Luckmann, 1971) that lan-
guage brings into being phenomena, and that the reference to an
object, the simple use of a noun, comes to give that object a reality.
Discourses are the sets of meanings which constitute objects, and a
discourse, then, is indeed a ‘representational practice’ (Woolgar, 1988:
93) in that the representation of the object occurs as previous uses of
the discourse and other related discourses are alluded to, and the object
as defined in the discourses is referred to. Discourses are, according to
one post-structuralist writer, ‘practices that systematically form the
objects of which they speak’ (Foucault, 1969: 49).

I want at this point to attempt to close off some routes to linguistic
idealism that have attracted discourse theorists in post-structuralism
(Anderson, 1983). Discourse constructs ‘representations’ of the world
which have a reality almost as coercive as gravity, and, like gravity, we
know of the objects only through their effects. Take, for example,
descriptions of medieval Anglo-Saxon sorcery in which the world is full
of spirits and physical illness is attributed to the shots fired by elves
(Bates, 1983). What we now can describe as discourses created and
reproduced spirits and elves. Then, they were real in the way that
atoms and electrons are real today. Many of the objects that discourse
refers to do not exist in a realm outside discourse. However, we know
when we kick our foot against a stone that there is more to the world
than discourse. There are fuzzy borders between the set of things we
know exist outside discourse and the things which may only have a
reality within it. The only rule to guide us through this, perhaps, when
we sit on a chair, lean on a table, and see print on chapter is to say
‘there isn’t any less than this, but there may be more’.

It is also sometimes insulting (and sometimes politically dangerous)
to apply the phrase ‘social construction of …’ to a particular object,
when we are looking at the way in which discourse reproduces the
social world (cf. Seidel, 1986a). One example which raises this
problem, also serves to draw attention to the second layer of reality
that a discourse refers to. The example is a badge given away at the
Commonwealth Institute in London in 1988 with ‘Dialogue on
Diarrhoea’ printed around the top. It says ‘international newsletter’
around the bottom, and these phrases frame a picture of a woman
feeding an infant with a spoon. There were also huge posters around
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the cafeteria with the same message blazoned across them. At the first
level of meaning, we have the object ‘diarrhoea’, and the badge is a
text which reproduces the object in particular ways: (1) we know that
‘diarrhoea’ is, among other things, a medical description, and so we
identify a medical discourse; (2) we assume that the woman feeding
the infant is the mother, and so a familialist discourse also touches the
text; and (3) we understand the image and message as located in an
appeal, located in a discourse of charity. The second layer of reality is
that of the ‘dialogue’, and here there is a reflection in the text on a
discourse, and the text says that there is another ‘object’ which is the
set of statements about diarrhoea. A discourse, then, is about objects,
and discourse analysis is about discourses as objects.

(6) A discourse contains subjects

The object that a discourse refers to may have an independent reality
outside discourse, but is given another reality by discourse. An example
of such an object is the subject who speaks, writes, hears or reads the
texts where discourses live. I will stick with this rather abstract and
dehumanizing terminology a moment longer, and say that a subject is
a location constructed within the expressive sphere which finds its
voice through the cluster of attributes and responsibilities assigned to
it as a variety of object. (Here I am adopting Harré’s (1979) distinction
between the ‘expressive’ sphere in which meanings and selves are pre-
sented and contested and the ‘practical’ order of society in which the
physical world is organized and worked to sustain life.) A discourse
makes available a space, and it addresses us in a particular way. When
we discourse analyse a text, we need to ask in what ways, as Althusser
(1971) put it when referring to the appeal of ideology, the discourse is
hailing us, shouting ‘hey you there’ and making us listen.

It has been said that discourses are ‘ways of perceiving and articulat-
ing relationships’ (Banton et al., 1985: 16). This is right, but it is more
than that; we cannot avoid the perceptions of ourselves and others
that discourses invite. There are a number of ways in which this works,
and discourse analysis both attends to and intensifies each of these.
First, there is the relation between the addressor (which we should
think of here as being the text rather than the author who may have
originated it) and the addressee. When a badge says ‘Dialogue on
Diarrhoea’, who is it addressing? To put it crudely (and to employ an
old social–psychological discourse), what ‘role’ are we having to adopt
to hear this message? (1) a medical discourse could draw us in as a
carer, but merely to supplement the work of those who are medically
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qualified; (2) the familialist discourse draws us in as protector (with
different subject effects depending on the gender position we have in
other discourses); and (3) the charity discourse draws us in as bene-
factor, and the ‘dialogue’ is about listening, understanding and giving.

The second way in which we are positioned as a subject in discourse
flows from that last point about what we are expected to do when
addressed. What rights do we have to speak in a discourse? The
medical discourse, for example, is one in which we adopt the position
of nonmedic, and while we may use a medical vocabulary in some
situations, there are others in which it is inappropriate. At the
doctor’s surgery the translation of the deliberately prosaic and everyday
language we use into medical terminology is their task. We know we
are the patient in this discourse. The third way in which we are posi-
tioned is where we are placed in relation to the discourse itself. 
A scientific discourse is one in which rights and powers to speak are
clearly signalled by the amount of knowledge held, and the desire to
be a scientist may be provoked when we hear or use that discourse. We
may also resist it, but we have to take a position.

(7) A discourse is historically located

Discourses are not static. I have already pointed to the relationship
between different discourses, and the ways in which discourses change
and develop different layers and connections to other discourses
through the process of reflection. When we think about discourses as
consisting of a system of statements, it could appear as if an appeal is
being made to the ‘synchronic’ dimension of language which
inspired structural linguistics (Saussure, 1974). However, just as post-
structuralism moved beyond the distinction between a system (the
‘synchronic’) and the development of terms (the ‘diachronic’), so
discourse analysis cannot take place without locating its object in
time in a particular way. Discourses are located in time, and are about
history, for the objects they refer to are objects constituted in the
past by the discourse or related discourses. A discourse refers to past
references to those objects.

For discourse analysts, the structure and force of particular discourses
can only be described by showing other instances of that discourse,
and explaining how it arose. The familialist discourse, for example, is
about the history of the family, the way that history is reinterpreted to
legitimate the Western nuclear family form, and the way the
metaphors of family are used not only to describe other forms of life,
but also to reinforce the notion of the family as natural, as going back
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to the beginnings of civilization. When we analyse the discourse of the
family, we are disconnecting ourselves from that history. Similarly, dis-
course analysis of religion and racism switches back and forward from
the elaboration of coherent systems of statements out of the text it
studies to look at what those discourses meant as they emerged, and so
what the present allusions actually ‘refer’ to.

It then becomes possible to use our knowledge of the historical
weight of racist and religious discourses, say, to understand occasions
when they combine. A reflection on the importance of language comes
together with these themes in a statement made in 1986 by a supporter
of a campaign in Southern California against the use of Spanish as a
second language in the county. It runs: ‘If English was good enough for
Jesus Christ, its good enough for me’. Of course, a reading of this
phrase needs not only an understanding of what discourses there are,
and how they arose. It also calls for a study of the types of texts within
which those discourses became dominant in the last 50 years or so. My
guess in this case would be that Hollywood films would be powerful
texts in which these discourses fuse and alter each other.

Auxiliary criteria

Although the seven criteria I have outlined are necessary and sufficient
for marking our particular discourses, I want to draw attention to three
more aspects of discourse that research should focus upon. The three
further aspects of discourse are concerned with institutions, power and
ideology, I will go through each in turn, and indicate why each is
important and why these final three should be conceptually distin-
guished from discourse as such.

(1) Discourses support institutions

The most interesting discourses are those which are implicated in some
way with the structure of institutions. The medical discourse, for
example, exists in a variety of texts. Medical journals and books,
research reports, lectures, General Medical Council decisions and
popular medicine programmes, as well as the speech in every consult-
ation with a doctor. In cases such as these, the employment of a dis-
course is also often a practice which reproduces the material basis of
the institution. Feeling an abdomen, giving an injection or cutting a
body are discursive practices. For Foucault (1969), discourses and prac-
tices should be treated as if they were the same thing, it is true both
that material practices are always invested with meaning (they have
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the status of a text) and that speaking or writing is a ‘practice’.
Foucault’s (1975a) work on discipline and power is concerned with the
ways in which the physical organization of space and bodies devel-
oped. It is possible to identify a distinction between physical order and
meanings in his work, and it is more helpful to hold onto a conceptual
distinction between meanings, the expressive, and physical changes,
the practical order (Harré, 1979). ‘Discursive practices’, then, would be
those that reproduce institutions (among other things).

(2) Discourses reproduce power relations

We should talk about discourse and power in the same breath.
Institutions, for example, are structured around, and reproduce power
relations. The giving and taking away of rights to speak in medical
discourse, and the powerlessness patients feel when in the grips of
medical technology point to an intimate link between power and
knowledge (Turner, 1987). A prediction that a discourse analysis
which employed my three auxiliary criteria as well as the first seven
outlined above may back up is that psychology upon Chartering too
will both be able to popularize the discourses which constitute it
objects (‘behaviours’, ‘cognitions’ and the such like), and be able to
police the boundaries between its regime of truth and the other
outside, the ‘charlatans’. Psychology’s increasing institutionalization
will, in this way, increase its power both over those outside and those
inside it. Foucault (1980) produced the couplet ‘power/knowledge’, but
the two terms are not the same thing. It is important to distinguish
discourse from power.

Discourses often do reproduce power relations, but this is a different
claim from one which proposes that a criterion for recognizing a
discourse is that there is power. If this criterion were to be adopted, we
would fall into the trap of saying that ‘power is everywhere’ and that if
power is everywhere, it would be both pointless to refer to it, and
politically disarming (Poulantzas, 1978). There are three good reasons
why we should not talk about discourse and power as necessarily
entailing one another: (1) we would lose a sense of the relationship
between power and resistance, with both power as coercive, and resis-
tance as a refusal of dominant meanings being emptied of content;
(2) we would lose sight of the ways in which discourses that challenge
power are often tangled in oppressive discourses, but are no less
valuable to our understanding of relationships and possible future
relationships for that; and (3) it would be difficult, as researchers, to
support the empowerment of those at the sharp end of dominant
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discourses and discursive practices. Lying behind each of these objections
to confusing discourse and power, of course, is a political position. This
has to be even more explicitly marked when we talk about ideology.

(3) Discourses have ideological effects

One deleterious effect of the rise of discourse analysis has been that the
category of ideology virtually disappeared. In part, this has been a result
of Foucault’s (1980) insistence that the term ideology presupposes truth,
a dubious truth which is no more valid than any other. It is right, 
I think, to say that discourse analysis need not necessarily be concerned
with ideology, but it would be wrong to avoid it altogether. The category
of ideology has progressive political effects, and it is not necessary to buy
the whole package of ‘mystification’ and ‘false consciousness’ that
Foucauldians caricature (e.g. Henriques et al., 1984). However, if we are
to hold onto the term ‘ideology’, there are two theoretical traps we do
need to avoid.

The first trap is to say that all discourses are ideological, and thus to
follow in the steps of sociologists who claim that ‘ideology’ is equiva-
lent to a belief system (e.g. Bell, 1965). As with the category of power,
this position makes the term ideology redundant. It neatly folds in
with the discourse which claims that the ideas of those who resist
existing power relations are as ideological as those who support them,
and it has similar political effects: this relativism either evacuates
politics of any meaning (other than leaving things as they are) or
confines politics to the sphere of individual moral choice. Both these
positions are ideological positions. The second danger is that we try
and distinguish between discourses which are ideological and those
which tell the truth. For those who want to defend the use of the
category of ideology, this is the simpler and more attractive trap.

The mistake being made in both these cases is that ideology is
being treated as a thing, or is being evaluated according to its
content. Ideology is a description of relationships and effects, and
should be employed to describe relationships at a particular place
and historical period. It could be, for example, that Christian dis-
course functions in an ideological way when it buttresses racism as a
dominant world-view. But it is also possible that such a discourse can
be empowering, and that even claims that it is a ‘subjugated know-
ledge’ (in Foucauldian jargon) could be well founded (Mudge, 1987).
If discourse analysis is to be informed by descriptions of institutions,
power and ideology, then the history of discourses becomes even
more important.
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Reflections and conclusions

The three auxiliary criteria I have proposed, and in particular the
final one concerned with ideology, prompt a question which is
implicit in much of the discourse analysis literature, and which
occurs routinely in discussions with those new to the area; ‘how do
we escape discourse?’ If it is true that discourses frame the way we think
about the objects they construct, and the way we are positioned as
subjects, is there any way out? One way out is to address the question
instead of attempting to answer it. In this respect, four points can be
made to support the tactic of not answering the question.

First of all, attempts to escape discourse invite us to regress to exactly
those conceptions of individual culpability for social practices that
discourse analysis attempts to avoid. When we choose words that have
connotations we think we did not intend, and which effectively re-
produce a discourse we know is oppressive, this does not mean we
have failed. Discourse analysis draws attention to language, and can
help us reflect on what we do when we speak (or write), but the
reflexivity advocated by some discourse analysts (e.g. Potter and
Wetherell, 1987) is not a solution. Reflexivity is necessary and has been
employed to good effect in discourse analytic work (Potter, 1988a), but
it does not dissolve discourse.

A second related point is that we need to be cautious about what
discourse analysis can accomplish. If we take the first seven criteria,
then we shift the balance of the discipline from being, in Rorty’s
(1980) terms, a systematizing approach to an edifying type of inquiry.
We cannot escape systematizing when we research into discourse.
However, discourse analysis should bring about an understanding of
the way things were, not the way things are. If we adopt the three
auxiliary criteria, we describe, educate and change the way discourse is
used (and so, what discourses can be). Discourse analysis should
become a variety of action research, in which the internal system of
any discourse and its relation to others are challenged. It alters, and
thus permits different spaces for manoeuvre and resistance.

A third point connected with the previous two is that both
reflexivity and discourse analysis are historically and culturally bound.
This is not to say that people in other cultures do not reflect on what
they do, but that reflexivity seen as a solution is specific to our time
and place in Western culture. Similarly, this should not be taken to
mean that it would be impossible to go and pick out discourses in
other cultures. We now have specified an object which is discourse,
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and we could see it everywhere in the world where there is meaning
(that is, everywhere). We have not ‘discovered’ it, but it is available for us
as a topic, and we have to intervene in the contradictions it contains.
Discourse analysis is both a symptom and part of the cure: the pre-
occupation with language in contemporary psychology is a symptom of
an evasion of the material basis of oppression (in the practical order) on
the part of academics, but an attention to language can also facilitate a
process of progressively politicizing everyday life (in the expressive
sphere). Linked to the positive side of this process is the feminist claim
that the personal is political (Rowbotham et al., 1979).

A fourth and final point relates to the politics of discourse and to the
importance of contradiction. Politics here is bound up with history;
both in the sense that we have discourse now at this point in history
(here we feel the weight of the past), and in the sense that politics and
power are about the ability to push history in particular ways (there we
construct a hope for the future). The difference between discourses is
aggravated as one discourse is employed is supersede the other. When
progress and change are notions built into contemporary political
discourse, and things are changing so fast, it is hardly surprising that
this dynamic should be reflected in our everyday experience of
language. In political debate, the dynamics of resistance are of this
discursive kind, and we have to have a sense of where discourses are
coming from and where they are going to understand which are the
progressive and which the reactionary ideas at different times and
places.

Now there is a discourse discourse, and this may be an aspect of the
postmodern world (Lyotard, 1984) and its study of itself is social
psychology (Parker, 1989), but this is an open question. Other
discourses, and the powerful practices which psychology supports, may
turn discourse analysis into yet another useless, or even oppressive,
part of the discipline. Alternatively, we could intervene to make it
serve a progressive purpose. Insofar as a reflection on the presuppos-
ition and practices of psychology is possible, that reflection has traditi-
onally taken place in the discourses which constitude the rational
individual – in post-struturalist terminology, the ‘unitary subject’ – as
an object about which psychology attempts to discover ‘the truth’.
One criticism of discourse analysis is precisely that the unitary subject
is left intact (Bowers, 1988). On the other hand, discourse analysis has
succeeded in provoking a reflection on psychological practice, and the
philosophical assumptions which underpin it, by examining psycho-
logists’ discourse (Potter 1988b).

158 Critical Discursive Psychology



At the beginning of this chapter I briefly described histories of ‘psy-
chology’ in which attention was drawn to the ways rationality and
responsibility have been located in the minds of individuals. Inside the
discipline these burdens have been supplemented by a variety of cogni-
tive paraphernalia, and this has been supported by, and in some cases
necessitated, the operation of a variety of dubious discursive practices
(Shotter, 1987). The advantage of discourse analysis is that it reframes
the object – individual psychology – and allows us to treat it not as
truth, but as on ‘truth’ held in place by language and power. Now the
old question about whether our discipline is helpful or harmful comes
to depend on our place in a contradiction between two views of truth,
whether one takes the side of psychology or the side of discourse. 
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6a
Discourse
Noun, Verb or Social Practice?

Jonathan Potter, Margaret Wetherell, Ros Gill and Derek Edwards

This chapter comments on some of the different senses of the notion
of discourse in the various relevant literatures and then overviews the
basic features of a coherent discourse analytic programme in
Psychology. Parker’s approach is criticized for (a) its tendency to reify
discourses as objects; (b) its undeveloped notion of analytic practice;
(c) its vulnerability to common sense assumptions. It ends by exploring
the virtues of ‘interpretative repertoires’ over ‘discourses’ as an analytic/
theoretical notion.

Introduction

In the last few years the analysis of discourse and rhetoric has become
increasingly established as a major alternative perspective on issues of
psychological concern. For example, it has offered critical reassessments
of such basic psychological notions as attitudes (Billig, 1987, 1988a,
1989a; Condor, 1987; Potter and Wetherell, 1987, 1988a; Smith, 1987),
gender (Billig et al., 1988; Frazer, 1988; Hollway, 1989; Marshall and
Wetherell, 1989; Potter et al., 1984; Walkerdine, 1988; Wetherell,
1986; Wetherell et al., 1987) and memory (Billig, 1990a; Bogen and
Lynch, 1989; Coulter, 1985; Drew, 1989; Edwards and Middleton,
1986, 1988; Edwards and Potter, 1992a; Wooffitt, 1989) as well as a
reworking of major social psychological notions: categories (Billig,
1985, 1987; Condor, 1988; Potter, 1988a; Potter and Wetherell, 1987;
Widdicombe and Wooffitt, 1990), social representations (Billig, 1988b,
1990b; Litton and Potter, 1985; McKinlay et al., 1990; Potter and
Litton, 1985; Potter and Wetherell, 1987), and racism (Billig, 1988;
Condor, 1988; van Dijk, 1984, 1987; Essed, 1988; Potter and Wetherell,
1988b; Reeves, 1983; Sykes, 1985; Wetherell and Potter, 1986, 1992).



It is worth commenting on the term discourse analysis and its
history as it provides a context for our later discussion of the very
interesting paper by Parker and, at the same time, illustrates some of
the basic issues that are at stake. In the early 1980s at least four distinct
strands of work laid claim to the title discourse analysis. The most
psychologically orientated of these had close links with cognitive
science and often characterized its concern as with discourse processes,
for example, the way the pattern of discourse effects the recall and
understanding of events (e.g. van Dijk and Kintch, 1983). A second
strand was strongly influenced by speech act theory and aimed at
providing a systematic account of the organisation of verbal interac-
tion, for example in classrooms (Coulthard and Montgomery, 1981;
Sinclair and Coulthard, 1975). The third strand was centred in the
entirely different tradition of continental social philosophy and
cultural analysis. While most proponents worked with the titles of
semiology or post-structuralism, Foucault (1961, 1973) is notable for
characterizing his ‘archeology’ of madness and medicine as discourse
analysis. This strand of work is closest to that outlined by Parker.
Finally, within the sociology of science a distinct position was devel-
oped through focusing on scientific discourse which raized important
problems for both traditional and radical theories of scientific action
(Gilbert and Mulkay, 1984; Mulkay et al., 1983).

If this complication were not enough, discourse analysis is also used
in a more encompassing fashion to refer to large bodies of diverse
work. For example, it has been used as a summary term for research
in speech act, sociolinguistic and social psychological approaches to
language areas (e.g. Brown and Yule, 1983; van Dijk, 1985) and in
reviews of almost entirely independent developments in structuralism
and semiotics (MacDonnell, 1986). This creates it own special com-
plexities. For example, conversation analysis can be one sub-variety of
discourse analysis (e.g. in van Dijk, 1985) or conversation analysis can
be a competing theoretical position to discourse analysis (e.g. Sharrock
and Anderson, 1987). Alternatively, the distinction between discourse
analysis and text analysis has been used to mark off the study of actual
speech and writing from presumed underlying structures of coherence
(Halliday, 1978). Thus quite separate strands of work are called discourse
analysis and the term is used with radically varying degrees of specificity
and subtle theoretical inflection.

This digression into the variety of discourse analyses illustrates how
the terms ‘discourse’ and ‘discourse analysis’ can be part of contrasting
theoretical and disciplinary debates and can come to mean very
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different things. Indeed, part of the struggle is exactly over what
these terms mean or what they ought to mean. The seemingly innocent
definitional question addressed by Parker ‘what is discourse?’ is thus
a particularly charged one, hiding many subtle ramifications behind
its apparent simplicity. In this comment, we will address three
points. First, we will briefly indicate the rationale for the definition
of discourse analysis developed by Potter and Wetherell (1987).
Second, we will suggest some difficulties with the way Parker has
formulated the problem of identifying discourses. Third, we will
document some of the virtues of the alternative theoretical notion of
interpretative repertoires.

Discourse analysis: descriptive and constructive

When Discourse and Social Psychology was written in 1986 there was
very little of what social psychologists now call discourse analysis
being published, and so there were choices to make of both a descrip-
tive and constructive nature. For example, should we weigh into the
minefield of definitions of discourse and use the established but
conflictual term ‘discourse’ or should we propose an alternative of our
own, say ‘social text analysis’ (as in Potter et al., 1984)? Such a choice
would, of course, have implications for whether we wished to present
ourselves as doing the ‘merely descriptive’ work of a textbook or as
making an original contribution, a ‘new’ analytic perspective. We
opted for the term ‘discourse analysis’, not wanting to miss out on the
cross-fertilization the use of this term brought to bear, but also tried to
suggest three major themes which would distinguish a new social
psychological orientation to such research: (1) it would have a concern
with functional orientation of language; (2) it would address the
constructive processes that are part and parcel of the functional
orientation; and (3) it would have an awareness of the variability
thrown up by this orientation.

(1) Function

A number of disparate traditions of language research have stressed that
it is a medium orientated to action. The most obvious of these are
linguistic philosophy and, in particular, speech act theory (Austin, 1962;
Ryle, 1949; Searle, 1969; Searle et al., 1979; Wittgenstein, 1953, 1980) as
well as ethnomethodology and the conversation analytic perspective
which grew out of it (Garfinkel, 1967; Heritage, 1978, 1984, 1988;
Atkinson and Heritage, 1984; Sacks et al., 1974; Wieder, 1974). Workers



in these traditions stress that discourse is orientated to action; utterances
ask questions, make accusations, justify oversights, and so on.

The term function, then, emphasizes the action and outcome-
orientated nature of descriptive discourse against views of language as
an abstract, essentially referential system which have been prevalent in
psychological theory and practice (see Potter and Wetherell, 1987).
This must not be understood in a mechanical sense. Just because an
account is organized to offer the particular action of blame this does
not mean that the blame will be accepted by the recipient or even by
the wider community. Indeed, as Billig (1987, 1989b) has emphasized,
discourse is organized rhetorically; effective techniques of blaming can
be countered by equally effective techniques of mitigation. In part, a
study of discourse is an analysis of this rhetorical struggle.

(2) Construction

The metaphor of construction illuminates three facets of this discourse
analytic approach. First, discourse is manufactured out of pre-existing
linguistic resources. That is, language and linguistic practices offer a
sediment of systems of terms, narrative forms, metaphors and com-
monplaces from which a particular account can be assembled.
Secondly, such an assembly will involve choice or selection from possi-
bilities. On the most basic level, philosophers of science such as Kuhn
and Popper have stressed that with even the most simple of pheno-
mena it is possible to provide many different kinds of description (see
Lynch and Woolgar, 1988). What is picked out in talk depends on the
orientation and interests of the speaker. Thirdly, and more generally,
the constructivist metaphor reminds us that much of the time we deal
with the world in terms of discursive constructions or versions. Our
access to world events, the findings of science, or how a particular film
should be evaluated are via constructions in texts and talk. In this
sense, these texts and talk construct our world, and there are clear
parallels here with the constructive emphases of poststructuralism
which Parker describes.

(3) Variation

The third central concept, variation, follows from the first two. Given
that discourse is constructed and orientated to action, we will expect
that with different sorts of activities different sorts of discourse will be
produced. If you take an event, say, or a social group or a feature of a
person; it will be described in different ways as the functional orient-
ation changes from blaming, for example, to excusing. Stated like this
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it becomes almost a truism. However, the sorts of variation between
descriptive accounts of the same phenomenon can be striking in analytic
practice (Gilbert and Mulkay, 1984; Potter and Wetherell, 1987). Again
there are fruitful parallels here with the notion of contradiction which
dominates ideological analyses and which Parker, rightly, highlights as
a central facet of research.

Variability is central for analysis because of its close connection to
functional orientation. As this orientation leads to variation, so the
presence of variation can be used as an analytic clue to work back to
functional orientation. That is, we can predict that certain sorts of
functional orientations will lead to certain sorts ol systematic variations
and look for the presence of those variations (Gilbert and Mulkay,
1984; Potter and Mulkay, 1985; Wetherell and Potter, 1988).

For us, then, the presence in some form or other of these three the-
oretical strands provides a rough but principled way of grouping
together a body of work as discourse analysis; although within this soft
perimeter there are many important theoretical tensions and much
that we would take issue with in terms of theoretical claims or simply
poorly realized and unscholarly analysis (Billig, 1988c). They are not
meant to provide an exclusive definition but rather to mark out an area
which would have significant implications for work in social psycho-
logy. What we expressly did not do, however, was make an equation of
‘discourse analysis’ with the ‘analysis of discourses’ as Parker does
above. We will elaborate on the reasons for this in the next section.

Reification and intuition

Our dissatisfaction with Parker’s argument for an analysis of discourses
focuses on three main points: (1) its tendency to reification; (2) its
ingenuous version of analytic practice; (3) its permeability to unex-
plicated common sense.

(1) Reification

The notion of reification is intended to capture the confusion where
ideas are thought of or treated as objects. In this case, the problem is
not ideas being objectified so much as discourses in their guize as ‘sets
of statements’. Parker is endorsing something akin to the geology of
plate tectonics – great plates (discourses) on the earth’s crust circu-
late and clash together; some plates grind violently together; others
slip quietly over top of one another; volcanoes burst through while
massive forces work unseen below. The limitation with this approach
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is that the discourses in this view become formed as coherent and
carefully systematized (Parker, 1989: 5) wholes which take on the
status of causal agents for analytic purposes. That is, the processes of
interest are seen as those of (abstract) discourse working on another
(abstract) discourse. This approach can provide considerable heuris-
tic potency as Foucault’s work demonstrates, and the historical twist
to analysis associated with this should be welcomed. Nevertheless, it
is greatly weakened in Parker’s formulation for social psychology by
the isolation of the propositional functions of discourse (the state-
ments) from all the rest of the pragmatic work that is done in text
and talk.

What is excluded? – the actual working of discourse as a constitutive
part of social practices situated in specific contexts. Discourses or
interpretative repertoires are always versions organized in particular
contexts, their study should be based around the performance of
procedures or actions; that is, the ‘witcraft’ analysed in the rhetorical
tradition (Billig, 1987) and the interpretative procedures and devices
studied in the conversation analytic tradition (Heritage, 1984). 
A recent study investigating the practices done through meritocratic
discourse in the context of race and educational inequality in New
Zealand (Potter and Wetherell, 1989) exemplifies this concern. The
analysis consists not just of tracing out the socially constitutive role of
discourse, in this case through the criticism of programmes attacking
inequality, but also (as in other analyses of this type) involved exam-
ining in a detailed manner how talk was made effective, and, indeed,
self-evident on each specific occasion.

(2) Analytic practice

Parker’s more reified version of discourse analysis as analysis of dis-
courses has ramifications for his view of analytic practice. Rejecting
Potter and Wetherell’s suggestions for ways of approaching discursive
materials as bewildering he opts instead for a set of criteria for identify-
ing a discourse. Yet his bewilderment stems, we suggest, from his
failure to address the exclusion documented above; the role of dis-
course in social/interpretative practices and the detailed constructive
work needed to mobilize a discourse on any occasion. For Parker,
analysis apprehends discourse directly; but he can only understand
analysis in this way because of his reified view of discourses as indepen-
dently existing entities. For us, in contrast, interpretative repertoires
(as we prefer to call discourses for the reasons outlined below) are
abstractions from practices in context.
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For this reason, then, analysis must be very attentive to what might
be called the local geography of contexts and practices and also to the
devices through which the discourses are effectively realized. Parker is
perplexed by the lengths we go to in this task. However, we are
mystified as to how discourse analysis can be done without this; how,
as it were, can this Platonic/tectonic realm of discourses be breached
without theorizing its entry into the worlds of practical affairs and
everyday conversation and sense-making?

For example, it is not clear to us how ‘statements’ are derived from
discourse in the first place; nor how the ‘construction of objects’ is
concretely studied. Is the idea that the words should be compared to
the world in some fashion? From our perspective, objects are con-
structed in talk and text in such a way as to perform actions, and
actions can be studied precizely in terms of their context-fittedness and
variability, including their uptake – the ways in which phenomena
such as next turns, responses and reactions implicate them as actions.
The status of ‘texts’ created by analysts as part of a ‘preliminary step’ in
analysis is equally problematic. There is a danger that a great deal of
the interpretative work will be done at this preliminary stage, produc-
ing the kind of idealized data that is a feature of much traditional
social psychology.

Parker provides several pointers as to how analysts should identify
various separate discourses. Partly it is ‘purely conceptual’. However,
while it is crucial to recognize the role of the analysts’ categorizations
and intuitions, this is not a good start for a set of criteria that are claimed
to be ‘necessary and sufficient for marking out particular discourses’.
Another part of the identification of discourses relies on the notion of
reflexivity. For Parker, a characteristic of ‘discourses’ is that they refer to
themselves and thus this moment of self-naming is proposed as an
analytic tool for identification and commentary. However, we would
want to ask how these reflexive moments are themselves constructed to
perform actions. Thus, rather than taking a text’s overt claim to belong
to a scientific legalistic or medical domain to indicate the character and
institutional location of this discourse it can be studied as part of the
text’s rhetorical organisation. Ultimately, it is not clear to us what role is
left for analysis in Parker’s framework. There is a real danger that analytic
work is simply being replaced by the analyst’s common sense.

(3) Common sense

For Parker, discourse analysis starts by ‘turning our objects into texts,
and locating those texts in discourses’. He seems to be using a sort of



Discourse: Noun, Verb or Social Practice? 167

correlational view here – the ‘objects’ of our common-sense experience
each have their associated discourse. Indeed, for the analyst to group
a set of statements together as a discourse is taken to involve the
deployment of ‘culturally available understandings as to what constitutes
a topic’. This is graphically illustrated when, in the course of his
argument, Parker deploys notions of family discourse, scientific discourse,
racist discourse, medical discourse and Christian discourse. That is, the
central ideas and institutions of our common sense versions of everyday
life each turn out to have their own associated discourse.

But some of the most interesting work, for example, emerges when
analysis is more inductive and the role of common sense in producing
the social categories for analysis is less inflated. Take, for example, the
work of Gilroy (1987) and others on the contemporary meaning of
‘race’ and the suggestion that traditional racism based on the usual
construction of race as a biological object is being superseded by the
construction of the English nation and patriotic culture as the new
discursive reference point in black/white relations (see also Miles,
1989). As we are sure Parker would agree, sometimes it is crucial to
question in detail ‘one’s culturally available understanding about what
constitutes a topic’, or to hold them in suspension.

Scientific discourse provides another example. Parker claims a
‘scientific discourse is one in which rights and powers to speak are
clearly signalled by the amount of knowledge held, and the desire to
be a scientist may be provoked when we hear or use that discourse’.
Parker works from our common-sense understanding of science and
formulates it as having its own distinct discourse. However, numerous
analyses have been done which refrain from making this correlational
assumption (Gilbert and Mulkay, 1984; McKinlay and Potter, 1987;
Mulkay, 1985; Myers, 1990; Potter et al., 1984, 1988a). Put glibly, they
suggest that scientific activity (the institution of science, if you like) is
constituted out of not one single ‘discourse of science’ but two distinct
‘discourses’: an empiricist repertoire embodying many of the ideals of
story-book science along with nineteenth-century justificationist
philosophy, and also a contingent repertoire, which is a fragmentary
archipelago of notions about psychology, sociology, social interests
and institutional functioning. The crucial point is that it is the two

together, distributed across scientific arenas, that sustain modern science.
A scientific view is warranted by the use of the empiricist repertoire, while
the competitors are discounted by the use of the contingent repertoire;
this pattern of discourse is endlessly repeated in the face of interpretative
problems raized by the generation of ‘false knowledge’.



Parker’s notion of discourse suffers from the same kind of problem as
beset Halliday’s (1978) similar notion of register. As registers were
simply defined through common-sensically existing social contexts,
they became an analytic reification of that common sense (Coulthard,
1977). In this way a critical edge was lost from the analysis which came
to merely reproduce its predefined ontology in linguistic form. This cir-
cularity is reasonably transparent with Parker’s definition of discourse
which steers the analyst away from a searching critique of our
commonsensical notions. Without going into detail here (see Ashmore,
1989; Mulkay, 1985; Potter, 1988b), this kind of unexplicated building
in of assumptions is one of the targets of more recent reflexive devel-
opments in discourse analysis (in this role it is certainly not intended
to ‘dissolve discourse’. The point is not that common sense can
somehow be fully purged; it is that Parker’s version of analytic practice
builds that common sense in at an early stage with little chance of
critical explication.

Interpretative repertoires

Having suggested some limitations with Parker’s approach to defining
discourse it is important to be clear about what we are suggesting
instead. In this final section we will suggest some of the advantages of
incorporating the concepts of interpretative repertoires as part of a
more broadly defined analysis of discourse, and comment on Parker’s
criticisms of this notion (ignoring his bizarrely empiricist suggestion
that discourse is a more ‘accurate’ word). It is important to emphasize
at this point that it is not the term ‘discourse’ that is at stake – indeed,
at times we have been happy to use it as a variant of interpretative
repertoires and to signal links to the semiological/post-structural tradi-
tion; it is the assumptions that Parker brings to his use of the term.

Using Foucault as backup, Parker defines discourses as regulated
systems or sets of statements which construct objects (see also Parker,
1989). We have already noted the potential for reification in this
definition where the ‘set of statements’ is taken to do the ‘object
construction’ in the abstract rather than as part of situated practices. In
trying to avoid this, we have deployed the notion of an ‘interpretative
repertoire’ (Gilbert and Mulkay, 1984; Potter and Wetherell, 1987). By
interpretative repertoire we mean broadly discernible clusters of terms,
descriptions, common-places (Billig, 1988d) and figures of speech often
clustered around metaphors or vivid images and often using distinct
grammatical constructions and styles.
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For example, we have studied the ‘community repertoire’ in
accounts of uprising/riots (Potter and Reicher, 1987; Potter and
Halliday, 1990) and of ‘community care’ of handicapped people (Potter
and Collie, 1989). The ‘community repertoire’ is partly a set of words
describing a certain style of cohesive social relationships; ‘closeness’,
‘integration’ and ‘friendliness’. It is also made up of certain sorts of
metaphors involving space (‘close-knit’), organism (‘growth’, ‘evolu-
tion’) and agency ( a community ‘acts’ or ‘feels’). Overwhelmingly,
‘community’ is used as a positive term, as a good thing. Rather than
seeing this repertoire as mechanically constructing an object, we have
studied the way this repertoire can be deployed in different practices to
construct contrasting objects; for example, it can be used to construct
versions of uprisings which valorize participants as community members
struggling against the police; or it can be used to construct very different
versions in which the police are part of the community, the problem is
community relations, and the solution is community policing (Potter
and Reicher, 1987). The important point here is that the way the object
is constructed is dependent on the discursive practice within which the
repertoire is invoked.

The idea of a repertoire, analogous to the repertoire of moves of a
ballet dancer, say, encompasses the way that different moves (terms,
tropes, metaphors) from the repertoire may be invoked according to
their suitability to an immediate context. That is, the idea of a repertoire
spotlights flexibility of use in practice in way that Parker’s organized sets
of statements fail to do. However, it is important not to move too far
away from Parker’s conception here and think of repertoires as
infinitely flexible resources that are artfully and knowingly invoked by
people. For a particular form of discourse may have consequences
which have not been formulated or even understood by the speaker or
writer and on any specific occasion there may be powerful constraints
on the discourse used. There is a clear tension between seeing people
as active users, on the one hand, and seeing discourse as generating,
enabling and constraining, on the other. Put simply, discourse
analysis studies how people use discourse and how discourse uses
people. Parker’s point that ‘a discourse contains subjects’, connected
with Althusser’s (1971) notion of subject positions, is an important
insight here.

Parker expresses specific disquiet over three aspects of our definition
of interpretive repertoires: its interest in grammar; its assertion about
limits; and its resonance with behaviourism. With respect to the point
about grammer it is important to make a clear distinction between
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topic and resource. We are not suggesting that discourse analysts take
over any of the theoretical baggage of grammar as a resource for analysis;
rather, we are stressing that in the practice of analysis attention to
grammatical forms as a topic may be revealing. A simple example of
this appears in the work on science discourse, where it was found that
one of the distinctive features separating the empiricist and contingent
repertoires was the recurrent use of impersonal grammatical construc-
tions such as ‘it was found that …’

Parker suggests that our talk of a limited range of terms in interpret-
ative repertoires implies an unrealistically closed system. Again, our use
of this talk of limits arizes out of our analytic practice; one of the striking
things about studying the talk of fifty or so interviewees on a particular
topic is the restricted and indeed stereotypic set of terms and tropes
which occur again and again. Our use of the idea of a limited range is
not meant to place a priori boundaries but to highlight this conspicuous
lack of variation. Finally, on the point about the resonance of ‘repertoire’
with the language of behaviourism, we suspect that the prefix ‘inter-
pretative’ heads off most of this line of connotation at the pass and
what little is left is outweighed by the term’s usefulness.

It is very important to reiterate that for us the identification and
analysis of interpretative repertoires is just one part of a larger analysis
of discourse that includes, but is not bound by, analysis of discourses.
Moving in one direction, this has involved addressing issues of ideo-
logy and the legitimation of exploitation which may involve a study of
a whole tract of interpretative repertoires and their interrelations and
patterned consequences (Gill, 1990; Wetherell et al., 1987). Moving in
the other direction, we are concerned with the ‘witcraft’ that brings
them alive as ‘authentically meant’ parts of arguments and the more
general warranting devices that make them plausible or that fix them
as unproblematically factual. Indeed, some discourse studies may be
less concerned with organized repertoires than with procedures for
warranting, say, or different techniques of accomplishing a variety of
actions (cf. Edwards and Potter, 1992b; Potter and Edwards, 1990).
There is nothing secondary about this work – each is complementary
to the other.

It is here that Parker’s polarization between the good/radical post-
structuralists and the bad/reactionary ethnomethodologists/conversation
analysts is particularly unhelpful (see also Parker, 1989). While the
former position is a useful backdrop to the analysis of repertories, pro-
viding inspiring analyses such as those of Barthes cited by Parker; the
latter is particularly useful for making sense of the implementation of
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repertoires in practices and the array of interpretative procedures that
are on hand to accomplish this. To set them up as alternatives would
result in a dangerously stunted enterprize.

To conclude, there is much of value in Parker’s argument and much
with which we agree. What we have tried to do is sharpen up (at times
taking the honing perhaps too far) some of the differences between our
position and his. In particular, we have suggested some difficulties
which arize when operating with discourse as a noun, when discourse
analysis is equated with the analysis of discourses, and when post-
structuralist definitions are generalized to the concerns of discourse
analysis as a whole.
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6b
The Context of Discourse
Let’s Not Throw Out the Baby With the Bathwater

Dominic Abrams and Michael A. Hogg

An examination of Ian Parker’s definitions of discourse reveals them to
be non-distinctive and of limited utility. It is argued that discourse
analysis should be integrated with, rather than set against, social
psychology. Discourse analysts should attend to the issues of the repre-
sentativeness and generality of their evidence, should be wary of
attributing causality to discourse, and should consider the advantages
of systematically investigating, rather than asserting, the social con-
sequences of the use of different discourses.

This commentary is, of course, a discourse. A discourse analysis of it
may reveal certain interesting devices, subtexts, statements and contra-
dictions, implicit and explicit boundaries, social categorizations and
particularization, mystifications, warrants, justifications and character-
izations. However, the more interesting questions are likely to concern
the circumstances preceding our writing it, how we (rather than
someone else) came to be writing it, the issues on which it focuses, to
whom it is addressed, what our intentions or motives regarding its
impact are, and last, but not least, who will read (interpret) it and what
they make of it? That is, the analysis of the text is of only limited value
unless it is placed in the context of what people are doing with it. This
cannot simply be inferred from the text itself, it requires systematic
observation and analysis of social behaviour. In this commentary, we
take a social psychological perspective in considering Ian Parker’s
definitions and criteria for discourse analysis. We argue that if discourse
analysis is to be considered a serious alternative to social psychology (cf.
Potter and Wetherell, 1987), it is incumbent on its proponents to
demonstrate its superiority in dealing with the same phenomena and
issues that concern social psychologists. To the extent that discourse
analysts simply change the premize of the questions (cf. K. Gergen,



1989a; Harré, 1989b) they deny the possibility of constructive dialogue
with social psychology, and it becomes a matter of horses for courses.
Our own preference is for integration of theory and method; to enrich
discourse analysis and social psychology.

Ian Parker has proposed a set of criteria which may be used to define
discourse, and three issues for reflection and analysis. Although there is
much with which we agree, there are various assumptions and issues
which require pause for thought. One general question must be how
far the criteria define discourse as distinct from other facets of human
life. Our major concern, however, is that although discourse can be
regarded as the social process par excellence, it is portrayed by Parker as
abstracted, reified and unconnected with individual or social psycho-
logical processes.

Parker’s definition of discourse as a ‘system of statements which con-
structs an object’, attributes agency to the system rather than the users
of the system (cf. Harré, 1989b). It is rather like suggesting that com-
puter software produces output whilst ignoring the role of the pro-
grammer. Insofar as theoretical stances are a matter of stylistic
preference (Zajonc, 1989), we prefer an analysis which focuses on the
social processes underlying and flowing from people’s use of discourse.

Parker’s second criterion, ‘discourse is realized in texts’, seems to relate
more to process than content. That is, anything which undergoes
interpretation can be regarded as (a) discourse. It is unclear what delimits
‘texts’, but they would seem to include anything which is potentially
interpretable. Once again, the role of the interpreter is obsured.
Moreover, the idea that different discourses are ‘available’ to different
audiences is also problematic. Is this something to do with the
discourse or with the audiences’ ability to interpret it? Presumably, to
the extent that something is interpreted, a discourse must have been
available to the interpreter. But it seems tautological to say a discourse
only exists if it is interpretable. An English person may be unable to
read, write or speak in Japanese but we are perfectly capable of recog-
nizing that the Japanese text on the back of a hifi system is intended to
communicate information.

The third criterion, that, ‘a discourse reflects on its own way of
speaking’, is also rather undistinctive. There is an ambiguity over how
explicit the reflexivity must be. Certainly, discourse is used within lin-
guistic and consensual frameworks, wherein ‘hot’ implies the opposite
of ‘cold’, and ‘evil’ the opposite of ‘good’. However, it is unclear
whether this is particularly a characteristic of discourse. Objects cannot
exist unless they do so in relation to other objects. Similarly, the
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subject matter of social psychology is largely based on choices, prefer-
ences, comparisons and so on. Much theorising has explored the
capacity of humans for self-reflection and perspective-taking. In addi-
tion, it remains unclear as to whether reflexivity is necessary before a
text can be defined as a discourse, or whether it is an arbitrary and
occasional feature of discourses. Finally, we would argue that
reflexivity is not a property of discourse, but of discourse users (Mead,
1934).

The fourth criterion, ‘a discourse refers to other discourses’ is open to
the same point. Since all objects can be understood to exist in so far as
they are perceived to be distinct from other objects they must exist in
relation (or with reference) to other objects. Thus, the criterion does
not distinguish discourse from other things.

The fifth criterion, ‘a discourse is about objects’, and a discourse
analysis is ‘about discourses as objects’, seems sensible, but also self-
evident. Given that, within Ian Parker’s formulation, objects exist only
in a trivial way outside of their construction in discourse, the criterion
might be rephrased as, ‘discourse is about the things that are created
through discourse’.

The sixth criterion, ‘a discourse contains subjects’, is ambiguous.
Does ‘containment’ refer to active containment or passive inclusion?
On the one hand there is the implication that discourse forces the
addressee into a particular position, while on the other is the idea that
the addressee is merely invited to adopt a position. Tremendous power
is given to the discourse – ‘we have to take a position’. We regard this
as too strong a conclusion, as discussed below.

The seventh criterion, ‘a discourse is historically located’, is com-
pletely open-ended. It would be equally true to argue that everything
about human life is historically located, and therefore this criterion
does not help to distinguish discourse from anything else.

These seven criteria are regarded by Ian Parker as ‘necessary and
sufficient’ for marking out particular discourses. The three ‘auxilliary
criteria’, concerning institutions, power and ideology are regarded as
important and different from discourse itself. We agree that the role of
language in creation and sustenance of institutions is very important
(but not necessarily involving the ‘most interesting’ discourses).
However, the fact that discursive practices may help reproduce institu-
tions does not mean that all reproductive practices are discursive.
Physical repression, for example, as well as physical need, may play a
major role in sustaining various social structures. Moreover, the argu-
ment that discourses reproduce power relations seems too strong. It
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does seem plausible that power relations are reflected in discourse, but
not that discourse reproduces these relations. Discourse is not an agent,
it is a medium for, and form of; communication.

The power, for example, of Psychology to control its own boundaries
depends upon the establishment of its machinery and the operation of
legislative power. Moreover, the enshrinement of rules and regulations
in verbal form does not embue them with power. Rather, power is the
capacity to operate sanctions and contingencies when rules are
infringed, as well as the capacity to change the rules and develop con-
sensus regarding the right to power. We shall return to the issue of
empowerment and discourse, below.

Parker’s distinction between ideology and discourse, while interest-
ing, is not terribly illuminating since the connection between the two
is not spelt out. The fact that a religious ideology may (for example),
through different discourses, incite donations to charity as easily as
murder, neither contradicts the original relevance of the ideology to
social order nor the particular purpose served by use of each discourse.

It may be true that, as Parker suggests, the question, ‘how do we
escape discourse?’ is uninteresting. He argues that discourse analysis is
necessarily retrospective, but allows the possibility of action research in
which the informed analyst challenges an (undesired?) system of dis-
course (cf. Gergen, 1989b). Parker accuses discourse analysts of evading
the ‘material basis of oppression’ but holds out the hope of politicizing
every day life. He hopes discourse analysis can be progressive but
concludes by placing it in opposition to psychology.

We have a number of other reservations about the value of discourse
analysis, as set out by Parker. Some of these concern the capacity of
the approach to answer particular questions, and others concern the
accountability of the analyst both to society and to social science.
Perhaps the most worrying, from the perspective of social psychology,
is that the form of discourse analysis proposed by Parker seems to have
no place for psychological processes. This would raize the question,
‘what else is there besides discourse?’.

The second issue concerns the methodological rigour and safeguards
employed by the analyst. It is very difficult to present all the data on
which discourse analyses are based (e.g. Potter, 1988b), and because no
objective or formal techniques are employed for classifying texts it is
impossible for the reader of a discourse analysis to know what is being
represented and what is not (cf. Zajonc, 1989; Crosby and Crosby,
1981). Statistical techniques employed in quantitative research allow
some confidence regarding the representativeness of evidence. Despite

The Context of Discourse 175



the shortcomings of the manner in which the questions (e.g. in atti-
tude surveys) have been posed, it is possible to describe precizely
and in a way that other analysts could replicate exactly, the distribu-
tion of responses, behaviours, types or dimensions being assessed.
Representativeness of evidence is more important than discourse
analysts, such as Potter and Wetherell (1987), seem to suggest. For
example, it is important to know not just whether a group of people
employs racist discourse but also to what extent such discourse pre-
vails. Prevalence (or ‘effect size’, see Bond and Titus, 1983 for an
example) has implications for action, for the future, and for change.
Establishing representativeness requires that the methodology is
reliable and valid, at least within its own terms of reference.

Discourse analysis often appears to have considerable face validity
because it dwells on issues and arguments with which readers are
generally familiar (e.g. Potter and Reicher, 1987). However, we would
suggest that the incorporation of already existing methods within
social science, such as sampling, content analysis, estimation of reli-
ability and generalizability, even experimentation, would make dis-
course analysis more persuasive and more informative both to social
scientists and to lay people, and the institutions which fund social
science research. Indeed, discourse analysis may have more in common
with the rest of social psychology than at first appears. The analyst
selects a domain of study (independent variables of factors), collects a
particular form of evidence, usually linguistic (the data), assembles and
condenses the evidence so as to embark on an interpretation (coding
the dependent variables), presents typical or representative parts (the
analysis/results), in order to make a point (the discussion).

The third issue concerns the assumption of the power of discourse.
We frequently come across the idea that particular discourses legit-
imize or allow certain practices to continue and prevent others from
occuring (e.g. Potter and Wetherell, 1987; Reicher and Potter, 1985).
Thus, for example, it is assumed, and illustrated, that political dis-
course is designed to have particular effects. This may well be so, but
the question remains as to what effects actually arize. We advocate a
different emphasis from Ian Parker. In particular, while we accept that
discourse involves a process of construction of ideas and meanings, we
regard the interesting issue as what people do with those ideas. First
there are the cognitive elements of perception and memory, access-
ibility and availability, association and representation of information.
A radical Marxist discourse may be powerful in terms of the discourse-
analytic implications, but if the reader/listener either cannot understand
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the terminology, or has already decided that Marxism is not worth
attending to, the nature and structure of the discourse has no implica-
tions for anything else. Similarly, religious discourses are selective in
their effects and consequences.

In addition to the cognitive elements, it would seem critical to
embody social and motivational processes in making sense of dis-
course. Discourse does not just arize, it has to be created. This process
involves purpose, objectives, functions and social understanding on
the part of the creator. Why should a racist discourse be employed?
What are people doing with it? These questions are not restricted to
discourse, but are broader social psychological questions which
discourse analysis may help to answer. Rather than simply imply from
an analysis of a discourse that it is racist, the researcher could go back
to the source of the discourse and ask whether the interpretation is
accurate. It might also be sensible to inquire directly what impression
the producer of the discourse was intending to create and on whom.
Moreover, behavioural or other measures relevant to construct valida-
tion could be employed to see whether discourses which the analyst
categorizes as ‘racist’ have implications for anything else. Another
avenue for discourse analytic study would be to examine the impact
of different situational factors, different interaction contexts (etc.) on
the discourse used in relation to particular topics. For example, is
children’s discourse about ethnic minorities different in the classroom
and the playground?

We are especially concerned about the implication that discourse
analysts might consider themselves to be best placed to utilize their
work to bring about social change. Embodied in this ambition is the
assumption that discourse determines everything else (cf. the Sapir-
Whorf strong hypothesis). We very much doubt that, for example,
racism can be reduced substantially by changing discourse. The social
conditions which give rize to racism will not go away just because the
language has been altered (cf. Kinder and Sears’s (1981) analysis of
symbolic racism). It is also unclear why the mission of discourse analysis
should be to ‘empower those at the sharp end of dominant discourses
and discursive practices’ (as Parker claims). In Britain, for example, the
fascist National Front is just such a group. Presumably we would not
really wish to empower them. What right do discourse analysts have to
give themselves responsibility for deciding which groups should be
empowered? Political action is certainly legitimate, but it is not the
case that academics should necessarily take the moral high ground in
this way. It is probably true that those who are most likely to be in a
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position to take advantage of the insights of discourse analysts are
those who already hold power. There is no reason to suppose that
discourse analysis will be any more liberating than the behaviourist
theorizing it echoes (Hogg and McGarty, 1990).

Of greatest concern to us is that many of social psychological
processes which sustain particular ideologies or images may simply be
ignored by discourse analysts. For example, we know that group discus-
sion tends to lead group members’ opinions to polarize in the already
favoured direction. The processes by which consensus is arrived at
involve classification of the social field, but not necessarily through dis-
course (cf. Sherif, 1936, Abrams et al., 1990). Indeed the linguistic or
informational aspects of a situation may be less important than aspects
which provide a context for the discourse. There is no need to discuss in
detail the extensive literature on socio-linguistics, speech-accomodation,
second language acquisition and social identity here. However, that
literature (e.g. Edwards, 1985; Giles and Robinson, 1990; Sachdev and
Bourhris, 1990) illustrates how paralinguistic features, and social
categorization can dramatically affect reactions to what is being said.
Moreover, language is intimately tied up with identity – the experience
and sense of who we are. This, like many other essentially social
phenomena (e.g., grief, joy, envy, collective effort, personal ambition)
is not wholly explicable in terms of discourse. The literature on social
influence (Abrams and Hogg, 1990; Hogg and Turner, 1987; Perez and
Mugny, 1990; Perry and Cacioppo, 1981) is now replete with illustra-
tions of the relevance of social psychological processes to the way
people deal with discourse.

Social psychological theory has tried to address the problem of social
change, the prediction of behaviour, the reduction of intergroup preju-
dice, and so on. Discourse analysis can provide a powerful addition to the
battery of methods available, but hardly seems viable as an alternative.

We prefer to conceive of people as social agents, with a capacity for
self-reflection (Abrams, 1990), a desire for self-definition (Abrams and
Hogg, 1988), and understanding of the social field (Hogg and McGarty,
1990; Turner et al., 1987) who are often both motivated and deliberate
in their actions. People have specific relationships to which they
develop commitment, involvement and plans (Abrams, 1989).
Discourse is a tool used by individuals, groups, institutions and society.
But people are aware that it is a tool (cf. Parker’s 3rd criterion).

Recent dismissals of the relevance of psychological processes in
social phenomena have emphasized the futility of a scientific approach
to social practices. Some have argued that since all knowledge is
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socially constructed it is fruitless to adopt an individual level analysis
(M. Gergen, 1989; Harré, 1989b), and that we should instead analyse
the discourse of science, and concentrate on a social epistemology
(K. Gergen, 1989a). However, these meta-theoretical commentaries
may misrepresent both the content and underlying assumptions of
much recent social psychological theorizing and research (Stroebe and
Kruglanski, 1989). We agree that the theoretical and methodological
developments within discourse analysis are valuable for understanding
society, but see no reason to jettison the whole of social psychology (or
quantitative social science) on that account. This would be to throw
the baby out with the bath water. Indeed, we hope that the usefulness
of discourse analysis may be enhanced by its incorporation into
existing theory and method in social psychology. 
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6c
Real Things
Discourse, Context and Practice

Discourse (language organized into sets of texts) and discourses
(systems of statements within and through those sets) have a power.
To say this is not to attribute agency to a system, but simply to
acknowledge constraining and productive forces. There are forces of
institutional disadvantage and division, for example, which do not
flow from individual intentions, and the phenomena of power and
ideology need not be traced to conspiratorial machinations. It would
be dangerous to attempt to do so, and the unpleasant consequences
particularly difficult to challenge if such investigation proceeded under
cover of objective science. Discourse analysis unravels the conceptual
elisions and confusions by which language enjoys its power. It is implicit
ideology-critique But there is more than language, and discourse analysis
needs attend to the conditions which make the meanings of texts, and
the research project which takes them seriously, possible.

In what sense is discourse ‘real’, and how real? How does discourse
relate to the real world’? These questions provoke, frame and trip up
defences and critiques of discourse analysis. There is a ‘worried about
the real’ discourse which operates in different ways, and the objects of
such discourse include, with a number of connotations and connec-
tions with other discourses, such things as ‘practice’ (in which dis-
course analysts attempt to dissolve the object status of discourse
through rhetorical distinctions from nouns and verbs) and ‘context’ (in
which critics reinforce its object status through comparisons with bath-
water). But to say that such matters are objects of a discourse is not to
say that they either only exist in texts (an extreme linguistic-realist
position) or that they only exist outside (an extreme brute empiricist
argument). It is clear that we need some way of talking about real
things to ground discourse analysis.



Object status

It may be useful to conceive of things (in the broadest sense of the word)
as being endowed with one of three possible ‘object status’, in one of
three possible categories (but with many things appearing, in different
forms, in more than one of the categories). There is, first of all, the
realm which Abrams and Hogg seem anxious about their reply to my
paper (in which they imagine, for some unknown reason, that ‘objects
only exist in a trivial way’ outside language for me), and in which
things have ontological status. They are really there, but the status and
scope of this realm is over-inflated in much traditional psychology. For
a realist, such as Bhaskar (1989), such things belong to an intransitive
realm of physical structures endowed with particular powers. Much of
the ‘practical’ sphere that Harré (1979) describes is made up things
which have ontological status. A twofold problem arising here is that not
only does brute empiricism claim that things with ontological status
can be directly known, but it also attributes this type of object status to
things that belong to other realms. Abrams and Hogg, for example,
write that it is possible to ‘describe precisely’ and ‘replicate exactly’
responses, behaviours and responses, and so they are able to declare
confidently they that ‘know’ about group phenomena and the such-
like. This then means that they can seriously argue that discourse
analysts should ‘demonstrate its superiority in dealing with the same
phenomena and issues that concern social psychologists’. We are not,
however, dealing with the ‘same phenomena’.

There is no simple correspondence between things with ontological
status (objects) and the things we have given meaning to, talk about,
know about. When Abrams and Hogg say that objects ‘cannot exist
unless they do so in relation to other objects’, they refer to things in a
second realm. A problem here is that they do seem to believe, mistak-
enly, that our apprehension of objects as separate things is unproblem-
atic, and they fail to take accounts of the difficulties we have in
learning to differentiate objects (compare, for example, Milner, 1950).
Such things belong to a realm of things with epistemological status.

Crudely put, these are the things we have knowledge about. For a
realist, it is not possible to obtain knowledge about things with only
ontological status (those in the intransitive sphere) without a pre-
existing array of knowledge (and techniques) which lie in this second
‘transitive’ sphere (Bhaskar, 1989).

Harré’s (1979) ‘expressive’ order includes the knowledge we have of
things, but I also want to mark out a third realm (within the expressive
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order) in which things have a moral/political status. Much talk about
psychological phenomena is ideologically loaded to the extent that
objects such as ‘intelligence’, ‘race’, ‘attitudes’, etc., can be called into
being, and thus given a moral/political status. (The birth of an object
into such a realm is not necessarily harmful, a point I will pursue below.)
In this third realm of things with a moral/political status, and it is a realm
we cannot wish away (it is necessary to human society), we can always
remind ourselves that such objects are being advanced for strategic
reasons – we can treat them ‘as if’ they were there. Discourses and texts,
having emerged from the third realm, now have epistemological status.

Here, though, there are two related problems. The first is that the
(second) epistemological realm contains ‘objects’ of knowledge which
are derived both from research into the ontological realm (with much
of the translation in the modern world in this respect conducted by
science) and from the objects produced in the moral/political sphere
(with much of this translation process functioning as the production of
fake intransitive material). The epistemological status of things, then,
is often contested because such things pretend to represent the real
(they derive from objects that really exist) when they actually merely
represent items constructed in a political rhetoric (they derive typically
from ideological pictures of the real).

The second problem is that the moral/political realm reflects, and
reproduces, dominant cultural forms of thought. In higher education
and research, for example, there is a dynamic towards individual choice
in which a range of forces (companies, local authorities, students,
parents) are encouraged to determine how and what is taught (and
researched) in the academic institutions. Deliberate policy decisions have
changed British Polytechnics into self-governing corporate bodies, but
the motivating forces for the transformation of academic issues into
matters susceptible to a cost-benefit analysis have been the newly
‘empowered’ consumers. It is often the case that the nature (and
‘powers’) of individuals at any time flow not so much from their ‘atti-
tudes’ or ‘motivations’ (which they then ‘communicate’ to others).
but from the overall ideological context, we can tease apart that
context through analysis of the discourses (of ‘choice’, individual-
ism’, ‘efficiency’) which set the ground rules for action.

Context

Discourse analysis radicalizes the turn to language in social psycho-
logy, but must also attempt to survive in a still powerful traditional
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climate of experimentalism in the discipline (Parker, 1989). This tradi-
tion has been divided, until the end of the 1980s, between those stub-
bornly clinging to orthodox (mainly trivial) experimental studies (on
verbal behaviour, for example) or ostensibly more radical intergroup
experimental studies (Tajfelian Social Identity Theory). Across this,
orthogonally as it were, the waves of research in attribution theory
(with a massive influence), social cognition (with a sizeable following),
social representations (less so), and discourse analysis (increasingly)
have swept across the discipline. It is discourse analysis, that has
caused most damage to the pretended internal coherence of social
psychology.

On the one hand, the older orthodox experimentalists have reacted
with horror at a qualitative approach which appears non-systematic,
unscientific, and worse even than the new social psychologists (Harré,
1979; Shotter, 1975) that they had to put up with in the 1970s. On the
other hand, the more radical intergroup people (a post-Tajfel genera-
tion which has spread from the Bristol and Kent centres) have reacted,
in the main, cautiously or defensively to discourse analysis. The thor-
ough turn to language that discourse analysis provokes has little time
for experimental studies of group identification.

Abrams and Hogg’s reply to my paper is useful for it lucidly expresses
a traditional social-psychological response to a discourse approach.
Three points in their argument stand out. First, there is the implication
that the (re)definition of a field of study, in this case as ‘texts’ and ‘dis-
courses’ (Abrams and Hogg conflate and confuse the two), should nec-
essarily lead us to being unable to believe that there is anything else
outside language. On the contrary, I am happy to say that when some-
thing can be interpreted (and so becomes a text) it does not dissolve
and lose all other object status. When experimental social psycholo-
gists define their object of study, they want to see it in all places –
claiming, for example, that ‘social behaviour can occur everywhere,
including a crowded subway’ (Deaux and Wrightsman, 1984: 5). They
need not wish away everything else as if it did not exist (though it does
sometimes appear that they are tempted by this wish).

A second point arising from Abrams and Hogg’s reply is where they
pursue a reductionist account with a fervour that feeds the suspicion
that brute empiricism can really only comfortably operate with
either/or categories. There is a continual appeal to the real, but it is a
fantasized ‘real’ which owes a lot to individualism (with the ‘individ-
ual’ as an object brought into discourse as a moral/political object). It is
not possible to discover meanings by going to the real ‘source’, for
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‘communication’ is not the transfer of ‘intentions’ from one individual
head to another (cf. Easthope, 1990). To translate terms from discourse
analysis into ‘dependent variables’ and the such-like would simply
replace a focus on the organization of language with the traditional
attempts to define, predict and control ‘behaviours’, ‘cognitions’, etc.
(things which are not really there).

The point has been well made that ‘everyday human activities do
not just appear vague and indefinite because we are still as yet ignorant
of their true underlying nature, but that they are really vague’ (Shotter,
1990: 9). Reductionism appeals to the real, but its objects are called
into being in the moral/political sphere, and are made to operate ‘as if’
they were true (as part of the apparatus of regulation which is the psy-
complex). This is not to say that we do not need ‘models of the person’
compatible with a discourse approach (Parker, 1992), but discourse
analysis is mainly concerned with the ways in which such ‘objects’
arose, and the functions they serve in language and social relations.

There is a third point in Abrams and Hogg’s reply with which 
I sympathize. They argue, quite rightly, that different situations will
give rize to different meanings. It would be possible to ask questions
about differences in discourse in different circumstances. However,
such questions can be better framed in terms of the conditions for the
employment of different discourses, and their intersection at different
subject positions in institutions governed by relations of power and
ideology, than in terms of ‘situational factors’. To talk about ‘situa-
tional factors’ is to repeat the mistaken assumption that the things a
social psychologist studies are discrete entitities which interact with
one another in (at least potentially) predictable ways.

Practice

It is true that to talk of discourses intersecting can also lead to an
abstraction and reification of theoretical constructs. The risk is worth
taking, for it is crucial that we hold to some conception of the differ-

ence between discourses in order to deal with the real worry that Potter
et al. voice in their reply to my paper, that commonsense might be
reified (and unwittingly celebrated). However, a great deal of the worry
here can be traced to projection on Potter et al.’s part, for they set up
the category ‘common-sense experience’ as if it was unitary. Just as
there are different discourses, there are dominant and dominated
cultures, different ‘common senses’ within the contested domain
which is society. To identify a discourse is to take a position, and the
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ability to step outside a discourse and to label it in a particular way is a
function of both the accessing of dominant cultural meanings and the
marginal (critical) position which the researcher takes (within or along-
side another discourse or sub-culture or commonsense).

It is in this context, of practice, that the issue of ‘empowerment’
which Abrams and Hogg raize could seriously be addressed, for it is
only when the wider context is understood (using a Marxist theoretical
framework, perhaps) that one gets a sense of how particular discourses
reproduce a dominant culture. Just as certain objects are called into
being, given a moral/political status which then are researched (given
epistemological status) and treated as if they really are there (as if they
had ontological status), so certain objects can be studied as objects
(solely) perhaps) of a discourse and thereby be deconstructed. The
employment of notions of ‘intelligence’, ‘racial character’ and the such-
like need to be understood in order to determine in what ways power
is exercized by the dominant culture (‘race’, ‘gender’, ‘class’). The
empowerment process in research can then be informed by moral/
political choices (not at all a ‘moral high ground’) to deny or give a
‘voice’ to participants (Bhavnani, 1990).

Traditional experimental social psychologists appeal to ‘real’ things
that have no ontological status (but which are often attributed with
such status), and they attack alternative conceptual frameworks which
threaten to deconstruct claims to such a status and which then, it
appears (to them), set up objects endowed with the same status.
Because the debate between traditional social psychology and discourse
analysis (between Abrams and Hogg and myself) is between two frame-
works, it is necessary to draw attention to the way that (despite Abrams
and Hogg’s declared interest in ‘context’) discourse analysis is precizely
concerned with the context within which the ‘objects’ social psycho-
logy takes as ‘real’ emerge.

Discourse analysts, on the other hand, debate within a common
framework. A problem we (Potter et al. and myself) have is that lan-
guage is loaded against us, and much of our energy is spent dealing
with objects which we know derive from the moral/political sphere,
and which then exist with much power in contemporary discourses in
the epistemological realm. We each fear that the other is attributing
such objects ontological status. Potter et al. are right, for example, to
say that there is ‘a danger’ that discourse analysts will construct ‘ideal-
ized data’ if discourses are continually talked about as if they were
things (though I do like their tectonic plates metaphor despite the
naughty rhetorical twist later in the reply when the metaphor becomes
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‘Platonic/tectonic’), and obviously right to catch me claiming that the
term ‘discourse’ is more ‘accurate’ (when I could have said it was more
appropriate or useful).

I attribute to the organization of discourse, to positivist and
Cartesian discourses in particular, not to Potter et al.’s beliefs, respons-
ibility for some of the bizarrely empiricist claims in their reply: when
they argue that they can ‘predict’ the effects of certain functional
orientations (shortly after claiming that what is picked out in talk
‘depends on the orientation and interests of the speaker’): when they
argue that the notion of a ‘limited range’ of an interpretative repertoire
is supported by a ‘conspicous lack of variation’ (after rehearing their
claim that discourse analysis makes a virtue of variation); and when
they employ the trope ‘it was found that’ to describe one of the
recurrent grammatical constructions in scientists’ discourse (and
Potter et al. write that ‘it was found that’ scientists say this). When
they appeal to the claim that aspects of speech are ‘alive as
“authentically meant” parts of arguments’, they would probably
acknowledge the typically deconstructive point that such a claim as a
quote from a written text, now part of a discourse about rhetoric,
could not be ‘authentically meant’ (perhaps never, in the sense that
appears to be meant here).

I do argue that post-structuralism helps us to deconstruct the
either/or oppositions which inhabit modern social psychology and
the historical conditions which led to its emergence and success. But
although I appear to be harder on ethnomethodological positions, 
I also argue (Parker, 1989) that it is precisely the points of contact
between (‘bad’) ethnomethodology and (‘good’) post-structuralism
which serve to highlight limitations of both (cf. Dews, 1987). It is true
that for a moral/political stance, post-structuralism is often unhelpful
(e.g. Burman, 1990). The practice of discourse analysis is bound up
with the multiplicity of practices that academics, researchers and
subjects engage in. It should be part of a greater project (to identify
and challenge processes of power and ideology), and the notions of
‘discourse’ and ‘text’ employed within that project are both necessarily
parts of the problem and ‘as if devices to help us understand it. 
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Part III

Critical Discursive Research,
Subjectivity and Practice

This third part of the book addresses the role of reflexivity and subjec-
tivity in relation to the practice of discursive research. The purpose of
the account in Chapter 7 is to show how existing problematic elements
of psychoanalytic reasoning can be transformed theoretically to make
them useful for critical work. Just as the chapters in the first two Parts
of the book made it clear that we cannot simply take discourse analysis
on good coin and assume that it will help us in critical analysis, so
Chapter 7 shows that we do have to do some theoretical work to bring
out the critical potential of psychoanalysis. Only then will it be possi-
ble to go beyond the motifs of ‘blank subjectivity’ and ‘uncomplicated
subjectivity’ in alternative forms of qualitative research and arrive at
something suitably complex, complex enough to do justice to the
complexity of human experience. Psychoanalysis here is not used as an
interpretive grid that will reveal the true meaning of the text. Rather, it
is a framework that informs the reading in order that the researcher
may better attend to the forms of subjectivity circulating in the text. 

The following two chapters provide concrete examples of how this
plays out in research practice. Chapter 8 takes the analysis further with
a consideration of the contribution of discourse analysis to our under-
standing of the way psychotherapeutic discourse operates in contem-
porary culture. Then Chapter 9 turns this view of therapeutic discourse
around to extend the analysis of psychoanalytic subjectivity relayed
through discursive complexes to account for the role of behavioural
and cognitive motifs in popular culture. We then turn to the surprising
ways discursive ideas are used in psychotherapy so that their role as
critique – as deconstruction – is augmented by a perspective for
progressive constructive change in and against the psy-complex. 



7
Reflexive Research and the
Grounding of Analysis
Psychology and the Psy-complex

This chapter is concerned with reflexivity in research, and the way
research is grounded in the operations of the psy-complex in psycho-
logy. A central argument is that qualitative research in general, and a
focus on reflexivity in particular, requires theoretical grounding.
Distinctions are drawn between ‘uncomplicated subjectivity’, ‘blank
subjectivity’ and ‘complex subjectivity’; and the analytic device of the
‘discursive complex’ is described. It is argued that such theoretical
grounding can usefully draw on developments in discourse analytic,
deconstructionist, and psychoanalytic social research. The opposition
between objectivity and subjectivity is deconstructed, and psychoana-
lytic conceptual reference points for an understanding of the discursive
construction of complex subjectivity in the context of institutions are
explored with particular reference to the location of the researcher
in the psy-complex. The chapter discusses the reflexive engagement of
the researcher with data, and the construction of the identity of the
researcher with reference to professional bodies. An analysis of a docu-
ment produced by the British Psychological Society is presented to
illustrate conceptual issues addressed in the first sections. This illustra-
tive analysis is designed to show how the material is structured by a
series of six discursive complexes, and that the institutional structure
facilitates, and inhibits, certain forms of action and reflection. It would
be a folly, at this stage in our understanding, to seek to restrict psycho-
logical science to particular styles of theory or method, (British
Psychological Society, 1988: 12). 

The issue of reflexivity in social psychological research has become
particularly important in the wake of criticisms of laboratory experiment-
ation in the 1970s (Harré and Secord, 1972; Tajfel, 1972; Gauld and
Shotter, 1977) and the more recent emergence of discourse analysis
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(Potter and Wetherell, 1987; Hollway, 1989; Parker, 1992; Burman and
Parker, 1993) The self-image and position of the researcher in the disci-
pline were a preoccupation of early ‘new paradigm’ writers (Shotter, 1975;
Reason and Rowan, 1981), and became the focus of studies reported at
the advent of discourse analysis (Potter, 1988b). Feminist researchers have
been particularly concerned with the role of reflexivity in psychology
(Wilkinson, 1988) and, in this respect, critical reflection on the part of the
researcher in social psychological investigation has operated as a bridge
between empirical research and a political engagement with social issues.
A reflexive analysis of the research process that locates the social psycho-
logist in a clearly specified relationship to her ‘subjects’ functions in a cor-
relative manner, for example, to claims by feminists outside psychology
that ‘the personal is political’ (Rowbotham et al., 1979).

Reflexive research in qualitative work is also becoming increasingly
important for psychologists attempting to comprehend issues of race
and class (Phoenix, 1990; Walkerdine, 1990). In qualitative work,
where an analysis of reflexivity is encouraged and where new forms of
subjectivity are allowed to take shape in the course of the research,
there is often a strong personal engagement with the material, a sense
of being immersed, overwhelmed, and sometimes of being transformed
by the subject matter. This aspect of research is also apparent in set-
tings in which psychology is taught. For students carrying out practical
and dissertation research informed by anti-racist and feminist perspec-
tives, for example, what is barely articulated at the beginning of the
project often eventually becomes the most difficult and most exciting
object of study-themselves (see Burman, 1990). It is then apparent that
the task, as well as working with the data, is to develop a political
analysis of what it is that the student is immersed in and over-
whelmed by. Sometimes that is conceptualized as institutional racism
or patriarchy, or capitalism, and sometimes, particularly when past
training in positivist methods have hampered research, the problem
is seen as closer to home, in the form of the psy-complex (Ingleby,
1985; Rose, 1985).

Although a more detailed history of the growth of the psy-complex as
it pertains to psychology, and a review of the role of positivism in social
psychological research, are still necessary (Parker, 1989), such work would
not, on its own, address and support the experience of researchers,
nor would it help a reflection upon the conditions of possibility for
research practice. There is also a risk that a purely academic history
of the discipline may function merely to alienate further those who
feel that something is wrong in psychology, and want to work with
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their experience. It would not be helpful, in this case, to write off
experience as just another social construction, or to reduce the
expressed dissatisfaction with positivism as a rhetorical trope,
discursive position, or warrant. It is here that the political limitations
of social constructionist (Gergen, 1985) and some discursive analytic
approaches (Edwards and Potter, 1992a) become apparent. It is necessary
to reflect on the structure of the institution of psychology as it operates
now. The internal discussions of the British Psychological Society (BPS)
on the future of the discipline provide an opportunity for such
reflection. In Britain the BPS plays an important role in the representation
of psychologists and in overseeing undergraduate and professional
courses in psychology. A key BPS document will be analysed in a later
section of this chapter.

However, the presentation of empirical material here will be preceded
by an argument, one that also affects the structure of the chapter, that
qualitative research in general, and a focus on reflexivity in particular,
requires theoretical grounding. The theoretical aspect is generated
through a conceptual analysis of social psychological research, and
the grounding is accomplished through a reading of a BPS text. In the
following sections of the chapter the role of objectivity and subject-
ivity in psychology is deconstructed, and a set of conceptual reference
points elaborated. These reference points are then used to illuminate
subject positions constructed for researchers within the discipline.

Objectivity

The first difficulty a qualitative researcher attempting to work reflexively
faces is an assumption in traditional psychology that objectivity and
subjectivity are two separate phenomena, and that they must necessarily
be counterposed (Reason and Rowan, 1981; Hollway, 1989). It will be
helpful, then, to subject this opposition to a brief deconstruction.
Deconstruction, which derives from the work of Jacques Derrida (e.g.
1978), writing in the tradition of French post-structuralist philosophy,
can be used to explore assumptions which structure a text, and the
approach has been fruitfully employed in psychology (Parker, 1988;
Parker and Shotter, 1990). In the present case, the relationship between
objectivity and subjectivity, as an opposition that structures social
psychological texts, can be subverted so that ‘objectivity’, which is nor-
mally treated as more important – as the privileged term – is seen to be
dependent upon ‘subjectivity’. A double rhetorical move, which privi-
leges objectivity, organizes much quantitative work in psychology, and
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that rhetoric and giving of privilege is also used to devalue qualitative
research. I will take each of the two aspects of this double rhetorical
move in turn.

Zero-sum equation

First, the objective and the subjective are weighed against one another,
as if the more there is of one the less there is of the other. In this
conceptual version of a zero-sum equation, the attainment of an objec-
tive position requires the suppression of subjective interest in the
research, for such interest, it is thought, can only prejudice the balance
and neutrality of psychology. Double-blind procedures in laboratory
experiments to screen out ‘experimenter effects’ (Rosenthal, 1966)
express this concern with bias as a contaminant of pure scientific
research. Similarly, it is assumed that if the subjective engagement of
the researcher were to run unchecked, it would then be impossible to
produce an objective account.

The rhetoric of experimental study reproduces a simultaneously
terminological separation between the objective and the subjective,
and a confusion as to the nature of their referents. In traditional social
psychological research, the objects of study are termed ‘subjects’ at the
very moment that the researcher is encouraged to discard subjective
involvement in favour of an objective attitude. In this process the
researcher exchanges an affective engagement in the topic (an interest
in the research and in a successful outcome) for the object status of the
‘subjects’. Criticisms of the role of the experiment in psychology have
often focused on the treatment of the ‘subjects’ and the moral–political
importance of according them the status of human beings (Harré and
Secord, 1972), but an equivalent process occurs (in reverse as it were)
for the experimenter, when she understands her own role only in
relation to an objective array of facts and data independent of her, and
she suppresses her nature as a human being investigating, and in
relation to others. (Needless to say this argument also applies if ‘he’ is
doing research, but is worth noting, as feminists have pointed out,
that the male researcher usually finds it much easier to work with
facts that are completely separate from his subjective involvement.)

More recently, feminist writers in sociology (Roberts, 1981; Stanley
and Wise, 1983) and then psychology (Wilkinson, 1988; Burman,
1990; Walkerdine, 1990) have insisted that we should work with,
rather than against, experience to arrive at something closer to an
objective account. One of the forms of discourse analysis that brings
together feminist, Foucauldian, and psychoanalytic ideas has rehearsed
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again the argument that to work against subjectivity will only lead
social psychologists to produce a bizarre variety of subjectivity, precisely
that which positivist social psychologists mistakenly call ‘objectivity’
(Hollway, 1989). In deconstructionist terms, we see that the ‘objective’
position of the social psychological researcher, which is normally
privileged as scientific, is dependent on subjective qualities. To be
separate from the object of study, to be untouched by the emotional
aspects of the material, is to enjoy or suffer what we might also now
call, in discourse analytic terminology, a distinctive ‘subject position’
in the research process in relation to our subjects (Davies and Harré,
1990; Stenner, 1993).

Individual and collective action

A second aspect of the rhetoric of psychology that divides objectivity
from subjectivity (in order to privilege the former term) concerns the
nature of the individual in relation to the collective. An enduring
problem in psychology is the way the relationship between the individual
and the social is understood, and writers using the post-structuralist
variants of discourse theory have argued that the discipline routinely
splits the individual from the social (Henriques et al., 1984; Parker,
1989). The problem is compounded when objectivity is treated as a
property of the collective, when it is seen as emerging from the con-
sensus of opinion, and when subjectivity is treated as a property of the
individual, when it is seen as a set of idiosyncratic beliefs. A paradox, or
‘dilemma’ (Billig, et al., 1988) here in the rhetoric of psychology is that
the culture within which psychology emerged respects the individual as
a rational citizen and suspects collective activity to amount to little more
than irrational mob-rule (Parker, 1989).

A strategy of discursive policing underpins the dichotomy and
guarantees its power. Such discursive policing affects both the activity
of the collective when it oversteps the bounds of rational action and
the individual when they fail to temper rationality with moral judge-
ment. As critical writers in psychology have pointed out, it is when the
collective starts to act as an agent, especially as an agent of protest or
change, that it is seen as contaminated by irrational subjective forces.
Correlatively, it is when an individual adheres too strongly to an ideo-
logically elaborated, and so a socially shared position, especially when
they become a source of protest or change, that they are seen as
plagued by rigid, authoritarian ways of thinking (Reicher, 1982; Billig,
1985). Empirical and conceptual work by these writers has been con-
cerned with demonstrating that collective activity is often underpinned
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by rational and moral considerations (Reicher, 1984), and that individ-
ual authoritarian cognitive styles are no less supple or ‘dilemmatic’
than democratic ones (Billig, 1987).

Different traditions of thought that have a bearing on the principal
concerns of this chapter have also emphasized the interrelationship
between subjectivity and objectivity in individual and collective
action. Writers inspired by the ethogenic tradition, for example, have
argued that psychological space includes public and collective aspects,
and subjectivity is not confined to the individual or the private sphere
(Harré, 1983). The work of accounting is seen here as a property of
‘joint action’ (Shotter, 1984). More recently, work on collective properties
of memory in discourse research has opened up the realm of the sub-
jective beyond the individual (Middleton and Edwards, 1990). The
feminist argument that ‘the personal is political’ (Rowbotham et al.,
1979) has also redefined how the boundaries between the individual
and the collective may be understood, and how we may value the role
of subjectivity in collective activity. In each of these alternative tradi-
tions, the individual is seen as dependent on the collective for their
memory, reasoning, activity, and identity.

There are far-reaching consequences of such a deconstruction for the
ways in which reflexivity and notions of context should be understood
in research. Reflexivity must now be seen as embedded in a collective
research process, and as part of the ‘context’ of the research. Context is
no longer to be seen as something to be tacked on, for it enters into
the ‘position’ of the researcher. Part of that context for social psycho-
logical researchers is the structure of academic and professional
psychology the psy-complex and, in Britain, its key institutional player
is the BPS. It is necessary, before turning to the psy-complex and the
BPS, to consider further the nature of subjectivity in research.

Subjectivity

The new paradigm debates in social psychology in the 1970s (e.g.
Harré and Secord, 1972), the emergence of discourse analysis during
the 1980s (e.g. Potter and Wetherell, 1987), and the discussions of
qualitative methods in the early 1990s (e.g. Henwood and Pidgeon,
1992) have given rise to a new climate in the discipline in which it is
possible to question traditional views of scientific rigour and
reflexivity. New methodological developments have opened a space for
alternative conceptions of subjectivity to be explored. Now three
distinct ways of grasping the role of subjectivity are apparent in
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psychology; I will designate these ‘uncomplicated’, ‘blank’, and
‘complex’ subjectivity.

Uncomplicated subjectivity

In spite of, and perhaps because of, the history of positivism in the
discipline and its concomitant suspicion of reflexivity, the most
tempting, soft, and appealing of objects in psychology is the subject,
or the humanist idea of the pure subject as an active reflective agent. The
subject is seen as the ‘value added’ in much qualitative research. When
the data speaks for itself it is thought that the uncomplicated subject as
researcher need only listen carefully. This is a revival of the assumption
that organized knowledge is a ‘mirror’ of nature (Rorty, 1980), and the
nature of the subject who is the reflexive agent is assumed to be pregiven
(there before, and independent of social context). Qualitative social
psychology which draws on sociology, particularly in ‘grounded theory’
(Glaser and Strauss, 1967), is founded on this notion of the subject, and
it is not surprising that this is so. Humanism has been constructed as an
enemy by positivists in the discipline, and so now it is a threat. The
notion of ‘uncomplicated subjectivity’ is one that has been challenged in
critical work inspired by post-structuralism, where it has been described
as a version of the rational ‘unitary subject’ of the Cartesian tradition
(Henriques et al., 1984; Hollway, 1989). This should not detract from the
progressive role that humanist arguments currently play in psychology.
We should be aware, though, that there are limitations to this rather
naive humanist view of the person.

Blank subjectivity

A rather different reaction to traditional images of the individual in
psychology, and one that owes something to structuralist arguments,
has entailed a dismissal of individual experience as a fiction. The
experience of the individual, in this view, is seen as written through by
discourses or other collective resources, such as social representations.
Sometimes these resources are conceived of as formal structures that
also have a reality inside people’s heads, in the form of individual
representations (Farr and Moscovici, 1984) or cognitive templates
(Harré, 1979). There is also, however, in some writing, a sustained
refusal of appeals to individual mental mechanisms or intentions
beyond or outside what we can actually read in a text (Edwards and
Potter, 1992b), and some understandable worries about the determinism
in this position have been expressed (Billig, 1991; Curt, 1994). Insofar
as this position takes cultural forms seriously, it deserves serious
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consideration. However, it should be pointed out that this is the social
constructionist flip-side of humanism, a mirror-image of it, and it is
not surprising, perhaps, that this obstinate rejection of internal states
(individual experience as ‘blank subjectivity’) can collapse pretty
quickly into a simple humanist view of the person (a version of
‘uncomplicated subjectivity’) through the rhetoric of ‘people just do
this, why spin more out of it’. Here, what is deliberately unexamined
and untheorized at one moment – the human agent – becomes seen as
entirely unproblematic the next.

Complex subjectivity

A third approach to this issue is through the figure of ‘complex subjec-
tivity’ in which a sense of agency is tangled up in cultural forms. This
is a mixture of the first and second senses of subjectivity, but one that
is complicated further through the particular dominant cultural forms
pertaining to self-knowledge that circulate in society at the present
time. The figure of ‘complex subjectivity’ is one that takes seriously
both the intentions and desires of the individual and the operation of
social structures and discursive forms. A crucial part of this third
notion of subjectivity, however, is that the cultural elements out of
which a distinct sense of individuality are forged must be attended to.
Here the social constructionist position advanced by Harré (1983,
1986b) and Shotter (1984, 1993) on the formation of the self and an
inner emotional life through the internalization of shared represent-
ations of individuality are relevant. At issue here, and complicating the
attempts of social psychological researchers in their search for underly-
ing patterns of behaviour or cognitive mechanisms, is the powerful
role played by forms of pop-psychology outside the formal ‘psycho-
logical’ institutions.

Each and every culture complicates research into the social rela-
tions that comprize it, and complicates the subjectivity of all who
live in it, researchers or not, through religious and ideological
mystification, overt coercion, threats and fear, and through orders of
discourse which determine what may and may not be said (Foucault,
1969). The ‘grounding’ of theory is then an endeavour that must
involve the researcher in the task of constructing a map of the
terrain, one which includes not only the objects of study, but also
the researcher themselves. The method a researcher should use,
then, also needs to grasp the specific forms of experience lived as
culturally constructed resources – resources shared by researcher and
researched. Research on social representations has gone some way to
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addressing this task of cultural analysis (Moscovici, 1976; Farr and
Moscovici, 1984), but the contribution of discourse analytic research
and psychoanalytic theory is also of value here. Psychoanalytic
theory, in particular, is important, for it operates both as topic and
resource.

At this point it is necessary to appeal to one of the foundation texts
of the social representations tradition, among other studies, to support
an argument relating to the nature of shared psychological knowledge
in contemporary culture. Moscovici (1976) traced the suffusion of
psychoanalysis through popular culture in France, and his detailed
study of the social representation of psychoanalysis is paralleled by
sociological work in America (Berger, 1965) and Britain (Bocock, 1976),
which has traced the ‘cultural affinity’ of contemporary culture with
psychoanalytic categories. It is possible to connect an account of the
cultural transmission of psychoanalytic knowledge with social
constructionist positions in psychology (Parker, 1993), and the study
reported in this chapter is part of a wider project to explore the role of
psychoanalytic forms as properties of discourse (Parker, 1997a). For
present purposes, it must suffice to point to the way in which ‘complex
subjectivity’ is threaded through with psychoanalytic themes. At the
present time, in much of this culture, complex subjectivity is also, to
some extent, psychoanalytic subjectivity.

While it may be appropriate simply to employ psychoanalytic
theory to understand social phenomena – and there is strong tradi-
tion of research now available to social psychologists ranging from
the Frankfurt School writings (Elliott, 1992) to Lacanian work
(Hollway, 1989) and British object relations theory (Frosh, 1991) –
the claim being made here is a little more sceptical of psychoanalysis
per se. Psychoanalytic theory is used here as an appropriate analytic
device because psychoanalytic knowledge helps structure this domi-
nant culture in which the research is being carried out. Reflexivity,
then, which is elaborated in the discourse of the culture, also takes
on a psychoanalytic character. This reworking of subjectivity also
entails the elaboration of specific analytic device, the ‘discursive
complex’.

Discursive complexes

The notion of the discursive complex is designed to draw upon work
on subject positions in discourse analytic research (e.g. Hollway,
1989; Davies and Harré, 1990; Stenner, 1993) and to connect this
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work with the particular psychodynamic type of culture that hosts
subjectivity in the Western world at the present time. Specific exam-
ples will be described below in the analysis of the range of subject
positions constituted for researchers in the psy-complex, but it is
worth specifying some of the general and more abstract properties of
a discursive complex first. A discursive complex has two interlinked
aspects, concerning social organization and individual reflexive prop-
erties of human action. On the one hand, as a first social aspect, it is
contained in the network of discourses that are produced in the
reading of the texts that comprize the symbolic order. Discourses are
seen here as sets of statements that construct objects and an array of
subject positions (Foucault, 1969; Parker, 1992), and discursive com-
plexes contain specifications for types of object and shapes of subjec-
tivity. A distinctive feature of the discursive complex, however, is
that the shapes they invite the speaking, writing, reading or listening
subject to occupy are organized around psychodynamic principles.
The theory of self they invite the occupant to elaborate so often now
is psychoanalytic.

The second aspect concerns the experiential dimension of language
use. A discursive complex is tuned to the complex subjectivity, the
psychoanalytic subjectivity that is constituted for culturally competent
members and provoked moment by moment in child-rearing prac-
tices, self-improvement manuals, therapeutic group settings of every
kind, and in versions of psychoanalysis in popular culture. The
subject positions that are made available in Western culture are
invested with attention and affect that then ‘holds’ the subject in a
particular relation to others. Discursive complexes that operate
according to psychoanalytic principles structure locations in the
linguistic sphere, on the surface, and simultaneously inscribe psycho-
dynamic forms of feeling on subjects as beings with a sense of ‘depth’
(Foucault, 1976a).

Where does this leave researchers working in community settings or
other social situations who have a background in traditional psycho-
logy? A discussion of reflexive research and the grounding of research
in discursive and material forms should necessarily, at some point, stop
to reflect upon the nature of the discipline that hosts the research
enterprize. The account offered here elaborates, in some ways, the call
by feminist researchers to engage in ‘disciplinary reflexivity’
(Wilkinson, 1988). The next empirical and reflexive section of this
chapter attempts to do this, and to illustrate how the analytic device of
the discursive complex may be employed.
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The psy-complex

The psy-complex is the sprawling speculative and regulative network
of theories and practices that constitute psychology (Ingleby, 1985;
Rose, 1985). ‘Psychology’ is to be understood here in its broadest
sense to include the work of academic social psychologists doing
experiments through to general practitioners giving advice and
debates over the nature of nursery provision (Riley, 1983; Singer,
1992). Foucauldian historical work sees the psy-complex as all that
pertains to the individual, self-monitoring subject and the many
practices that subjects employ to survey and improve themselves
(Foucault, 1966, 1976a). However, the internal structure of the 
psy-complex as it is experienced by researchers in psychology,
including those who have in interest in Foucauldian work, has been
little analysed. How is the psy-complex organized? How are objects
distributed across the discipline and how are subject positions
ordered within its gaze? How do we function as subjects when we do
research and reflexive research in psychology? How might we ground
what we do in the network of practices that grounds us? This is not
the place for a detailed analysis of the whole of the psy-complex or
even, with a narrower focus, of all relevant British Psychological
Society documents. The single quotes for each category are simply
illustrative of patterns of meaning that have structured the terms of
debate in one document, The Future of the Psychological Sciences (BPS,
1988). The purpose here is to describe a theoretical position and
form of analysis.

The six discursive complexes outlined here are structured into three
pairs. Each of the pairs already co-exist in some tension in Freud’s
(1905, 1914, 1923) writings. The description of discursive complexes
may appear, in some respects, to be the simple extension or projection
of psychoanalytic categories from an individual level to the collective,
and the analysis may also appear to presuppose (as psychoanalysts
would) the actual operation of these processes within each individual
who participates in the psy-complex. However, no such implication
should necessarily be drawn from this account. As the theoretical
argument so far as emphasized, discursive complexes operate within
the collective, and then position individuals as subjects. The psycho-
analytic terminology used to capture these discursive forms here is
also designed to capture the dynamic qualities of discourse. These
qualities then offer to subjects opportunities for disagreement and
spaces for resistance.
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The ‘ego’ versus the ‘id’

The first pair consists of the discursive complexes of the ‘ego’ and the
‘id’ (Freud, 1923). The ‘ego’, in this case, refers to the way the institu-
tion governing the conduct of the psy-complex in Britain (the BPS)
operates as if it were a mental apparatus with a network of ‘defences’.
The Working Party set up by the Scientific Affairs Board of the BPS
notes, for example, that: ‘At every meeting of the Board there has been
discussion of some new threat to the psychological sciences’ (BPS,
1988: 2). 

The production of the ‘id’ as an ‘it’ is, in psychoanalytic terms, itself
the work of repression and, in like form, the attempt of the institution
of mainstream psychology to adequately comprehend irrationality
precisely produces images of things that seem to lie ‘outside’, things
that operate as if they were irrational and unconscious. An additional
fear that motivates the BPS document is that internal dissent could be
disruptive and destructive: ‘The psychological community could be its
own worst enemy … energies directed at conflict should be diverted to
constructive endeavour’ (BPS, 1988: 3). Such an image of the institu-
tion constitutes specific subject positions for its individual members.
Individuals are invited to experience activity outside BPS forums as
risky. Overt disagreement over questions of method, for example,
could constitute a ‘threat’ and then a destructive ‘conflict’, with those
responsible seen as breaking the unity of psychology and provoking
attack and disorder.

‘Working through’ versus ‘acting out’

Two discursive complexes mark an opposition within psychology that
further delegitimizes activity outside or against the institution, and
here the point at issue is the type of arena in which rational debate
may take place. The complexes of ‘working through’ and ‘acting out’
are derived from clinical work (Freud, 1914), but function as
specifications of boundaries and proper forums in which certain issues
may be explored and changed. To ‘work through’, understood clini-
cally, is to carry forward the therapeutic work in its proper place, to
reflect upon and feel the implications and changes that an interpreta-
tion provokes. In the BPS document, there is a similar concern with
appropriate arenas for discussion: ‘The psychological community
should seek to establish mechanisms which ensure mutual communi-
cation between such groupings [with common interests within the
psychological sciences] and opportunities for synthesis’ (BPS, 1988: 7).
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Against appropriate working through of disagreement, to ‘act out’ is
to do more than speak, and, usually, to do it outside the therapeutic
arena. In this pair of complexes, as it is expressed in the BPS document,
an image is reproduced of things as having a proper place in correct
channels of communication, and of a necessary dissimulation when
talking to outsiders: ‘[some participants at the Harrogate Conference]
insisted that psychologists had better learn to give unequivocal
answers. We believe that this is overly simple’ (BPS, 1988: 24).

A particular problem is posed here for those engaged in action
research, in which the social psychologist should be open about the
goals and outcomes of the study (see Goodley and Parker, 2000). Also
important, as a general problem, is the way this too cautious view of
communication with outsiders seals the inside from the outside.
Criteria are then set by the institution to silence those who might be
too critical.

‘Stages of development’ versus ‘polymorphous perversity’

Two powerful psychoanalytic themes function as discursive arrange-
ments in psychology’s texts, those of ‘stages of development’ and
‘polymorphous perversity’ (Freud, 1905). The discursive complex,
‘stages of development’ is a powerful one in psychology; it structures
the way psychologists understand Freud, Piaget, Vygotsky, etc., and the
way those who suffer psychology read the progress of their child
through normative developmental milestones (Burman, 1994). The BPS
Working Party apply this model of development to psychology itself:
‘A key purpose of this Report is to identify growth points for the future
of the psychological sciences in Britain’ (BPS, 1988: 1).

In contrast, the discursive complex ‘polymorphous perversity’
narrates the past as a state of untutored sensual being that should be
left behind, and it functions as a warning to those who lag behind or
who may refuse to follow a developmental route towards more rigorous
science. These critics may then be seen as wilfully regressing. The
state of uncertainty is associated with inadequate development. ‘At
present, the psychological sciences are in many ways fragmented’
(BPS, 1988: 12).

The rhetoric of maturity and responsibility is manifest in the ways in
which the BPS then responds to demands it apparently feels to be
unprofessional and, by implication, infantile. The cumulative effect of
these discursive forms is to position those who are developing
hermeneutic, post-structuralist or feminist critiques of positivist
methodology as being in favour of fragmentation (and so immature),
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in favour of sharing the research process with those outside the discipline
(and so acting out), and in favour of conflict (and so irrational).

Discussion

The two poles of each pair of these discursive complexes can be under-
stood as working in tension, as would be the polarities of terms un-
covered in a deconstructive reading (Parker, 1988; Parker and Shotter,
1990). Each of the three pairs of complexes could also be understood as
‘dilemmas’ (cf. Billig et al., 1988), which organize the ways in which
debates in psychology may be comprehended by participants. In this
case, however, the analogy with deconstruction is closer, for in each
pair there is one privileged term that dominates the other: The institu-
tion of psychology as a rational decision-making collective (its ‘ego’), is
privileged over the irrational and dangerous forces that might disrupt
it (its ‘id’); a careful discussion of issues inside the institution (‘working
through’) is privileged over the opening of debate to outside inspection
and alliances with those outside (‘acting out’); and the attempt to regu-
late the development of different sections of the discipline (‘stages of
development’) is privileged over infantile and premature clamouring
for attention and gratification (‘polymorphous perversity’). The link
with deconstruction is also perhaps more germane, for it highlights
political dimensions of the material, and the ways in which critics may
wish systematically to reverse the privilege given to the dominant
terms and argue in favour of the subordinate term (as part of a practi-
cal deconstruction of the institution of the psy-complex).

The question of political consequences of participation in each of
these discursive forms also echoes debates that have already occurred
within sectors of the psychoanalytic tradition itself, in the dispute, for
example, over the emergence of ‘ego psychology’ in the United States
and the value of the unconscious as a source of resistance. At the very
least, that dispute helped structure the ways in which psychologists of
different kinds thought about their activity and professional respons-
ibilities, and the debate is still relevant to an understanding of the state
of contemporary social psychology (Parker, 1997c).

There is a reflexive issue here that needs to be made explicit, and it
bears upon the position of the researcher in relation to the material. 
I could not produce this analysis as a disengaged scientific researcher,
and the reader may disagree with the account presented here, in part,
because they engage differently with the texts (perhaps from different
subject positions, which flow from their different histories within the
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discipline). My engagement, for example, is influenced by an involve-
ment with the meetings that led to the formation of one of the opposi-
tional groupings in psychology (see Reicher and Parker, 1993). 
I realized, in the course of the analysis, that it was necessary to turn to
documents written in and against the discipline. The wording of differ-
ent critical manifestos have slowly and falteringly grasped the
symptomological shape of the discipline. They are now, apart from
anything else, a valuable resource for critical self-reflection for
researchers in the psy-complex. The process of professionalization in the
BPS has been discussed with reference to feminism and the Psychology
of Women Section (Wilkinson and Burns, 1990), the attempt to
persuade the BPS to boycott apartheid institutions in South Africa
(Henwood, 1994), and the politics of clinical work (Pilgrim and
Treacher, 1992). Such broader reflections on the discipline have been a
necessary prerequisite for a discursive analysis of one specific text.

Concluding comments

There is a peculiar reflexive quality to the employment of psychoanalytic
theory to comprehend the discipline of psychology: psychoanalysis is
the ‘repressed other’ of psychology (Burman, 1994). Its existence
defines and limits what psychologists will allow themselves to say
about subjectivity. It is all the more valuable, then, to link it with
qualitative research. The issue is not whether psychoanalysis is true
or not, rather it is how the theory circulates through culture, and
then how the employment of psychoanalytic ideas in the discipline
can function as a form of resistance to the routine squashing of
human agency. This reflexive research draws, in Foucauldian terms,
on experiential and theoretical forms of ‘counter-practice’ (Foucault,
1977). So it tries to link the personal and the political, and it is
grounded in that link.

This is the subjective context against which a researcher in psycho-
logy or community psychology attempts, in their everyday practice, to
construct an ‘objective’ account. And the ‘grounding’ of theory must
now be in wider culturally shared theories, including psychoanalytic
theories, and in the nature of the enterprize of psychology held within
particular institutions, including those that structure the psy-complex.
The documents and practices of the psy-complex limit and structure
how social psychologists think about objective research, and how they
may think about issues of subjectivity. The wider context in the disci-
pline may offer spaces for critiques of science and for action research,
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but more often the language of psychology inhibits innovation. The
BPS text chosen here is but one example of the way that texts in
psychology reproduce certain conceptual oppositions and close off
certain forms of challenge. The theoretical position described here
entails an analysis of the psy-complex that locates our attempts to be
‘reflexive’ and the concerns of those engaged in reflexive research.

The way that social research is contextualized now will also look a
little more complex, for the ‘context’ is, in this account, not an objective
background against which the researcher renders an account of the
phenomenon in question. Rather, the context is the network of forms
of subjectivity that place contradictory demands on the research. In
social psychological research there is an array of competing interests
and agendas that frame the production of proposals; the expectations
and demands of ‘subjects’ or co-researchers; and the career investments
and projected autobiographies that exist in tension in the academic
world. All social psychological research is located in a variety of struc-
tures, which bear on the peculiar gendered quality of the research
enterprize (Broughton, 1988), the ways in which research questions are
structured by assumptions pertaining to race (Phoenix, 1987), and the
class divisions that offer career opportunities to some and exclude
other sectors of the community (Walkerdine, 1990). Among the struc-
tures that frame the experience and reflection of the researcher are
those of the psy-complex. If we want to take reflexivity seriously, we
have to ‘ground’ it in the institutional context in which we carry out
our research. 
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8
Tracing Therapeutic Discourse in
Material Culture

Approaches to language and subjectivity from post-structuralist theory
outside psychology and from deconstructive perspectives within coun-
selling and psychotherapy have questioned the way therapeutic rela-
tionships are formed in Western culture. Discourse analysis has been
developed as a methodological framework to take this questioning
further, and to provide detailed readings of therapeutic patterns of
meaning. Foucauldian discourse analytic approaches help us to address
how we are made into selves that speak, how we experience the self
therapeutically. I will elaborate this methodological framework
through an analysis of a piece of text – an item of consumer packaging
– tracing the contours of therapeutic discourse through a series of
twenty methodological steps. Therapeutic discourse draws the reader in
as the kind of subject who must feel a relationship at some depth with
the (imagined) authors for the text to work. The chapter thus illustrates
the value of discourse analytic readings of texts, and helps us to reflect
upon our commitment to discourses of counselling and psychotherapy
as empowering stories and as culturally specific patterns of subjectivity. 

A variety of arguments from post-structuralist theory outside psycho-
logy have been brought to bear in recent years upon the activities of
counsellors and psychotherapists (e.g., McNamee and Gergen, 1992b).
The social construction of therapeutic work in Western culture has been
thrown into question, but the ‘deconstruction’ of therapeutic discourse
has been adopted by some practitioners to assist their own critical
reflection and to make it possible for counsellors to address patterns of
discourse which structure their relationships with clients (e.g., Parker,
1999c). The work of Michel Foucault has been particularly helpful to
psychologists here (Parker, 1995a), and forms of discourse analysis have
been developed in psychology which draw upon Foucault’s (1975a,



1976a) systematic critical analysis of discipline and confession (e.g.,
Burman and Parker, 1993; Burman et al., 1996). Foucauldian discourse
analysis draws our attention to the ‘conditions of possibility’ for
counselling and psychotherapy to work, to the way we experience

therapeutic relationships when we are positioned as therapeutic subjects
in the texts which comprise this culture. This chapter aims to show how
Foucauldian discourse analysis may be of relevance to counsellors and
psychotherapists, and how this methodological framework functions as
part of the broader ‘deconstructive’ turn in psychology.

I will work through a piece of text which looks, at first glance, to be
innocent, but which participates in what Foucault would call a ‘regime
of truth’ that is at one with the ‘psy-complex’ (Ingleby, 1985; Rose,
1985). It may be thought that the text in question is too trivial to bear
the weight of the reading that I weave around it. However, I have chosen
this text, in part, precisely because it circulates as a fairly insignificant
part of consumer packaging, and we might be tempted to assume that it
escapes larger-scale patterns of ideology and power. One of the points we
have to keep in mind when we are analysing the discursive construction
of knowledge is that such construction operates throughout language,
and in the smallest texts. When we are looking for a definition of what
a discourse is we cannot do better than start with Foucault’s statement
that discourses are ‘practices that systematically form the objects of which
they speak’ (Foucault, 1969: 49). I will work through a piece of text
following methodological steps that have been derived from this
definition (Parker, this volume, Chapter 6, 1992, 1994). The first set
of fourteen steps are designed to systematically tease apart the text,
identifying objects and subjects, networks of relationships, and the con-
tradictions between different images of the world. Also in these first steps,
the identification of labels for the discourses – including therapeutic
discourse in this case – that run through the text is intended then to open
up the way in which certain realities are constructed in the text that enrol
us as we read it. Let us now move straight to the text, and take up
theoretical issues from Foucault’s work in the course of the analysis.

The material

The text is from the cardboard package for ‘Silly Strawberry’ children’s
toothpaste. It is mainly marketed, from Maine in North America,
through wholefood shops.

The front of the box has the manufacturer’s logo ‘Tom’s of Maine’
(in green), the brand name ‘Natural Toothpaste for Children’ (in red),
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and the labels ‘with Fluoride’ (also in red) and ‘SACCHARINE FREE’ (in
green). The name of this version, ‘Silly Strawberry’, is printed in white
(next to the weight) in the bottom red stripe. 

The back of the box has a list of ingredients, their purpose and
source, and the following lead paragraph:

WHAT MAKES THIS NATURAL? All major brands of toothpaste for
children contain saccharin, artificial color, and taste super sweet.
We take a simple approach – use natural ingredients to make it taste
good and work well. Compare our natural ingredients with any
other brand and make your choice.

There is also the statement:

Children under six years of age should be supervised in the use of
toothpaste.

One side of the box has a message for parents:

The Story Of Our Children’s Natural Toothpaste
Dear Parent,
We think the time is right to make a natural toothpaste just for
children. For over 20 years we have committed ourselves to natural
oral and body care products. 

Many adults have come to trust our natural toothpastes made
without saccharin or synthetic flavors, preservatives, dyes or animal
ingredients.

We now offer a delicious and effective natural toothpaste with
sensible ingredients and natural fruit flavors created with your
child’s taste in mind. It contains none of the stripes and “sparkles”,
neon colors and sweet bubble gum flavors you see in other brands.
Our gentle formulation is low in abrasivity and contains fluoride to
help prevent dental decay.
Try it and let us know what you and your child think. 
Your friends, Kate and Tom Chappell 
[the signature ‘Kate and Tom’ follows]

The other side of the box includes messages for children:

JUST foR KiDS by LuKe Chappell (age 8 3/4)
About Animals – Do you like animals? At home we have a dog
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Hershey, a bird Eli, and a hamster named Carol. At Tom’s of Maine
my Mom and Dad make sure our products are safe without testing
them on animals. If you have a favorite animal, draw a picture and
send it to me.
About Recycling – At home we recycle cans, bottles, newspaper and
plastic. Tom’s of Maine gave our town green bins so each family can
separate and store their recycled things until a special truck picks
them up every week. If you do recycling at home, let me know. I’m
trying to get recycling news from all the states.

Analytic steps

This text is already in the form of words, but if it were not, we would
need to engage in a first step to turn it into words and a second step to
explore connotations through creative free association (which
should be understood here as tracing symbolic connections in cultural
material rather than delving into any particular individual unconscious).
These steps would produce additional text that we could then draw
upon to help make sense of the material. I have already selected
material from the box, and that selection must itself be reflected
upon at some point in the analysis. It is not only the addition of
material through a variety of free association, but also the omission
of certain bits of text that might be significant to the ‘final’ reading.
I say ‘final reading’, but the different positions of readers, and changes
in meanings over time after the analysis is finished, make every final
reading provisional. In the case of interview transcripts, which is the
type of material that a qualitative researcher in psychology is most
likely to be faced with, this process of selection and omission becomes
very important.

In this case, although the text is already in words, we could note
typographical differences between the side of the box with the message
for parents and the side with the message ‘just for kids’. Kate and Tom
Chappell’s message to the parent is in the form of a letter, and printed
in simple type, with a handwritten signature at the end. Luke
Chappell’s messages, on the other hand, are unsigned, and the header
‘JUST foR KiDS by LuKe Chappell (age 8 3/4)’ is in children’s scrawl.
The different typographies, then, signify adult and child forms of
communication. The one is formal, and the communication channel
also constructs a relationship between writer and reader governed by
polite and respectful sharing and accepting of narrative. The other is
informal and constructs emotional and playful identification over
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diverse themes and images. Among the symbolic associations as first
thoughts to help the analysis that flooded to my mind were the ways
that a personal address was set up to me as reader, and the way the
natural character of the toothpaste seemed connected in some way to
the simplicity of communication that was assumed to exist between
addressor and addressee, between those who supposedly wrote the
text(s) and those for whom it was intended. The two types of message
also seem to complement each other, and we might want to pick up
forms of discourse that could hold those different modes of address
together. We will return to these issues below.

If discourses are practices that systematically form ‘objects’, then
we should, as a third step, itemize the objects in this text. It is not
possible in this brief space of a single chapter to list all the objects
that are mobilized here, but it is instructive to select a portion of text
in discourse analysis, and to carry out that task. In this case I will
select objects that appear to be bound up with specifications of types
of relationship. Note that this is a choice, and you as a reader may
have other concerns which led you to this text in the first place, as part
of a wider sample of texts perhaps. It is a useful exercise to list objects,
because it highlights again the interpretative work that goes into even
such a simple coding exercise. As we itemize the objects, it is helpful to
focus on simple nouns, but it is also useful sometimes to include some
more implicit objects produced by word combinations or adjectives.
The notes around the different objects assist the drawing of connections
and patterns. The list might look like this:

The natural. The term ‘natural’ is used as an adjective to qualify
‘Toothpaste for Children’, ‘toothpaste just for children’, ‘toothpaste’
(four times), ‘ingredients’ (twice), ‘oral and body care products’, and
‘fruit flavours’. Also, ‘this’ (as in ‘what makes this natural’) may refer
to things other than the toothpaste, this message, for example, or
this relationship with the reader. ‘Natural’ is also linked to ‘simple’
(as in ‘simple approach’) and ‘sensible’ (as in ‘sensible ingredients’);

‘taste’ (with an opposition between that which tastes ‘super sweet’ and
that which tastes ‘good’);

‘gentle formulation’ (as combining absence of ‘abrasivity’ and presence
of ‘fluoride’);

‘commitment’ (as in the orientation, ‘for over 20 years’, to ‘natural oral
and body care products’);

‘trust’ (as the commitment that ‘adults’ show, in return for Kate and
Tom Chappell’s commitment, to natural toothpastes);
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‘synthetic flavours’ (linked metonymically to ‘saccharine’, ‘artificial
color’, ‘super sweet’ taste, ‘preservatives’, ‘dyes’, ‘animal ingredients’,
‘stripes’, ‘“sparkles”’, ‘neon colors’, and ‘sweet bubble gum
flavors’);

‘family’ (as in ‘each family’ in ‘our town’);
‘child’ (as in ‘your child’ and in ‘kids’);
‘special truck’ (which picks up up the green bins).

This list is incomplete, of course, but the simple notes on the objects
identify some connections, and also start to highlight patterns. It is
important to keep in mind that the objects identified by the text are
constructed within that text, and that it is that construction that concerns
us here. We may know other things about the benefits of saccharine,
say, or the dangers of fluoride, and that may lead us to read certain
statements on the package with a sceptical eye, but it is useful now
to follow a fourth step which is to treat the text as our object of study.
If we step outside the text and try to assess the truth claims made by
different statements we may lose sight of the way a particular
construction is operating. We might want to insist, for example, that
‘animal ingredients’ are actually ‘natural ingredients’, but we would
then be reading the object ‘animal’ as separate and apart from the
text itself. This text constructs ‘animal’ as something that is un-
natural as a toothpaste ingredient, and, rather, as something in
nature that should be respected. As Luke Chappell’s message indi-
cates, it should be personalized, given a name. It is the talk about
what is, and what is not ‘natural’, and about the other objects, which
is our object of concern.

Subjects in the text

Among the most important objects specified by a text are those objects
which write and read, speak and listen. These are the subjects, and it is
worth being fairly systematic in the fifth step of listing the subjects that
appear in the text:

‘Tom’ (marked as Tom ‘of Maine’, one of your ‘friends’, Tom Chappell,
as ‘Dad’ to Luke, as provider of ‘green bins’ and a ‘special truck’);

‘Children’ (marked as targets of the natural toothpaste, as needing
supervision when ‘under six years of age’, as provided for by
parents, as owned by adults, as in ‘your child’, as capable of address
to other children, who they then call ‘kids’, who personalize
animals, and who collect things like ‘recycling news’);
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‘Silly Strawberry’ (marked as a fruit attributed with human qualities,
perhaps equivalent to Hershey the dog, Eli the bird and Carol the
hamster);

‘Parent’ (marked as the addressee of the letter from Kate and Tom
Chappell, guardian of the child, here a single child, like Luke);

‘Adult’ (marked as the category that contains those who have come to
trust Kate and Tom’s natural toothpastes, and as a category equivalent
here to ‘parent’);

‘Your friends’ (marked specifically here as Kate and Tom Chappell, but
also as a category of subject mirrored in Luke’s messages when he
addresses his friend as ‘kids’ on the other side of the box);

‘Kate Chappell’ (marked in the close and signature to the letter, her
name before ‘Tom’, as Mom who makes sure, with Dad, that the
products are safe);

‘Kids’ (marked as the name that children give themselves, including
when they have messages marked as ‘just for’ them);

‘Luke Chappell’ (marked as of a particular age, ‘8 3/4’, with a range of
interests in the welfare of animals and recycling which complement
his parents commitment to ‘natural oral and body care products’
and Dad’s gifts to the local community);

‘Hershey’ (marked as a dog);
‘Eli’ (marked as a bird);
‘Carol’ (marked as a hamster);
‘Mom’ (marked as Luke’s);
‘Dad’ (marked as Luke’s);
‘Favorite animal’ (marked as an equivalent that the ‘kid’ reader might

have to Luke’s three named animals at home). 

In this text the range of subject positions for authors and readers is made
explicit through the naming of these in the headings and signatures,
but although we do not have to engage in such a difficult task of
piecing together exactly who is being addressed here, for it is a ‘parent’
and ‘kids’, we can explore further the ways in which these subject
positions are enrolled through the text into ways of speaking. We can
do this through a sixth step of speculating about what they may say
within this system of discourse. We already know something of how
Kate and Tom and Luke speak, but other actors are also put into play
here. A community of subjects is evoked, with the Chappell family and
their three pet animals at the centre, and the rest of the town as
beneficiaries. The town consists of families, which we imagine to be
like Kate, Tom and Luke, and the commitment that Kate and Tom
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show to natural oral and body care products is matched by the concern
that their son shows to animals and recycling, and then in the parti-
cipation of the wider town community in recycling. The community is
then spread wider through the invitation to send information about
recycling in ‘all the states’, and through the address to the parent as
someone like Kate and Tom, as their friend, and to the child by Luke
as like Luke, as a fellow kid. 

A seventh step focuses on the networks of relationships that are
conjured up, and many of the statements about the nature of the
toothpaste and the associated activities of the Chappells, their animals,
and their town with the green bins and special trucks, also enrol the
reader as a member of a particular social world. It is worth spending a
little time reconstructing what those networks of relationship might be
like, and it is helpful to move, in the process, onto the eighth step in
which we imagine how those implied networks of relationships and
pictures of the world might be defended if attacked. Each of the invita-
tions to identify with the Chappells, or to respond to their requests
draws the reader into a semiotic system underpinned by a notion of
what is ‘natural’. We can start to map the types of accusation that
might be made against those who refused to participate in this system.
One might risk accusations of conformity for buying ‘major’ brands,
of being a dupe by being taken in by ‘stripes and “sparkles”’, of lack of
concern for safety of animals, of ingratitude, and betrayal of trust of the
reader’s new ‘friends’. One might also be accused of lack of awareness.
This possible accusation is signalled in the phrase ‘we think the time is
right’, and it holds in it one of the gentlest but most persuasive
recrimations that operate in modern popular psychological discourse,
that the subject is not yet ready to understand something important
about nature, and about their inner needs. 

There are a number of rhetorical devices that pin the commitment to
nature and simplicity to a particular notion of health and self-awareness,
and what seems to be at stake here is a view of what natural mental
health entails. A contrast is set up between the ‘major brands’ of tooth-
paste for children which contain saccharine and other unnatural ingre-
dients, and this natural toothpaste. To buy and use this toothpaste,
then, is to participate in a minority, marginal activity, but it is also to
return to ‘a simple approach’, one which requires a measure of com-
mitment (here on the part of the manufacturers) and trust (here on the
part of adults who have bought natural toothpastes before). It is then
possible to build up a picture of the type of relationship between man-
ufacturer and consumer as simple, natural and as one of friendship.
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Luke is addressing the child, and telling them about the ‘special truck’
that ‘Dad’ has provided for other families in their town while a special
relationship between Kate and Tom and the parent is being formed. In
both cases adult and child are being asked to return the commitment
to others that Luke, Kate and Tom show to them. Parents are asked to
compare the natural ingredients with other brands, make a choice, and
try it. They are then asked to share their views. Children meanwhile
are asked to draw a picture of their favourite animal, and send it
together with news about recycling.

The comparisons that adults are asked to make between major
brands and this toothpaste highlight again the ways in which the
text, like any text, is structured around a series of oppositions. Such
oppositions can be explored in a ninth step which further draws out
the patterns of discourse at play in the text by identifying contrasts
between ways of speaking. In many cases, of course, an object is
identified by a number of intersecting ways of speaking. Toothpaste,
for example, is identified as a product that has to ‘work well’, be
‘effective’ and ‘prevent dental decay’. Talk about the toothpaste in
these terms is governed by considerations of function and hygiene.
Such preoccupations would then draw other terms in the text, such as
‘ingredients’, into an interpretative scheme which was concerned with
the medical properties of the product. This interpretative scheme is, of
course, held together in contemporary modern culture as medical
discourse. Talk about toothpaste as containing saccharine, ‘stripes and
“sparkles”’, ‘neon colors’ and ‘sweet bubble gum flavors’ is to position
the product as one of a realm of sweets. Although this text is distancing
itself from that way of appreciating toothpaste as a variety of sweet, it
still tries to address some of the lures of what might want to call a
‘confectionary discourse’ by claiming that this product is ‘delicious’
and has ‘your child’s taste in mind’. 

While there are points of contrast between different discursive
frames for what seems to be the ‘same’ object, it is also useful to move
onto a tenth step which looks at the points of overlap between different
ways of talking about the ‘same’ object. Staying with the object ‘tooth-
paste’ in this text, we have the object produced both as a medical item
and as something that will function as a substitute sweet. The object
also functions in a network of relationships and holds that network
together across the spread of different realities in different ways of
talking. The toothpaste is presented as a natural product and is free
of animal ingredients, and so functions as an exemplar of simplicity
within an ecological discourse. This ecological discourse holds together
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the talk about safety and respect for animals and the description of
recycling in Luke Chappell’s two messages for kids on his side of the
packet. The toothpaste also operates as an object that is chosen by
adults, although in this ‘natural toothpaste’ there is also an expectation
that the child will be consulted, and that children under a certain age, in
this case six years, will be supervised in its use. Here the object is part
of the panoply of childcare, and ‘works’ as part of a childcare discourse,
a discourse which also contains within it a developmental notion of
supervision, responsibility and rights.

As an eleventh step we can now consider how these different discourses
speak to different audiences. The talk about the toothpaste in terms of
function and hygiene will address a medical audience, but when the talk
is of the toothpaste as a natural product it then addresses an audience
with ecological concerns. When it is identified as a product that is
sometimes wrongly treated as a sweet but which is both delicious and
sensible, it addresses an audience of sensible parents, and when the talk
is of an item that calls for supervised use it also addresses the parent
who is responsible for the development of their child. 

Discourses in the text, and therapeutic discourse

I have anticipated the twelfth step here in which we choose labels for
the discourses that we have identified. It does sometimes seem as if
the process of reading a text reveals discourses that have lain hidden
within it, but it should be emphasized that a reading is an active
interpretative process, and we reconstruct the patterns from our
membership in the surrounding culture and our recognition of
discourses that play through our subjectivity outside the text. This
activity of reconstruction, and the importance of the position from
which we make a reading, are particularly evident in the labels we
choose to identify discourses. Some of these labels may not seem right
to you as reader, and if they do not, then we must explore whether
that is because some different patterns are more salient, or whether it is
because these patterns have different connotations that can be better
captured with another term. These six discourse headings do seem to
flow from the steps of analysis presented so far:

‘Confectionary’ (marked by the likeness to sweets of major brands
which have ‘neon colors and sweet bubble gum flavors’);

‘Health’ (marked by a concern with the effects of saccharine, synthetic
flavours etc., and the emphasis on fluoride as an ingredient to
prevent dental decay);
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‘Childcare’ (marked by warnings about the confectionary character of
other toothpastes, the note on supervising children, and the letter
to parents);

‘Childcentred’ (marked by the invitation to consult the child, and the
message from another child to a child product user);

‘Ecological’ (marked by the natural ingredients, the descriptions of
recycling, the special trucks and green bins, and the care and safety
of animals);

‘Familial’ (marked by the image of the Chappell family, and the
address to the parent as guardian of a child).

There is also a strong seventh discourse running through the text that
ties the familial, child-centred and ecological discourses together at
the point that the parent engages with the text enough to compare the
toothpaste with other brands and make their ‘choice’. This is also
where the childcare discourse is turned from traditional notions of
child-training towards notions of autonomous self-driven growth, and
the health discourse breaks from a more standard medical discourse
and moves into the realm of mental health:

‘Therapeutic’ (marked by the ‘story’ format, the thought that the
‘time is right’, the ‘commitment’ to product lines, the evocation of
‘trust’ on the part of responsible readers, the ‘gentle formulation’,
and the invitation to respond to addressors positioning themselves
as ‘friends’)

A discourse analytic reading also needs to take this further to a thirteenth

step which traces how such discourses emerged historically. In the
process we can explore how such discourses function to position
subjects as the text circulates through culture. At the same time we need
to unravel, in a fourteenth step, the ways in which the discourses weave
their own story of origins and how, in the process they conceal their
historical character. Discourses of health, for example, are contradictory
blends of medical and mystical notions that exist in contradiction to
one another (Stainton Rogers, 1991), and the battle between the two is
being continued in this text. The ‘prevention of dental decay’ parti-
cipates in a version of health that treats the body as a complicated
machine, for example, while the ‘simple approach’ appeals to the
natural abilities of the body to heal itself. Each version of health pre-
tends either that it has discovered a true picture of the body or that it
has rediscovered a truth that has been lost. 
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Childcare discourse is split between hardline developmental notions
which resort to empirical observations of ages and stages mostly
derived from studies in contemporary Western culture, and humanist
visions of autonomy and growth (Burman, 1994). Both are present in
this text, and notions of supervision until age six operate alongside
and against injunctions to consult the child about their tastes. Again,
the one version of the discourse presents itself as discovered rational
commonsense and the other as recovered knowledge of natural bonds.
The figure of the ‘child’ as a distinct category of subject with character-
istics qualitatively different from those of adults is a fairly recent
notion in Western European culture (Ariès, 1962), but child-centred
discourse now presents itself as the natural and inevitable recognition
of a special kind of being. In this text, the direct mode of address from
one child to another in the message ‘just for kids’ reproduces just such
a notion of the child. However, one should note that, at the same
moment, it is parents who are addressed as those who may trust in
natural toothpastes for their children. 

Ecological themes are also contradictory, with different strands of
ecological discourse appealing variously to romantic notions of a return
to nature or to a more active reflection and practice of community to
make a different relationship with nature (Bookchin, 1974). In this
case an appeal to what is natural is reinforced by a refusal of what we
have termed here ‘confectionary discourse’. Such contradictions thread
their way through this text, and address the reader variously as an
agent driven by commitment and trust or by comparison and choice.
Ecology in this text, and more generally in ecological discourse, can
appeal to a rational subject who weighs up the advantages and dis-
advantages of fluoride and animal testing or to a deeper essentialized
subject who experiences themselves in some direct and simple organic
relationship to nature (Parker, 1997a). 

In each case, in each of these discourses, we are thrown into the realm
of the politics of personhood, and this is nowhere more evident than in
the paradoxes of therapeutic discourse. To address that, however, we
have to turn to Foucault’s work again, and so to a theoretical framework
that can help us locate these discourses in the operations of institutions,
power and ideology.

Therapeutic discourse, subject positions and power

We now move into a further series of six methodological steps to try
and read the text with that account in mind. A properly Foucauldian
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understanding of discourse has to ask, as a fifteenth step, what institu-
tions are reinforced by the discourses that have been described in the
analysis, and, as a sixteenth step, what institutions are subverted by
those discourses. 

One of the striking things about this text is the way it expresses
some of the key concerns in Foucault’s writing, and the complex
interplay between domination and resistance (Foucault, 1980). The
contradictions in each of the discourses we have identified open up
the possibility for challenge and debate. Within health, we have a
challenge to medical instititutions based on science, and within
childcare, we have a challenge to traditional forms of family based
on obedience. Notions of growth and autonomy underpin the image
of the child, through identification with Luke Chappell, and the
parent is invited into a friendship with the manufacturers, Kate and
Tom.

When we step back and look at how those notions of growth and
autonomy function in the wider political sphere, however, we find
two institutions strongly buttressed, and the ecological discourse
glues these all the more firmly together. One of these institutions is
the family, and the text specifies the family as the basic unit of the
community through the reference to ‘each family’ recycling in Luke’s
home town. The person responsible for making choices is not defined
specifically as mother or father (Mom or Dad), but is defined as a
generic parent, and they are asked to consult their child, defined
here in the singular. The other institution at issue here is the self,
and the text traces a narrative of appropriate timing for the accep-
tance of knowledge about needs, and about the importance of trust
in order to specify a subject who will not only compare and choose,
but will feel, at a simple and natural level, that the product is good
and works well. In this context, ecological discourse offers a range of
organic metaphors that naturalize each of these two complementary
institutions.

Institutions offer to subjects positions in which they enjoy power,
and so, as a seventeenth step, we should look at what categories of
person gain from these discourses. For Foucault (1980), power is not
only coercive, but also productive of kinds of relationship and experience.
Our own investments in the discourses is emphasized when we consider,
as an eighteenth step, who would promote and who would oppose these
discourses. Foucault’s histories of surveillance and confession do not
necessarily lead to the view that psychological and psychotherapeutic
forms of discourse are bad, but a historical reflection does help us to
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locate the images of the self that those modern discourses carry with
them. The recruitment of readers of this text into an ecological
universe is not dangerous as such, but we do need to be able to
reflect upon the ways in which it warrants a particular version of
subjectivity as something very deep, simple and natural. We need to
be able to step back and look at how that knowledge is a discursive
construction. Power was transformed, according to Foucault (1975a,
1976a) when culture mutated at around the end of the eighteenth
century, and when individuals took responsibility for their own
behaviour, became the instruments of the surveillance of themselves
and became driven to speak about their innermost desires. A thera-
peutic discourse is a function of this apparatus of self-regulation and
confession, and the text can be interpreted as an instance of that
apparatus. It draws the reader in as a subject with depth, and the
subject must feel a relationship at some depth with Kate and Tom
for the text to work.

If we turn to the ideological functions of the text, we can, as a
nineteenth step, explore how these discourses interlock with other
oppressive discourses. This requires some wider political analysis of, for
example, the ways in which paternalism operates in US American
culture to gloss over divisions between those who own and those who
buy, and how the rhetoric of empowerment and self-help often
attaches recipients of welfare all the more firmly to their rich benefactors.
In this text, the voice of the child draws another child into a discursive
frame which follows the question ‘Do you like animals?’ with a
description of the pets and Mom and Dad’s care of them, as if that
description was the necessary answer to the question. The description
of recycling is then given as a series of activities dependent on the
goodwill of Tom’s of Maine.

The refusal of that story of goodwill would, in this narrative, also
effectively be a statement that we do not like animals. A refusal of the
friendship offered by Kate and Tom, and by Luke, must also then be a
display of meanness, and perhaps of pathology. This would still be
pathology even if it were accounted for in this discourse as being a bad
response because for us as reader the time is not right. If we consider,
as a twentieth step, how discourses justify the present, we could look at
the ways in which a progressivist narrative operates alongside the
ecological and therapeutic discourses such that recycling at home and
opposition to animal testing is presented simultaneously as the return
to nature and the advance beyond a favour for synthetic major brand
toothpastes.
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Concluding comments

Not all toothpastes are riddled with therapeutic discourse, and there is
evidence that major brands draw upon more mainstream psychological
notions of development and rationality (Parker, 1994), and these texts
can then be unravelled to show how they carry within them other
forms of subjectivity (Parker, 1995b). A discourse analysis does not,
however, arrive at the proof or falsification of an hypothesis through
the collection and counting of instances of a phenomenon. It would be
difficult to arrive at a fixed definition of the phenomenon in the first
place, and in this respect discourse analysis participates in a broader
critical reflection upon methodological practices in psychology. There
are undoubtedly many objections that can be made against discourse
analysis, and those working within the Foucauldian tradition have
been happy to identify at least thirty-two at last count (Parker and
Burman, 1993).

This kind of critical reading complements the arguments of those
who have been concerned to display the coercive and profoundly
anti-therapeutic patterns of power in the relationship between psy-
chotherapist and patient, or between counsellor and client (e.g.,
Pilgrim, 1997). However, it is also quite compatible with the internal
critiques of counselling and psychotherapy which inspire radical
varieties of ‘deconstructive’, ‘discursive’, ‘Foucauldian’, ‘narrative’ or
‘postmodern’ work (Parker, 1999c). Discourse analysis of the kind
described in this chapter may then function as a methodological and
theoretical framework to help counsellors and psychotherapists reflect
on what they construct with those who seek help, as empowering
stories and as culturally specific patterns of subjectivity. 
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9
Constructing and Deconstructing
Psychotherapeutic Discourse

This chapter reviews recent work on the social construction of the self
in counselling and psychotherapy, and argues that we need to attend
to the ways in which the therapeutic self is fashioned (a) in relation to
the ‘psy-complex’ as the network of theories and practices concerned
with psychological governance and self-reflection in modern Western
culture and (b) in the context of ‘therapeutic domains’ outside the clinic
and academe, domains of discursive regulation and self-expression
which then bear upon the activities of professional and lay counsellors.
Therapeutic domains contain repertoires, templates and complexes
within which counsellors and clients fabricate varieties of truth and
story a core of experience into being. I then turn to describe and assess
some of the various ways in which this kind of critical reflection on
therapeutic discourse and counselling practice now already underpins
the work of social constructionist ‘narrative’ therapists. Some attention
is given to the different pragmatic and deconstructionist approaches
which make the discursive constitution of the problem into the
problem, either by dissolving or externalizing the account the client
presents. Here I argue that the activities of social constructionist
counsellors can be viewed as forms of deconstruction-in-process (a de-
construction of the discursive frames which have been constructed by
the client), but that they should not be viewed as stepping outside the
discursive conditions of possibility which grounds their work. The psy-
complex and therapeutic domains still function as relatively enduring
structures which limit the degree to which we may construct and
deconstruct psychotherapeutic discourse.

The main argument in this chapter is a simple one, but it does
challenge some of the underlying assumptions of counselling psycho-
logy: the process of doing counselling or psychotherapy involves the



construction of a certain kind of discourse. A discourse is a set of state-
ments – words and phrases – that construct objects, that give shape to
things outside language so those things become real to us (Parker,
1992). Psychotherapeutic discourse specifies the way we think and feel
about problems and solutions and it specifies a kind of self that would
be able to appreciate that discourse and act in an appropriate way. This
in itself is not a terribly radical or innovative argument. There are a
number of writers in counselling and psychotherapy in recent years
who have developed an account of the therapeutic process as weaving
a certain kind of narrative, as telling a certain kind of story about the
self, as engaging in a certain kind of rhetoric which finds a way of
performing a new self. Examples here include work from the personal
construct tradition (Mair, 1989), from within a psychoanalytic frame-
work (Hobson, 1986), and a host of people from a systemic family
therapy background (Epston and White, 1989; White and Epston,
1990; Monk et al., 1997) whose work will be discussed in further detail
later in this chapter. 

These developments draw out some of the implications from, and
add their own distinctive theoretical insights to, work on the social
construction of the self and emotions. Rom Harré (e.g., 1983, 1986b)
has been a key player here in making a case for seeing the formation of
the self as requiring the acquisition and idiosyncratic fashioning of a
theory of the self from culture, and for seeing emotions as embedded in
moral orders which are quite different in different cultures.
Descriptions and feelings of accidie, which arises from a failure to do
one’s duty to God in medieval England, or amae, which expresses a
peculiar pleasurable dependency on others in contemporary Japan, for
example, raise questions about what counselling psychologists usually
assume must be the case for their activity to do good, or for their
clients to be better. In North America, Ken Gergen (e.g., 1991, 1994b)
has advanced this kind of social constructionist account and added a
pragmatic optimistic celebration of postmodernism in psychology and
culture in order to challenge narratives of deficit and to encourage new
narratives to emerge. If we take these developments seriously, and 
I think we should, it means that we cannot take for granted either the
ability or value of engaging in a rational appraisal of courses of action,
of being aware of unconscious meanings, or of nourishing the self.
Cognition, affect and the self are functions of discourse; they are not
lying under the surface steering, pushing or motivating behaviour.

It would be possible to argue that the creative work that goes on
between counsellor and client has always required the construction
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of psychotherapeutic discourse, and that the social constructionists
are belabouring a point which makes little odds to the actual process.
What does it matter if things are really there making us speak, or
exist only in a narrative that frames and reframes experience? It does
matter when we augment that main argument – that doing coun-
selling or psychotherapy involves the construction of a certain kind
of discourse – with two further interconnected claims: first, that we
need to understand how the therapeutic self is fashioned in the
context of certain powerful regimes of knowledge; and, secondly,
that it may be helpful as part of counselling practice to go about
deconstructing psychotherapeutic discourse. It is the link between
these two claims that I want to emphasize here, but I will deal with
each in turn before exploring the implications of each in relation to
the other.

Psychotherapeutic regimes of knowledge

So far I have been slipping between talking about counselling and
psychotherapy. This has been fairly deliberate, because although
counselling psychology claims to draw upon the distinctive body of
knowledge accumulated by the discipline of psychology concerning
thinking, development and social behaviour, it is still embedded in
wider regimes of knowledge. Some counselling psychologists insist
that they operate in their own clearly boundaried professional terri-
tory, but there is plenty of theoretical seepage from psychotherapy
generally and some unease that counselling may be seen as a lesser,
shallower version of psychotherapy. Some psychotherapists have
corresponding anxieties, which are evident when they look down on
counsellors, that they are only second-rate psychoanalysts. The talk
that one hears in counselling circles about the merits of once a week,
three times a week or full five times a week personal therapy, and the
sense that participants are ratcheting their way up and around a
spiral to the ‘centre’ where they really will find fulfilment, also serves
to confirm this poor cousins narrative. This embeddness is worth
reflecting on a bit further. We are embedded in what?

The psy-complex

First, in relation to psychology, the therapeutic self can only emerge
in a certain discursive climate. If we want to understand who we are
and what we want clients to be, we have to look at the ‘conditions
of possibility’ which are structured by psychology as part of a wider set
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of narratives about the self. I borrow that phrase ‘conditions of possibility’
from Michel Foucault (e.g., 1980), and the work of Foucauldian scholars
has been invaluable in helping us understand our activities as psychol-
ogists as part of the ‘psy-complex’ (Rose, 1985, 1989). The psy-complex
is the network of theories and practices concerned with psychological
governance and self-reflection in Western culture.

When someone speaks about forms of mental distress to a trained
counsellor they have to do so within a set of narratives that will
make sense to them, or at least the counsellor must be able to interpret
the account and translate it into a set of narratives that help them to
locate the distress in already existing categories. The client’s speech
is filtered and framed by the counsellor’s training, supervision and
experience, and there is a level of coherence in the talk that the
counsellor employs by virtue of the patterns of discourse they have
absorbed and negotiated through the course of their professional
career.

These patterns of discourse are formalized in theoretical systems,
even if the counsellor is eclectic in the use they make of them, and the
discourse makes a certain practice – a client sitting, speaking, finding
solace and solutions with an other in a defined enclosed social
setting – possible. Foucault’s concern was with the two sides of power in
this kind of psychological work: with the development of psychology as
part of the increasing disciplinary surveillance of populations in
Western culture from the beginning of the nineteenth century,
where the mind becomes the target of professional knowledge
(Foucault, 1975a); and with the exacerbation of confessional modes
of subjectivity so that each member of the population does that
work of surveillance upon themselves, where they believe that the
more they speak the happier and healthier they will be (Foucault,
1976a).

Psychology, then, is part of an apparatus of knowledge about the self
which not only permits the elaboration of a range of theories about
what is going on inside the mind and requires that those who have
minds will work with those theories implicitly or explicitly, but also
specifies how professionals and clients will be located in relation to one
another for the theories to work. These are the ‘conditions of possibility’
for activities like counselling psychology to make sense to its prac-
titioners. The psy-complex is also imbricated in a range of theories
and practices outside classrooms and clinics, and we have to look
further into culture to understand the conditions of possibility for
counselling discourse generally.
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Therapeutic domains

Secondly, then, we need to reflect on the embeddness of the therapeu-
tic self in relation to other therapeutic domains in culture. I want to
argue that these therapeutic domains are arenas for discursive regula-
tion and self-expression which bear upon the activities of professional
and lay counsellors. These therapeutic domains are constructed and
maintained through patterns of discourse so that we are able to make
sense to each other as therapeutic subjects, to speak the same language
through commonsensical reference to like experiences and responses
to events. When we speak through these therapeutic domains we need
know nothing about psychology in that we may never have been near
a psychology department nor read a psychology textbook, but we
know all that we need to know about psychology in that we assume
and presume that very web of tacit knowledge that counselling psy-
chologists themselves also need to summon to be able to understand
each other. 

Because therapeutic discourse contains a variety of different theories
of self, it is necessary to describe different characteristics of culturally
embedded therapeutic domains in more detail. I am going to focus on
three main conceptual frames for the self which are relevant to coun-
selling psychology; psychoanalytic, cognitive and behavioural.
Humanist values underpin the way each of these is elaborated in every-
day talk and professional practice, and so a separate humanist concep-
tual frame is not really necessary (see, e.g., Parker, 1995c). Each of
these three conceptual frames calls for a distinctive terminology for us
to be able to fix upon the relevant sense of self and analyse how it
works.

Psychoanalytic discursive complexes. I will start with psychoanalytic notions
because my recent work has been on the way psychoanalytic discourse
sets out certain subject positions in Western culture (Parker, 1997a).
It is also probably worth starting with psychoanalytic senses of self
and psychotherapeutic self-work because they still operate as domi-
nant forms of knowledge in this culture, forms which then feed into
cognitive and behavioural notions. In this case, I use the term ‘dis-
cursive complex’ to capture the way in which psychoanalytic discourse
structures our talk in therapeutic domains. Discursive complexes are
patterns of discourse which specify, among other things, how we
might understand our distress and find a cure. 

Three key discursive complexes seem to be important here, and are
elaborated in more detail elsewhere (Parker, 1996b, 1997a). The first is
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that of trauma, in which an event in the past lies inside us and if we
can find it we will have found the cause and thereby the solution to
our present-day misery. The telling of a story about oneself in informal
life-history or in autobiography is now expected to reveal to the reader
events that were responsible for a later train of events. The auto-
biographical novel is a fairly recent narrative form, emerging in the
nineteenth century, but one which we can now all follow and so
anticipate a certain sequence of childhood events and consequences
for the narrator. Even children’s films require a quite sophisticated
psychoanalytic background knowledge about the effect of the past
upon the present. In the Lion King, for example, you will remember
that Simba the baby prince lion is only able to act against the wicked
uncle when he remembers the traumatic moment when the uncle
had killed his father, a moment that he had forgotten.

The second discursive complex is intellectualization, in which there is
an assumption that deeper meanings need to be accessed and touched.
Simply speaking about one’s experience will not suffice, for there has
to be a direct and genuine connection with what is really there. If you
look at the proliferation of television talk shows which encourage
participants to speak out about their experience – such as Oprah, Rikki

Lake or Vanessa – you quickly discover that a certain kind of gap has to
be invoked for the talk to work. You watch members of different self-
help groups talk about their experiences and you learn that only
people who have been through that kind of experience can really

understand. Think of the way the host succeeds in making them break
down and cry. You then become a witness to an account and to an
expression of distress that cannot be put into words. As a viewer you
realize that there must be a gap between your experience and theirs,
and that only those who can access and touch their experience will
find relief. 

The third discursive complex is that of transference, in which we have
to assume that patterns of relating to significant others in the past are
replayed in relations to others in the present, and that an acknowledg-
ment of this could be helpful. Here, popular images of psychotherapy
in the cinema and on television, which are almost always represented
as necessarily psychoanalytic, are important in conveying the message
that the relationship between client and professional is absolutely
crucial.

What is therapeutic about the encounter is the quality of the rela-
tionship, and it is vital that the professional boundaries of the relation-
ship be secured to hold in place the transferential affects which well
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up inside the therapeutic subject. A number of films – with Final

Analysis as one striking example – have revolved around powerful
temptation and disastrous consequences of the relationship being
breached. These narratives fascinate their audiences because they know
that something peculiarly exciting and dangerous is going to happen,
because it is already happening, because it has happened before.

Cognitive discursive templates. Although psychoanalytic discursive
complexes of trauma, intellectualization and transference are important,
there are other specifications for the self which inhabit therapeutic
domains. It would be possible to develop an analysis of the way cognitive
models circulate through culture and carry with them certain notions
about anxiety and rational self-management. Here, it would be more
apposite to refer to the patterns of discourse as clustering around
‘discursive templates’. 

Among those which may be important would be, first, the discursive
template of interference, in which there is an assumption that the mind
operates as a parallel-processing mechanism in which certain thoughts
may stray from their proper place and cause trouble with rational
thinking about the self. When students taking computer science and
cognitive studies programmes talk about ‘debugging’ relationships, for
example, there is a potent metaphor of viral infection being employed,
but it requires us to believe that if it were possible to isolate and screen
out inappropriate sequences, then thinking might proceed better.

A second discursive template that seems quite powerful is something
we could term disruption, in which other kinds of material break into
thought and prevent it from operating smoothly. There has been a
long-standing role-model for this in the figure of Spock in the original
Star Trek series, and we now have it available again in Tuvok in Voyager.
In both cases, these Vulcans are only able to think logically because they
are able to shut away emotions, and we are reminded many times over
that there is a risk that those emotions may come to the surface and
disrupt rational thought, either through the eruption of urges to mate or
through reference to the barbaric past of the Vulcans which lives on in
the hearts of each of them to the present day.

Behavioural discursive repertoires. If we turn to behavioural notions, we
would, perhaps, be better off refering to the relevant clusters of narra-
tives about the self as ‘discursive repertoires’. Here, we are concerned
with the ways in which distress is configured in discourse in such a
way that it is assumed that there is a behavioural problem for which
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a behavioural solution will be found. Unlike the psychoanalytic and
cognitive discursive forms which also draw upon a deep-rooted cultural
humanist assumption that we are beings of depth and that some
reference to internal affective or reasoning processes must be made to
understand distress, these behavioural narratives challenge humanism
and so they are not so readily reproduced in their pure state. Often,
they must be mixed in with other notions if they are not to appear
obstructively anti-therapeutic. 

One potent behavioural discursive repertoire would seem to be that
of reinforcement, in which there is also reference to the gratification
that the therapeutic subject gains from being in a self-destructive
relationship or situation. Popular representations of a patient’s
secondary gain from an illness are informed by this kind of narrative,
though there is often the implication that they are also engaged in
some deliberate manipulation of the situation. 

When the patient is thoroughly institutionalized, however, the
discursive repertoire of reinforcement is then able to account for the
level of collusion that is involved and to explain it without necessarily
resorting to attribution of self-deception. Characters suffering from
more profound forms of mental disability on film – with examples
here ranging from Rain Man to Forrest Gump – are often rendered into
more sympathetic characters – that is, potentially more like us – by
reconfiguring the problem as one of behavioural deficit which is reme-
died by another key character treating them as if they were normal,
reinforcing them for doing normal things.

Another discursive repertoire would be that of social determination.
The notion that someone is locked into a pattern of relationships or
into an oppressive and self-oppressive institutional network, and that
nothing can be done to help them unless they are removed, is struc-
tured by this repertoire. While the social determination of behaviour is
a rhetorical device which is sometimes used to explain why nothing can
be done to help – because the causes are sedimented too firmly into the
history of the individual – it also operates therapeutically when there
are calls for people to break from a pattern and thereby release them-
selves from something that had locked them into a place that they
could later recognize they did not at all want to be in.

In this sense, the systemic family therapy tradition is culturally
informed by popular behavioural notions of distress and its amelioration
if not by explicit theoretical allegiances. The male violence story-line in
the BBC Radio 4 soap The Archers is one expression of this repertoire.
Debbie Archer was able to take action against Simon Pemberton and
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thus break a vicious circle of silence because of certain sets of precipi-
tating circumstances in which the violence occurred, unlike Shula
Hebdon who had also suffered but been unable to break the silence.

These behaviourally informed discursive repertoires not only help us
to tell a story about distress that will be understandable to others in
this culture, but they also lay out certain subject positions for their
objects. People who are trapped in a system of social determination
must break from coercive patterns to find a solution, and people who
are reinforced must be provided with other kinds of reward and
punishment to be made better. The cognitively informed discursive
templates of interruption and disruption also call for certain kinds of
remedial support, with their therapeutic subjects being taught to focus
their thoughts and protect their reason from their emotions. And
psychoanalytically informed discursive complexes will also lay out
subject positions in which people are encouraged to search for the
traumatic cause of the distress, touch it again and do that in a relation-
ship with a professional which may allow it to be replayed. 

Therapeutic domains contain complexes, templates and repertoires,
then, within which counsellors and clients fabricate varieties of truth
and story a core of experience into being. In this view face-to-face
counselling or psychotherapy is not a special sealed-off domain which
produces its own kind of knowledge about people but is made possible
by the ways of speaking about our feelings and our selves that circulate
in the wider culture. The kinds of narratives that emerge in counselling
will be profoundly shaped by these kinds of complexes, templates and
repertoires, and so the construction of psychotherapeutic discourse will
always be a construction out of available cultural resources, in the
context of powerful regimes of knowledge.

Deconstructing psychotherapeutic knowledge

I will now turn to some of the attempts in recent years to go about
deconstructing psychotherapeutic discourse. In a way, the account 
I have been giving so far, which shows how processes that we may take
for granted in counselling psychology are constructed in relation to the
psy-complex and wider therapeutic domains, is a deconstruction in
the loosest sense of the term. If you can show that a psychological phe-
nomenon is a function of discourse rather than having an independent
reality that has been discovered by empirical research then you are
engaging in a form of de-construction. What has been constructed is
revealed to be so. This, at the very least, is what has been accomplished
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in work by a range of narrative therapists around the world who do
claim to be using deconstruction (e.g., White, 1991). 

Some of this work has also, at times, referred to itself as being ‘narra-
tive’, ‘discursive’ or ‘postmodern’ therapy, and the variety of different
self-descriptive terms is an indication of the tactical use of frameworks
that might be helpful. The most interesting work has been that which
has been accessible enough to be taken up by those working in mental
health support services generally – many of whom would be officially
designated as counsellors rather than therapists – who want to work
with clients in ways that will facilitate challenges to oppression and
assist the process of emancipation. It was partly a sensitivity to the
intentional and unintentional abuse of power in family therapy, and
critical reflection on the unwillingness or inability of practitioners to
address this issue that led to an influential current of work which
promises something new and genuinely transformative. 

Deconstruction

I said that if we can show that something is located in discourse we
have thereby effectively deconstructed it, but this is so in the loosest
sense of the term ‘deconstruction’. I will now describe what decon-
struction is in a little more detail, because there are a variety of differ-
ent discursive or narrative approaches that use the term, and there are
important implications in their use of deconstruction for how far they
are able to address the fabrication and maintenance of the therapeutic
self in the context of the psy-complex and wider therapeutic domains.
I will have to proceed negatively here, partly because deconstruction
has been oft-caricatured and misunderstood, partly because it devel-
oped in relation to other systems of thought, and partly because
deconstruction is an exercise in refusal and resistance rather than
acceptance and affirmation.

What Derrida meant. The term ‘deconstruction’ is often associated with
the work of Jacques Derrida (e.g., 1973, 1976, 1978), and he has many
times insisted on the following points. First, deconstruction is not a
method or technique that can be applied arbitrarily to any and every
text but it operates as part of a certain conceptual framework asking
certain kinds of questions (e.g., Derrida, 1983). Secondly, deconstruc-
tion cannot entail the view that there are an infinite number of inter-
pretations of a text because there are constraints on readings by virtue
of what he terms ‘lines of force’ (e.g., Derrida, 1980). Thirdly, decon-
struction does not advocate the destruction of subjectivity but instead
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enables an exploration of the location of the subject (e.g., Derrida,
1981). Fourthly, deconstruction does not entail moral undecidability
because it is a moral–political endeavour in which certain key con-
cepts, such as justice, are ‘undeconstructible’ (e.g., Derrida, 1994). In
some ways, deconstruction can be seen as being the latest in series of
traditions in Western philosophy concerned with intense examination
of meaning and reflection on our presuppositions. This is also why it
would be a mistake to see Derrida’s work, or that of deconstructive
counsellors and psychotherapists for that matter, as breaking with
those traditions completely or as being wholly ‘postmodern’ (cf.
Hepburn, 1999). 

It rather goes against the spirit of deconstruction to appeal to
Derrida’s authorial rights to define how the term should and should
not be understood, but there are high stakes here, apart from that of
accurate scholarship. It means that deconstruction in counselling
would start from the particular kinds of questions it would be helpful
to pursue, would be attentive to possibilities and constraints on the
sense that could be made, would respect and enrich experience as
situated, and would be a necessarily ethical endeavour. Let us turn to
examples of deconstruction on its home territory.

Deconstruction at home. It is useful to rehearse the development of
deconstruction against phenomenology and structuralism, because
many of the assumptions that those approaches make about the
subject and language are reproduced in contemporary therapeutic
discourse and now in counselling psychology.

Derrida took key oppositions in phenomenology, such as that
between speech and writing and showed how the privileged term,
speech, was dependent on its other, writing; that although speech
appeared to be closer, more self-present to thought, it could not
operate without pre-existing networks of meaning, without a form of
writing (Derrida, 1976). The first phase of a deconstruction, then, is a
reversal of the privilege given to the dominant term. But we then
need a lever, a lever which will introduce a degree of undecidability
into the opposition, which will prevent the opposition from merely
reasserting itself, albeit perhaps in reverse. In this case, the sense of
term ‘writing’ is expanded by Derrida to include all webs of difference
in signification, and now speech is seen as a form of writing, always in
a network of relations, always in relation to others. A corresponding
deconstructive operation opens up structuralism such that attempts to
restrict uncertainty of signification by appeal to the notion of structure
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are undermined first by asserting the role of difference in the produc-
tion of meanings, as the first phase of deconstruction, and then by the
notion of différance as a lever to prevent structuralism closing down
uncertainty again (Derrida, 1978).

The implications of this for counselling practice are two-fold, at
least. First, it means that the speech of the client is no longer seen as
the expression of an essentially isolated individual but that their story
is part of a narrative, part of a process of writing and re-writing which
can only be pursued with others. Secondly, it means that the structures
that seem to pin the client in place are always mutable, contradictory,
and open to movement, to different interpretations and the creation of
different meanings. What deconstruction refuses, then, is any tempt-
ation to treat the client’s self as asocial or as fixed by certain patterns.
What it also encourages is the resistance of the client to the power of
those who would fix their problem inside them as something for
which they then become entirely responsible, or in structures out of
their control by which they become entirely powerless.

Deconstruction as refusal and resistance. Deconstruction is concerned
with the structuring of power in texts and with the unravelling of the
privileged status given to certain terms over others. This is why it has
been taken up by feminists who use it to refuse the ‘phallogocentric’
character of patriarchal discourse (e.g., Weedon, 1987) and by post-
colonial literary critics who employ it as part of their resistance to
narrative conventions and forms of rationality taken for granted in
Western culture (e.g., Said, 1983).

At this point it is worth considering the ways in which deconstruc-
tion has been adopted by different writers and the degree to which it
has actually functioned as a refusal of power and resistance to author-
ity. Like any other critical system of thought, deconstruction has been
recruited into theories and practices which have rubbed off its critical
edge. In some variants of deconstructive therapy in North America,
there is an emphasis on the ‘deconstruction’ of problems such that the
very use of the term ‘problem’ is seen as a mistake. The work of Steve
de Shazer (1991), for example, has developed through narrative therapy
to a ‘solution-focused’ approach which deconstructs the categories the
patient employs. In my view, this approach moves rather too quickly
from the hope for a pragmatic pluralist way of talking about issues to
the assumption that simply changing the narrative will do the trick
right now. It is worth noting that this way of reading deconstruction
corresponds quite closely to the development of deconstruction in
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North American literary theory, where it is indeed a licence for
grandiose methodological imperialism, unlimited interpretation, the
complete dispersion of subjectivity and moral relativism (Eagleton,
1983; Norris, 1990). A similar strategy of selective recruitment and
pragmatic reinterpretation has also afflicted the reception of Bakhtin’s
work in North America (Cohen, 1996).

In contrast to this dilute deconstruction, the work of Michael
White and David Epston (Epston and White, 1989; White and Epston,
1990) and other colleagues (e.g., Monk et al., 1997) has been
concerned with looking at how the ‘problem’ is constituted in
networks of discourse that position the client as helpless and as
believing that the problem lies inside them. Here, therapeutic work
entails deconstructing categories together with the client. This version
of deconstruction in the arena of mental health, which has developed
in Australia and New Zealand, is closer to European uses of decon-
struction in literary theory and to attempts to combine Derrida’s work
with Foucault’s analyses of knowledge, self-knowledge and power
(Parker et al., 1995).

Deconstructing psychotherapy

Now we come to the link between our understanding of how the
therapeutic self is fashioned in the context of certain powerful regimes
of knowledge – something we learn from Foucault – and how far it is
possible to go about deconstructing psychotherapeutic discourse in
counselling practice – something we learn from Derrida. Just as decon-
struction emphasizes the in-between – writing, différance – which con-
stitutes those things which usually seem so fixed and self-sufficient, so
we now need to emphasize that link. 

We can make the link by viewing this kind of critical work as a
deconstruction-in-process which has three aspects: first, deconstruction
could be used in counselling as part of the process of exploring prob-
lems and reconstructing how they function in the stories people tell;
secondly, deconstruction could be used as counselling in the reworking
of the relationship between therapist and client to address issues of
power; and, thirdly, deconstruction could be developed of counselling
to reflect critically upon the role of this disciplinary confessional enter-
prise of helping and expertise applied to the distress in people’s lives
(Parker, 1999c). Deconstruction-in-process is concerned with the way
in which we unravel and reconstruct who we are as perpetual reflexive
labour rather than with arriving at a point of health or well-being and
stopping there.
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The development of this current of work raises once again the possi-
bility, oft dreamt about in the feminist and socialist movements, of an
approach to individual and social distress which links the two, a view of
relationships which understands the ‘personal’ as ‘political’ without
reducing one to the other, and an account of discursive complexes,
templates and repertoires as sites for subjectivity. These would thus be
viewed as sites for subjectivity in the psy-complex and therapeutic
domains which function as relatively enduring structures which will
always limit the degree to which we may want to participate in con-
structing and deconstructing psychotherapeutic discourse. 
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10
Critical Reflections

This book is assembled within certain conditions of possibility. It is viable
to say certain kinds of things about psychology and theory and critique,
and for those things to be accepted or contested. In the most part, the
things said in this book have been contested for various reasons by
writers inside and outside the terrain of critical and discursive research.
All the better, for the debate between different positions is necessary for
all of us to sharpen our thinking about the problematic character of
psychology, a discipline that thinks that it knows all about thinking but
usually does not engage in it very self-critically. The conditions of poss-
ibility for statements about psychology also impose certain constraints,
and one of the running themes in the book has been that critical discur-
sive research must take seriously the parameters within which we speak.
Those parameters limit what will be understood as lawful things to say
and what will be ruled out of court. Any analysis of discourse must entail
an analysis of the operations of power, power that runs through the texts
we study and power that frames how texts are produced. 

Discipline

It is indeed possible to speak about psychology from outside the
boundaries that mark it off from other disciplines, and some of most
important historical work on the development of the ‘psy-complex’,
for example, has been carried out from within sociology (e.g., Rose,
1985, 1989, 1996). Some of the writers I have used as theoretical
resources, roughly and inaccurately grouped together under the rubric
of ‘post-structuralism’ in this book, are hardly ‘psychologists’, though
the point has been made that Foucault was trained as a psychologist
and that might explain why he had an abiding suspicion of the
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discipline (Parker, 1995a). And Marx, whose spirit hovers over this book
and whose work informs the way I read the ‘post-structuralists’, was
engaging in a different project of interpretation and transformation
than that which defines contemporary psychology. 

This book is written in and against psychology, and so it bears the
marks of the disciplinary parameters that structure what can be said and
understood in the discipline. The specific engagement with psychoanaly-
sis, psychotherapy and counselling in the third part of the book is with a
view to transforming the way we understand those endeavours by dis-
cursively situating them. This means that at the very moment that psy-
choanalysis is taken seriously as a critical theoretical resource to analyse
the forms of subjectivity that appear in discourse in Western culture it
must also be located as a story within that culture. Psychoanalysis claims
to speak the truth, and it may indeed help us to speak something of the
truth of how we have come to be the way we are in this culture, but its
truth is specific not universal. The risk is that this disciplinary location for
critical work, inside psychology, leads us to unwittingly frame what we
say in psychological terms. One of the remits of ‘critical psychology’ must
be to attend to the way psychological assumptions are carried in ‘psycho-
logical culture’. Critical psychology must include: 

the study of forms of surveillance and self-regulation in everyday
life and the ways in which psychological culture operates beyond
the boundaries of academic and professional practice. 

(Parker, 1999a: 12)

This means that we also need to be aware that psychological culture
inhabits the speech of even those who speak against psychology when
they have chosen to remain within it (Gordo-López, 2000). 

Culture

There is another set of parameters, which is just as easy to overlook
when we are framed by it and assume it as our commonsense. These
parameters define the local cultural preoccupations that we take for
granted as being as fascinating to everyone else as they are to ourselves.
Another aspect of critical psychology should serve to alert us to the
problems with this. Here, critical psychology includes: 

the study of the ways in which all varieties of psychology are
culturally historically constructed, and how alternative varieties of



psychology may confirm or resist ideological assumptions in
mainstream models. 

(Parker, 1999a: 11)

The debates over ‘discourse analysis’ and the formation of different
‘schools’ of discourse analysis in psychology are a case in point, and are
as misleading as they are illuminating (e.g., Burr, 1995; Nikander, 1995).
The difference between theoretical positions over the role of discourse in
the second part of the book can sometimes seem a little parochial, and
could serve to limit the options for readers as much as the debates have
limited the room for manoeuvre of the writers concerned. Discourse
analysis is very different in other disciplines, and the disputes between
those who choose conversation analysis and those who prefer Foucault
do seem as stupid to outsiders as they seem necessary to those who think
they are inside one school or another. Unfortunately, the perceived
divisions between local groups of discourse analysts in British psycho-
logy have actually tended to obscure the critical and cross-cutting char-
acter of key theoretical debates. Within each of the local groups there are
those who use Foucault and Garfinkel or Derrida and Sacks, say, in
strange and innovative combinations. 

The theoretical debates over psychology and politics cut across these
particular theoretical allegiances. Furthermore, most of the critical,
discursive and theoretical work done now is outside the old ‘groups’
(e.g., Edley and Wetherell, 1995; Hollway and Jefferson, 2000) and
outside Britain (e.g., Davies, 2000; Walkerdine, 2001). Traditional
and alternative are constructed within certain cultural parameters, and
critical analysis needs to reflect on the locations within which we speak
(e.g., Sloan, 2000). 

History

There are also some powerful limits set by the time in which we speak.
This is particularly evident in the first part of the book, where a
concern with ‘postmodernism’ governs the way we think about where
we are in psychology and where we think critical work in the discipline
is going. Again, it is worth noting one of the claims of critical psycho-
logy to highlight what might be going on here. It is said that critical
psychology must include: 

the exploration of the way everyday ‘ordinary psychology’ structures
academic and professional work in psychology and how everyday
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activities might provide the basis for resistance to contemporary
disciplinary practices. 

(Parker, 1999a: 13) 

One of the most striking characteristics of contemporary social con-
structionism in psychology is that it promises to link its reading of
Wittgenstein to a form of relativism that is at one with a certain kind
of culture. Here, the ‘postmodern’ does not merely signify a theoretical
option but it marks a form of life which we are invited to embrace
because it is already around us (e.g., Gergen, 1991). 

The chapters ‘against’ postmodernism, relativism and Wittgenstein
then risk looking like they are refusing to fall in line with a historical
shift that has already been accomplished, and of harking back to a
time when old enlightened truths about reality served us well. In one
sense, of course, postmodern subjectivity is a form of resistance, and,
like psychoanalysis, it is unbearable to old modern psychology. In this
sense it is important to emphasise that to be ‘against’ a theoretical
position must be to work in and against it dialectically. In each case,
then, the analysis of the limits of postmodernism, relativism and
Wittgenstein opens a space for us to work with those frameworks, to
re-read them so that we can find ways of being ‘for’ them. 

Institutions

Every text that appears in an academic setting adheres to certain
conventions, and there are overarching parameters that bear on every
publication to ensure that it is clean and healthy enough to pass
through to the reader (Cameron, 1995). We need to bear that assess-
ment process in mind when we read the injunction that critical
psychology should include: 

the systematic examination of how some varieties of psychological
action and experience are privileged over others, how dominant
accounts of ‘psychology’ operate ideologically and in the service of
power.

(Parker, 1999a: 11) 

Dominant accounts do not only enjoy their privilege over other subor-
dinate accounts because they are more persuasive, but also because
they conform to styles of argument that are acceptable to journal
editors or publishers. This book opened with a chapter on ‘Theoretical
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Discourse, Subjectivity and Power’, for example, that was once
submitted to a journal (Science & Society) and rejected by it. Referee
reports for journals sometimes serve to sharpen an argument, and the
to and fro between submission and publication can be very helpful,
but they sometimes serve to block the appearance of an argument. 
I report one reviewer’s comment so that this process might be made a
little more public (though I do not in this case know who the
reviewer was), and so that you can make your own assessment.
Perhaps you agree that: 

This exercise in post-modern anti-scientism has no place in a
Marxian journal. I will pass over the author’s posturing as a ‘revolu-
tionary’ and the bizarre manner in which this claim is ‘proven’, and
go right to the horses, the psychology article he cites on stroking
horses. The author makes no attempt to examine or replicate the
horse and human heart-beat data …

That much is true, but you might now take it as an instructive paradox
that my anti-relativism is not as hard-line as many discourse analysts
in psychology think it to be. 

Reflections

The reviewing process for a book like this is also one that can be
opened out a little and made useful for the reader as well as the writer.
This book has a shape that is a little different from that intended at the
outset. It changed its shape in response to reviewer’s comments, and
these comments (by Alexa Hepburn, who gave her permission to
include them here in full) are from just one stage in the process: 

This is a revised proposal for a book of essays on critical psychology
written from the particular brand of committed discourse work
underpinned by critical realism developed and promoted by Ian
Parker and his colleagues over the past ten years or so. The book
consists of thirteen chapters, the majority previously published in
journals (especially Theory and Psychology) or edited collections, and
four of which contain responses from other authors with whom
Parker has taken issue. These chapters are organised into four
Parts, on context, theory, discursive research and psychoanalysis.
The book is aimed at a broad range of undergraduate and graduate
students.
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The proposal is strong in several ways. Ian Parker is a well known
figure in the field of critical psychology and the group he and Erica
Burman gathered around themselves in Manchester is energetic and
quite influential, particularly amongst graduate students using
discourse analysis. He is very well travelled and politically commit-
ted, which again contributes to his renown, and he is immensely
energetic in publishing his own work and that of students. He has
also ploughed a particular furrow in the rather confusing world of
critical psychology, drawing on discursive psychology, Marxism,
feminism and (recently, especially Lacanian) psychoanalysis in ways
which resist the simplifications which sometimes arise from each of
these positions taken singly. While many Parkerphiles will have
read these papers (the sources for them are not that disparate),
having them together in one volume is likely to be helpful and give
each of the papers a new lease of life.

The book itself has much of interest in it, from Parker’s attempt to
offer a kind of manifesto for critical psychology, through debates on
language and method to a use of psychoanalysis as a reading tool.
This means that the book addresses some issues central to the devel-
opment of critical thinking in psychology, as well as ‘critical psy-
chology’ itself, in terms of philosophical base, adaptation and
employment of qualitative research methodology, and aspiration to
offer an account of subjectivity and its relations to social position-
ing. As such, it is likely to be of considerable interest to students
struggling to make sense of this area. How many of these will be
undergraduates is a moot point: social psychology teaching at BSc
level nowadays is much more open to qualitative methods and criti-
cal discursive work than ever before, but this still forms a relatively
small part of the psychology curriculum. Given the specificity of the
work, it is unlikely that undergraduate students in the cognate areas
mentioned in the proposal (sociology, cultural studies, philosophy)
will pick this up, and at postgraduate level outside psychology it is
most likely to be read by research students interested in method-
ology or in what is happening in psychology rather than as a key
text in their fields of study. So the main readership is likely to be
postgraduate psychologists involved in qualitative, discursive
and/or critical work, plus some more advanced undergraduates on
relatively enlightened courses.

I still have some doubts on the content of the proposed book
(which, incidentally, looks like it will be tediously long). Although
the title is careful and accurate, explaining that the book is about
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critical discursive research, it seems to me that the book rather
encourages a slippage between critical psychology and discursive
psychology in which the latter becomes the only or at least main
way to do the former – an unreasonable slippage given the range of
positions called ‘critical’ around the world. This is aggravated by a
slightly omnipotent tendency to suggest (even if this is shorthand)
that the history of Parker’s thinking is the history of critical
psychology, particularly in Part 1 (‘In the first chapter there is a
personal story and an account of how a range of ideas that have
become so important in critical psychology were accumulated’). I do
not think I am expressing a minority view by suggesting that there
is much more to critical psychology than the work of Parker and his
colleagues at MMU, and that they have no copyright either on the
term or on the correct way to set about doing critical work, discursive
or otherwise. Parker’s liking for polemic and argument is also not
really to my taste, and the inclusion of the various ‘debates’ in this,
his own, book is really specious. Basically, the impression is that he
allows others to speak for themselves against him in order to show
how right he is: ‘in line with a dialectical analysis of their arguments,
the positions they take are revealed to be untenable even on their own

terms.’ Poor things … This is not really debate, but a rather conven-
tional and uncritical trick, in which the author is the one who
actually knows. I would be interested to see if Parker thinks that
anything written by his interlocutors changed his own views at all. 

That said, I think the collection is generally worthy of publication
and the quality of the individual pieces as well as Parker’s reputation
should enable it to pick up a decent readership amongst graduate
students in psychology committed to, or interested in, discursive
and qualitative analysis with a critical edge. So long as Parker can
guard against presenting his work as the sole truth of the critical
approach, it is likely to be a good intervention in this complex field.

I hope this is some safeguard against you reading this book as the
sole truth of the critical approach. The book is clearly set in certain
limited institutional, historical, cultural and disciplinary debates, in
discourses that are also practices, and the question now is whether
the debates will help you question where you stand in relation to
critical discursive psychology.
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