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Psychosocial Studies and Psychology: Isa Critical Approach Emerging?

I ntroduction

There once was little doubt that psychology should be thought of as the * science of
behaviour’ and hence that it would aspire to the seeming rigour of the natura sciences and,
especidly, be able to distance itsdlf from the arts. This lofty ambition hasturned to air,
despite repeated attempts by psychologigs to establish fully-fledged scientific credentids -
notably, these days, through neuroscience (which does indeed seem to be scientific) and
evolutionary psychology (which assuredly isnot, if arespect for evidence and scholarly
argument is a hdlmark of the scientific world view -Rose and Rose, 2001). What has become
increasingly gpparent is that psychology is abroad discipline, largely but not solely
empiricd, very fuzzy a the edges where it merges with sociology, biology, brain science and
the humanities, and just as much a discursive congtruction as any other area of knowledge.
Enough Foucauldian-inspired scholarship has now flowed under the bridge of academic and
clinica psychology (e.g. Henriques et d, 1998; Rose, 1999) for it to be well established that
psychology emerges out of a set of perceptions of individudity and ‘ selfhood” whichin turn
are connected with the hegemony of particular congtructions of socid redlity -for example,
the belief that there is such athing as a bounded human subject, the biology and psychology
of which (or whom) are closdly entwined, and which can be studied as a coherent object of

knowledge.

The empiricd tradition is il dominant within psychology, partly for political reasons (it
pays to have a discipline registered as a science) but more because of the continuing

dominance of the modernist vision of progress through technologica advancement. Knowing



more, controlling more fully, intervening with more power -these are not only the aspirations
of the drugs industry (for which another portmanteau word, psychobiological, is key), but
a0 of the broader range of psychologists, who can be thought of as basically on avoyage of
discovery and conquest. Y et what is gpparent is that while maps of the brain may be
becoming more accurate and interesting, and artificid intelligence more intdligent, on the
whole psychology does not develop in alinear way, uncovering mysteries once and for dl as
it proceeds, but cyclicaly and dlusvely, sometimes producing ingghts, not infrequently
influencing the ways in which we conceptudise ourselves, and often returning roughly to
where it sarted. In so doing, much psychology acts rather like the humanitiesin degpening
perception rather than in accumulating knowledge; it is also very much like other socia

sciences, increasing loca understanding without making a giant, universal step forward.

There are avariety of issues emerging from this. Firgt, psychology is abranch of activity that
has its own ideologica and hence politica investments -rather a different point of view from
the one adopted by those who claim for it some kind of ‘ scientific neutrdity’. Not only has
psychology been used actively by governments from time to time, but it isaso part of the
state apparatus for selection, categorisation and trestment - as witnessed in education and
hedlth as well as management, policing and the military (e.g. Burman, 1994). Secondly, the
emphasis on the individua as the object of knowledge is an gpproach making specific
ideologica clams, which can be seen most clearly in assumptions about the relaionship
between what isindividua (seen as‘persond’) and what is socid. In particular, the gtrict
divison between individua and socid risks the Scylla of reducing one to the other (so that,
for example, the socid is seen as no more than the free interactions of individuds, or the
individua is seen as fully condtituted by her or his socid class, or gender or ‘race position)

and the Charybdis of essentidising each element so that the socid is‘ bracketed off’ in



discussons of the individud, or vice versa. It is assumptions such as these which
psychosocial work is set up to explore. Thisisnot to say that psychosocia studies necessarily
actsin adecongtructionist frame when faced with the ambiguities of the relaionship between
psychic and socid. Quite often, as a literature search in the area will reved, the term
‘psychosocid’ is used to refer to relatively conventiond papers dedling with socid

adjugment or interpersond relations, for example. Much rarer within the psychologica
literature are attempts to examine the psychosocia as a seamless entity, as a gpacein which
notions which are conventiondly distinguished -‘individud’ and ‘society’ being themain
ones- are instead thought of together, as intimately connected or possibly even the same
thing. One reason for thisrarity, presumably amongst many, isthe sheer difficulty of
conceptuaising the ‘ psychosocid’ as an intertwined entity, with dl the imponderables it
raises. for example, isthere after dl amodicum of ‘incommensurability’ between the
psychologica and the socid, alimit to the extent to which the two can redlly be thought of
together? In other words, is there something intractable in each of the two parts of this fused-
together whole, so that if one gives up the crutch of only working with whet isadisciplinary

pre-given (‘individud’ or ‘society’) oneisleft dutching thin air?

The complexity of forging a psychosocid studies presence within psychology is perhaps
reflected in the fact that in Britain, few initiatives towards setting up Centres or Departments
of Psychosocid Studies seem to have arisen out of the discipline of psychology. For example,
the School of Socid Work and Psychosocid Studies at the University of East Anglig, asits
name implies, grew out of the School of Social Work as adirect response to cutsin
government funding for probation training in the 1990s. The undergraduate programmein
psychosocia studies focuses ‘ on the scientific sudy of human rdaionsin asocia context’

(www.uea.ac.uk/swk/history); its webste announces that ‘ taking from psychology and the




socid sciences those theories that throw light on rea world interactions, the programme

explores how they can be used in practical Stuations (www.uea.ac.uk/swk/pss). Inspection

of the course outlines suggests that whilst there is a very strong representation of psychology
in the teaching curriculum, the course does indeed focus on gpplied psychology in socid
contexts, with aview to producing graduates who will work in ‘ human service professons
(ibid). Research interests of staff members are dso clearly located in the application and

evauation of psychologica interventions and socia work programmes.

The Psychosocid Studies Area at the University of East London has been in exisence asa
teaching force since the mid-1980s, ‘when it was created on the basis of the interests of a
group of staff and in response to student demand for courses which tried to address the
redities both of individua experience and of large-scale socia processes

(www.udl.ac.uk/socia- sciences’humant rel ations/psychosocid). I1ts dominant originsliein

sociology, dthough what is digtinctive about the UEL approach isits long-term interest in
psychoanalysis as gpplied to the cultural and social sphere, an interest that has included, and
continues to include, strong links with the Tavistock Clinic. The web site confirms the more
psychologica trend of UEL psychosocid studies with its statement of alinking theme across
its courses. ‘a commitment to interdisciplinary work, to bridging between the individua

focus of much psychology and the concerns of the socia sciences with society, history and
culture’ (ibid). However, it is aso clear that the conditions for the emergence and
maintenance of thislively area of studies have not included close links with the UEL
Department of Psychology; rather, it has formed a centra plank in the Department of Human
Reations, which is rooted in sociologicad and culturd studies work. In this regard,
psychosocid studies, which * offers new ways of exploring the relationships between

individuals and their society, encompassing both the individua focus of psychology and the



broader cultura and historical concerns of sociology... [and providing] a unique opportunity
to study a“socidly-aware’ psychology adongside an “individua-sendtive’ sociology’ (ibid.)
is offering an dternative to the Univergty discipline of psychology, not something in

didoguewithiit.

This separation between psychology and psychosocia sudiesisaso evident in athird, new
initigtive in British Univergties, the Centre for Psychosocid Studies a the University of the
West of England. This Centre has a very strong socia theory and group relations approach,
rooted in psychoandysis as gpplied to the culturd arena. Its statement about itself makes it
clear that thisis not a psychologicd initiative in the usud disciplinary sense: ‘We are dso
concerned with the application of such perspectivesto organisationa, socid and politica
issues and with the mutud influencing of psychoandysis and contemporary socid and
politica theory. Findly, some of the group are interested in the history of psychoandysis and
dlied disciplines such as Group Rdations and with the development of the therapeutic

culture’ (www.uwe.ac.uk/research/centres/pss). An account of the Centre' s aspirations by

Clarke and Hoggett (2001) affirms strongly the psychoanaytic and socid theory focus of the
work; thereis, indeed, little evidence in their materid of an engagement with more traditiona
psychology or socia psychology, except possibly in the management area, and staff members

are primarily sociologists and socid theoridts.

Theseinitiatives suggest that the field of psychosocid studies has emerged in the UK very
separately from psychology. In fact, it has arisen primarily from disciplinesthat liein a
critica relationship with mainstream academic psychology —sociology and psychoandysis,
with gpplications such as socid work and cultural studies. This means that the intellectua

base for psychosocid studiesis set up in opposition to psychology, or at least in isolaion



from it. Moreover, because psychosocia studies sharesin the (largely poststructurdist)
enterprise of examining the conditions for knowledge out of which disciplinary power arises,
the bases for itswork within psychology actudly lie outside psychology, in socid theory,
philosophy of science, linguidtics, culturd studies, critical theory, psychoandysis, and
discourse studies. For example, its key term, aside from the word ‘ psychosocid’ itsdlf, is
probably that of the human ‘subject’ asit has been used in contemporary poststructuraist
gudies. Thisterm (ironicaly one used in mainstream psychology to refer to the ‘ objects
upon whom experiments are conducted) is conscioudy chosen to reflect a set of fluid and
contradictory idess, ‘ dipping between the linguigtic notion of the subject of a sentence, the
psychologica notion of the individua human entity with agency and subjectivity, and the
sociad/poalitica notion of being “subject to” something more extensive than onesdlf’ (Frosh,
19993, pp.837-8). What is centrd hereis the ambiguity in the notion of the subject: it is both
a centre of agency and action (alanguage-user, for example) and the subject of (or subjected
to) forces operating from e sawhere -whether that be the ‘ crown’, the state, gender, ‘race’ and
class, or the unconscious. The important point is that the subject is not a pre-given entity, nor
something to be found through searching; it is rather a Site, in which there are criss-crossing
lines of force, and out of which that precious feature of human existence, subjectivity,

emerges.

From what has been argued above, it appears that while academic psychology has been
subjected to criticism because of its foundationa assumptions concerning knowledge and
science, and while this criticism feeds into what might usefully be termed ‘ psychosocid
studies as a set of gpproaches offering a deconstruction of the traditiona dichotomy between
individua (psyche) and socid, psychosocid studies has emerged largdly outside the

discipline of psychology itself. The consegquence is thet it remains marginaised within



psychology, with the notion of ‘psychosocid’ appropriated for quite conventiond studies of
socid influences on individud behaviour. Psychology itsef mantains afarly sraightforward
position towards the putative accumulation of knowledge, with the critica input that
psychosocid studies might provide being channelled e sewhere. My suggestion at this point
isthat this ‘de-psychologisng’ of psychosocia studies represents an important missed
opportunity. For the many reasons aready outlined earlier in this Introduction, acritica
approach of the kind psychosocid studies might offer isimportant for engaging with, and
shifting, some of the more fixed and limiting assumptions of the traditiona psychologicd

knowledge-enterprise.

With these preliminaries in mind, this paper outlines the ‘ principles’ or possibly foundational
assumptions which members of the Centre for Psychosocid Studies within the School of
Psychology at Birkbeck Coallege, Univergity of London have signed up to, to examine what
they mean and what their implications could be for psychology. Following this, | want briefly
to articulate some recurrent issues produced as we attempt to work according to these
principles, because these issues seem to me to be expressive of red intellectud strugglesin
the area. The a@m hereisto examine what happens when psychosocia studies ariseswithin an
academic department of psychology, looking particularly a how principles of work emerge
that are related to psychology’ s disciplinary assumptions and what happens as these are put
into practice. The specific objective of this paper is to give an account of the promise and
pitfalls of psychosocid studies, recruiting it as a viable tool for enriching psychology both

conceptudly and practicaly.

Foundational Assumptionsfor a Psychology-Based Psychosocial Studies

The Centre for Psychosocia Studies at Birkbeck was ‘formed in 2000 to reflect the research



and teaching interests of a subgtantia group of academic gaff within the School of
Psychology who are committed to innovetive, interdisciplinary research and teaching focused

on the interweaving of psychologica and socia concerns' (www.psyc.bbk.ac.uk/cps). It

arose out of a conscious attempt to develop a space for critica thinking in psychology, with a
focus (as will be seen below) on socia and discursive psychology, quditative research
methods and psycho-palitica issues. The Centre holds within it a number of graduate training
courses, especidly in arange of psychotherapies such as family therapy, group andysis and
psychodynamic counsdling. As such, the Centre combines two traditiondly margind
tendenciesin psychology —the training of psychothergpists and socid critique- yet operates
not just within the culture of atraditiond psychology department (which includes some very
successful cognitive neuroscientists and applied socid and family researchers) but is staffed
mainly by academics with backgroundsin psychology. One of the many consequences of this
is that the Centre has worked with a tension between developing critical ideas on mainstream
psychology, and struggling to be good enough in research and teaching termsto hold its own

within the discipling’s own academic expectations.

The principles upon which the Centre is based were formulated at the time it was set up as

. Concern with the human subject asasocid entity;

Interest in the emergence of subjectivity in the socid domain;

. Interest in critique, defined as a concern with ideological issuesin psychology;

. Methodologica pluraism, including an active assartion of the vaue of quditative and
theoretica research as well as more traditional quantitative research;

. Theoreticd plurdism, including interest in discourses traditiondly marginalised in

academic psychology (for instance, psychoanayds, sysems theory, feminist theory,

phenomenology);



. Interest in inter- and transdisciplinary approaches to psychologica theory and
research;

. Interest in persond and socid change, including psychotherapy.

In what follows, each of these principlesis briefly eaborated as away of exploring, through

our experience, how psychosocid studies can inform and challenge psychologica work.

Concern with the human subject as a social entity.

This principle does not claim that the human subject is not, for example, also some kind of
‘biologicd’ entity. However, it directs attention to the centra problematic issuein
psychosocid studies, one which has previoudy exercised sociologists but rarely
psychologists: what doesit mean to theorise the subject as always social, ‘imbricated’ asthe
poststructuraists used to say, or better, constructed in and of socidity? How can we think
about thisissue without finding oursaves back in the cul-de-sac of traditiona socid
psychology, which tends to take the ‘individua’ for granted and ask how he or she interacts
with and interprets the socid, thus assuming the existence of an individua essence which is
separate from socidity? The generd position implied by thisfirg principle is thet the
interesting question is how this ‘individud’ comesto be, as a product of various socid forces

acting on subjectivity.

This approach has some obvious affinities with socid congtructionism (Burr, 1995; Gergen,
1994), with its assertion that knowledge is negotiated and invented out of material made
avallable through socid and interpersond means, and that this knowledge is sdf-referentid
inthat it congtructs the knower asit is produced. What then becomes an issue in thisway of

thinking, is the complex question of how the socially constructed subject can be theorised as



more than just the ‘dupe’ of ideology; that is, can such subjects be more than the socid
conditions which give rise to them, can their sense of (evenréltive) ‘agency’ be taken
serioudy? Here, some recent work on power can be helpful, because it suggests that
acceptance of the ideathat people are structured by forces over which they do not have
contral, and that their ongoing engagement with the world is congtantly impacted upon by
those forces, is not the same thing as proposing that people have no agency, no capacity to
exert influence, or to try to understand, resist or rebd. Judith Butler (1997) addresses a
amilar point when she distinguishes between two types or modes of power in arguing that,
‘Power considered as a condition of the subject is necessarily not the same as power
consdered as what the subject issaid to wield’ (p.12). Subjects are constructed by and in
power; thet is, they are condtituted by socid forces that lie outside them, in the workings of
the world. But this does not mean that subjects have no agency; rether, their agentic Satusis
what they are produced with, and it enables them to take hold of power and useit. Our
position in language exemplifies this: without being * subjected to’ the structures and indeed
the specific contents of a particular language, we cannot become human subjects, capable of
communication with one another and of representation of objects in a socially meaningful
way. The Humpty-Dumpty ins stence that words should mean just what the spesker wants
them to mean is arecipe for, perhaps even a definition of, psychoss. On the other hand,
language does not shift and change by fiat, but as a product of the waysin which it is spoken
and understood by its users, and each of us can attempt to be inventive and completely novel
in how we do this. So language both constrains what can be said and alows a space for
subjects to exert control over it. This does not free people from the externa operations of the
socid order, but it does endow them with subjectivity, with arichness of imagination, if one
wishesto think of it that way. It means that they engage with power and are not merely its

obedient and loyd ‘subjects . This can be seen most poignantly and perhaps controversialy

10



in accounts given of their identity position by marginalised groups. For example, sudies of
boys who have sexudly abused other children tend to position these boys as disturbed as wel
as disturbing, often from within a medicalised discourse (Emerson and Frosh, 2001). Work in
our Centre shows how such boys can be seen both as embodying certain festures of
‘hegemonic’ masculinity (Connell, 1995) and of actively struggling to manage and re-invent
their identity pogtion, sometimesin clearly counter-hegemonic ways (Emerson and Frosh,

forthcoming).

What is balanced here is an gppreciation of the ambiguities and ambivaence of power asit
operates on, through and in the subject, and asiit is operated on by the subject. Neither form
of power can be reduced to the other. Rather, the subject emerges through the operations of
power, but stands out over and againgt it too: that is, as Foucault (1979) argues, where power
operates, so does resistance to power, and this resistance is no mere habitual response, but an
active condruction of being. Reiterative, coercive inits very definition, power operatesto
make certain things happen, insde aswell as outsde the subject; but the way it works is aso
to grant the subject some otherness. A large task for theory isto find away to map this place
at which power, and the socid more generdly, meets the gaze of its own creation. Both

bound and free, more than what forms them yet only existing as a consequence of the
congtructing processes of socidity -thisisthe painful state from which human subjects have

to use agency and imagination to make something of themselves.

Interest in the emer gence of subjectivity in the social domain.
Thisisdosdy related to the foregoing, in that it too opposes the separation of ‘ out-there
from ‘in-here’, but its focus is on the eruptions of subjectivity into the supposedly objective

conditions of the socia order. There are various ways of consdering this, the key issue being

1



to find ways of describing the effects of what might be called ‘ objectification’” (Miller, 1987)
and what the Lacanians often absorb into the notion of narcisssm -that propensity to discover
in the apparently ‘outsde’ world, in the domain of the ‘ objective’, what seemsto belong, or
a leest to haveits origin, ‘indde’ . This represents a markedly different attitude towards
‘objectivity’ than that encompassed in most psychology, with its redist assumptions and
attemptsto ‘control’ expressions of subjectivity. The psychoandytic concept of fantasy is
perhaps the most potent theoretical expression of the interpellation of the subjective into the
sodid, inthat it suggests (at leest inits Kleinian form, particularly when combined with the
notion of projective identification —Hinshelwood, 1991) that fantasy isnot ‘just” something
that occupies an internal gpace as akind of mediation of redlity, but that it also has materid
effects, directing the activities of people and investing the social world with meaning. That is,
to understand human experience and action, from its most intimately internd to its most
blatantly political, one hasto know how to pay fantasy its due. From a somewhat different
(Lacanian) perspective, Savoj Zizek (e.g. 1994) communicates the socia implications of this
view in his articulaion of the way fantasy might govern the relaionship of individuas and
collectives to themsalves and others. Writing in the wake of the new nationdism which
exploded in Europe after the demise of the Soviet Union, he argues that to comprehend the
intengty and apparent irrationdity of the internecine struggles and atavidtic racismsthat o
plague the contemporary scene, one has to develop an understanding of the unconscious
Sructure of fantasies around which, for example, repudiation of othernessis organised. For
Zi7 ek, thisstructure is one of excess, of that which cannot be accounted for by socio-political
‘redlities or explicit beliefs. More precisdy, accounts of socid phenomena that neglect
detailed examination of the investment (ZiZek cdlsit ‘enjoyment’) of fantasy will remain
abstracted from the activities of the people who are involved. ‘In this precise sense; Zizek

(1994, p.78) notes, overstating the case, ‘War isadways adso awar of fantasies.” Jacqueline



Rose (1996) too, arguing that fantasy should be ‘ at the heart of our politica vocabulary’
comments,
Like blood, fantasy is thicker than water, dl too solid -contra another of fantasy’s
more familiar glosses as ungrounded suppostion, lacking in foundation, not solid
enough. (p.5)
Like Z iZzek, Rose identifies the material nature of fantasy, the way its processes aswell asits
effects can be seen. Moreover, the issue is not just one of acknowl edging fantasy, taking it
into account when piecing together afull picture of an event: it is the fantasy that fuels the
palitics, as well asthe other way around; indeed, it may bethat it is the former even more

than the latter.

Of course thisis no one-way causa event, nor can subjectivity be reduced to fantasy and
nothing ese: even within psychoanaysis, the workings of the ‘interna world’ are taken to be
more complex than that (Frosh, 1999b). Some psychoanaysts have aso begin to engage fully
with the ideathat what is taken to be ‘interna’ to the subject is premised on, and in constant
tenson with, what is outside or ‘other’ (Laplanche, 1997; Fonagy and Target, 1996).
Nevertheless, what studies of racism and socid hatred in particular reved (Frosh, 20024,
Zi7 ek, 1994), is that there is dways something ‘ excessve about psychic functioning, and
that this‘excess lesksinto the socid, Sructuring it and giving it intengity and significance.
The didectic here, to use an old-fashioned term, is paradigmatic: the socid is psychicaly
invested and the psychologicd is socidly formed, neither has an essence apart from the other.
Just as we need atheory of how ‘otherness enters what is usudly taken asthe *sdf’, sowe
need concepts which will address the ways in which what is ‘ subjective’ is aso found out

there.
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Interest in critique, defined as a concer n with ideological issuesin psychology.

It will dreedy be clear that afundamenta claim of the kind of psychosocid studies with
which this paper dedls, isthat it offers critical leverage on psychologica theories and
practices. Thisisakey grategic point if psychosocia studiesisto hold onto an awareness of
the socidly and historicaly constructed nature of the discipline of psychology as awhole,

and of its‘object of study’, the psychologica subject, in particular. From the perspective of a
critical approach to psychology, it is apparent that psychologica work cannot be construed as
merely ‘ problem solving’, the term given by Kuhn (1970) to scientific activity which takes
place within accepted boundaries, when the general paradigm for what isvaduablein a
disciplineis uncontroversd. It iswell atested in socid, historica and discursve explorations
(e.g. Henriques et d, 1998), and is lived out in the experience of working in academic
psychology departments, that psychology has a specific history relating to particular
conditions of emergence which have madeit what it is, and that underneeth a spurious
surface of accepted norms (for instance, the scientific paper model for measuring good work)
thereisturmoil. The sheer abrasiveness of encounters around genetics and evol utionary
psychology, or the legitimacy of psychoanaysdss, or the relevance of feminism, or the history
of psychology’sinvolvement with racism, suggests that what is going on isastruggle

between different ways of conceptuaising psychology, rather than smply the best strategies
of experiment and investigation (e.g. Segd, 1999, Ddd, 2002). A critical gpproach within
the context of psychosocid studies means taking this struggle serioudy, seeing it as

indicative of the actuad problematic of psychology, rather than a technica nuisance because
the best methods have not yet been worked out. From a psychosocia perspective, that is, all
psychologica work -whether it cdls itsdf traditiond or, indeed, *criticd’ - requires constant
examination for what it reveds of relations of power and dominance, assumptions over

“human nature’, and the connections between what is taken to be ‘ psychological’ and what
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(conventiondly, the ‘socid’) is nat. In this respect, some of the theoretica work derived from
our Centreisareminder not only that psychology itself needs scrutiny for its recycling of
unquestioned assumptions, but that the same can be true of psychosocid studies itsdf.
Examples here include engagements with ‘new’ topics such as masculinity, which can at
times mark a backing-away from important struggles (Segd, 1999), or the ‘discurgve turn’ in
psychology, which can lead to a reduction of what is known to what can be said (Frosh,

2002b).

Maintenance of a critica stance becomes especidly significant because of the contribution
psychology itsalf makes to the construction of its own subject; that is, because psychology
dedls with human subjects asits topic of study, its clams to knowledge are themsdves
exertions of power. This can be seen particularly clearly in the history of psychological
theories on ‘race ; the use of psychologica ‘expertise’ to generate socid policiesisdso
relevant; more generdly, the ways in which people congtrue themsdalves owes alot to
influential psychologicd theories, perhaps particularly psychoandytic and biomedical ones
(think how the label ADHD now applies, or how people routingy use sexua repression or
notions such as ‘trauma or ‘acting out’ as explanations of their own or others' behaviour).
Contemporary subjectivities are to a consderable extent governed by the perceptions of
psychology, particularly where clamsto scientific status are made and accepted. Conversdly,
psychological theories draw strength from the ‘common sense’ (that is, ideologically
inscribed) assumptions and ways of symbolising experience prevaent in the culture.
Exploring the manner in which psychology becomes a resource for meaning-making in
everyday life, and the sgnificance this has for peopl€ s understanding of themsaves and the
world, is part of the broadly critical agenda of a psychosocid perspective, linked asit isto the

generd argument that the human subject is made in and of socia processes,



M ethodological pluralism, including an active assertion of the value of qualitative and
theoretical research aswell as moretraditional quantitative resear ch.

While there certainly should be space for quantitative research within the domain of
psychosocia studies, particularly in relation to the srategic gainsthey can bring in

influencing socid policy (eg. Tasker and Golombok, 1997, whose work on lesbian parenting
has been used in legal cases over child care), what we are dissatisfied with isthe routine
uncriticd rdiance on pogtivis modes of measurement and control which have characterised
psychology through much of its modern history. Psychosocid studies have ingrained in them
an effort to recover or construct meanings, that is, they work in aterrain mined by
phenomenology aswell as by critical theory and psychoanaysds, in which interpretive work
isgiven priority. Thisinvolves an assartion of the vaue of interpretive, quditative methods
(some of which have along history in other orthodox socid sciences such as anthropology),
despite difficulties in establishing stability and generdisability of findings. These issues have
been discussed very fully by feminist and other qualitative and critical researchers (Henwood
and Pidgeon 1992; Emerson and Frosh, forthcoming; Smith, 2003); the key point here isthat
qualitative research is part of a paradigmatic revolution affecting the socia and psychologica
sciences which has contributed to the erosion of the hegemony of traditiona empirica
science in pre-eminently determining what counts as knowledge. This includes advocacy of a
congructionist rather than representational paradigm for understanding language; that is,
because experience is congtantly produced in language, research becomes concerned with
gathering and anadlysing discursve forms, talk and text. Analysis of the primary data of such
materid seeks to demonstrate the discourses people draw upon, how these construct or
condtitute available identities or subject positions and prevent or margindise others, and what

issues of power and socia practice are bound up with them.
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In practice, much of the energy fudling psychosocia methodologiesis drawn from an
atempt to explore the ways in which subjectivities are congtituted relationdly and through
inditutiona and socia processes. As noted earlier, thisis avery different sance from that
adopted by mainstream academic psychology, which is characterised by suspicion
(sometimes at a near-phobic leve) of the ‘subjective’ because of the apparently distorting
effectsit can have on results. Much psychological research still embraces aclassicd theory of
measurement, in which it is assumed that hereis some ‘true score’ out there in the world to
be uncovered, with our efforts to do so hampered by ‘error’, including that introduced by the
subjective fedings and beliefs of researchers and participants dike. (Thisis despite the
exigence of aprofound critique of dassicd theory in the form of generdisability theory for
over 30 years—Cronbach et a, 1972.) Psychosocia research, engaging as it does with the
ideathat subjectivity is congtructed in socia contexts, has treated the research setting as one
of those contexts, paying attention to the manner in which participants and researchers dike
work to make meaning, and how this might reflect the structures within which they find
themsdlves. This procedure is visble in the weight given to reflexive, narrdive style
interviews that acknowledge that every encounter is a Site for the generation of new identity
postions. For example, in the research carried out by Frosh et d (2002) into the emergent
‘masculinities of boysin London schools, it was clear that these masculinities were being
‘made’ (that the participants were ‘doing boy’) in ways that were specific to the research
context (e.g. they performed very differently in group and individua interviews). Rather than
seeing these differences as reflecting *error’, however, we see them as demondtrations of the
use boys make of the discursve structures of masculinity as they are found in particular

interactiona Situations, and make this part of the subject matter of our research.
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The concern with subjectivity as akey focus for research distances psychosocid modes of
investigation somewheat from the group and identity research most characteristic of British
socid psychology, for example socid identity theory and itsrelated “minima group
experiment’ methodology (e.g. Tgfel, 1984; see dso Billig, 2002). It does, however, link
with the approaches adopted by many psychodynamicaly oriented researchers, especidly in
terms of observationa studiesthat pay serious attention to processes in the observer, usng
these as sources of ingght into the dynamics of the Stuation being observed (eg.
Hinshelwood and Skogstad, 2000). More broadly, psychodynamicaly oriented research has
long adopted ethnographic and case study models that alow space for a principled focus on
how knowledge emerges from interactiona systems, and on how the accounts participants
produce of their experiences require careful andytic exploration and nuanced interpretive
andysis, baancing a concern with grounded data and an interest in the ways persona and
indtitutional accounts can serve ‘defensve, or at least rhetoricd, functions (e.g. Trist and
Murray, 1990). Theissues surrounding these psychodynamic approaches can be seen
emerging in some recent discussons around the tensions between discursive and
psychoandytic approaches (Wetherdl 2003; Frosh et d, 2003), particularly in relaion to

what might count as evidence judtifying interpretations of interview materia.

Although the discursive turn mentioned above has been very productive for critical

psychology and potentialy for psychosocid approaches, there are numerous problemetic
issues embedded in the turn to discourse, which is one reason why psychosocia studies needs
to maintain a plurdigtic framework, acknowledging the partid nature of al damsto
knowledge. These problematic issues include questions of the legitimacy of particular
interpretive srategies and the possibility that focusing on language leads to the neglect of

other sgnificant psychologica, socid or higtoricd moddities, such as spiritudity or trauma
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(Frosh, 2002b). It is here that the importance of theoretical work should be reiterated, to
constantly question and reframe data analys's, chalenging the interpretations placed upon it.
Indeed, there is much to be said in favour of the contention that psychology suffers from
having too much datain acontext of too little theory; in many respects, for example, the most
gartling advances in the psychosocid area have been produced by radical theoretical

interventions such as those of Foucaullt, rather than by new empirica ‘discoveries.

Theoretical pluralism, including interest in discour sestraditionally marginalised in
academic psychology (for instance, psychoanalysis, systemstheory, feminist theory,
phenomenology).

The theory one uses, however, is of the utmost importance. Academic psychology, following
the main road of positivist epistemology and idedlising of the naturd sciences, has generated
alarge number of micro-theories within its borders, but dso sysematically excluded avariety
of positions which could cause trouble -that is, which are potentidly criticd or at least extol
the virtues of dternative viewpoints. Those listed here are those which encompass the main
positions to be found in our group; they are by no means homogeneous or indeed without
contradictions (psychoanays's has often been at odds with feminism as with systems theory;
phenomenology has its own substantid philosophica heritage which a times has been drawn
on by psychoanayss, at other times opposed to it; feminists have been mgor critics of
systemstheory as well as some of the prime developers of it). Nevertheess, what unites these
theoriesisther interpretive stance plus their significance in the wider terrain of the socid
sciences coupled with their margindity within psychology. The subgtantia and independent
philosophical bases of these approaches as a group gives them critica leverage (they stand
outside, rather than being incorporated within, psychology) aswell as obvious apped for

attempts to create a psychology engaged with meanings and socid forms. Notably, they are
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aso on the whole refl exive gpproaches, in the dua sense both of acknowledging the impact of
the research process on researcher and participant, and having much to say about the
processes and ethics of research and theory itsdf. To the extent that psychosocid sudiesisa
persond and political endeavour, examining the positionswe al take up as psychosociad
subjects, thisreflexivity isacrucid point: theorisng has effects -or, in more humanistic

terms, thinking about ourselves is (one hopes) away of bringing about change.



Interest in inter- and transdisciplinary approachesto psychological theory and
resear ch.

This*principle isarticulated separatdy to highlight the point that the theoreticd and
methodologica underpinnings of psychosocia studies transgress disciplinary boundaries
because of its recognition that these boundaries are not pre-given, but are constantly
negotiated as part of adiscipling sideologica and politica aspirations. Drawing on
transdisciplinary gpproaches means utilisng cross-cutting ideas which can degpen aswell as
chdlenge psychologica undersandings. Examples here include models of interpretive work
characterigtic of literary studies (Andrews et d, 2000), epistemologica critique derived from
philosophy, postcolonia studies and politics (Segd, forthcoming), and empirica employment
of asocid congructionist and localy grounded framework characterigtic of anthropology
(Frosh et d, 2002). These approaches, precisaly because they originate outside psychology,
offer dternatives to the conventions of empiricd study within the discipling, in particular it is
from elsewhere that our core methodology, quaitative sudy, originates. At its narrowes, it
means that the assumptions and findings of psychological practice are dways queried by
possible dternative frames of reference; more broadly, acknowledgement and use of the
theories and methods developed in other socia sciences and in the humanitiesisaway of
contesting psychology’ s tendency to absolute truth clams. Modds of motivation,
representation, desire, and imagination: these are the shared concerns of awide range of
disciplines, each with atendency to clam privileged information; spinning these various
perspectives into and out of each other isaway of keeping the fluid and multiple nature of

psychosocid ‘redity’ in mind.

Interest in personal and social change, including psychother apy.

Finally, as evidenced by the close relationship between psychologica and psychosocia
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theories and approaches to psychotherapy (for example, in psychoanaytic psychotherapy or
systemic family therapy), there are substantial implications and gpplications of psychosocia
work for persona and socid change. Much of psychosocid studies can be reframed asan
exploration of the processes of change occurring at personal, microsocia and macrosocia
levels, and an examination of the psychologica investments both in change and in the
resistance to change. What produces difference, empowerment, liberation; or, conversdly,
what opposes it, why do people remain in love with their chains? These are conventiona and
fundamentd questions within both psychothergpy and socid action. However, the
psychosocid project hereis complicated by the fact that psychotherapeutic practices are by
no means uniformly progressivein ther politics or in ther effects. Indeed, much commentary
on psychotherapy, from feminism to critica theory, has been directed at the conformism
embedded in its assumptions and practices. adgptationd, dlitist, ideologica, contralling,
patriarcha, bourgeois (Frosh, 1999b). That is, thereisared argument that much
psychotherapy is embedded within a particular kind of modernist epistemology which
assumes the possibility of expertise, integration and individud sdlf-devel opment, and which
often brackets out the ‘ socid’ agpect of the psychosocia subject. Thislast “principle guiding
psychosocia work is therefore phrased very cautioudy, not as a commitment to any particular
way of doing psychotherapy -or even to psychotherapy as abasic good, which it might or
might not be- but rather to an interest in questions of socid and persond change, and how
such change occurs (which might be through therapy, but might not) or is resisted (ditto).
Amongst other things, this means that historica and area studies are relevant to our work,
even though our primary focus is psychologicd, because examinations of shiftsin action and
experience over time and place could revea agreat ded about the fadlitating and inhibiting

conditions for change.



M aking Psychosocial Studies Work

The previous sections of this paper have explored a number of principles for establishing a
psychosocia studies gpproach within psychology, as opposed to the more usua sociologicad
location of such enterprises. It has been argued that there are a number of key psychological
assumptions and ideologica postionsthat are ‘deconstructed’ by psychosocid studies, and
examples have been given of how this might be done. However, sating a set of principlesis
one thing, hard enough, but putting them into practice is another. The paucity of psychosocia
gudiesinitiatives in psychology is no accident, for there are obvious contextud, if one likes
‘objective’, circumstances to ded with, arising from being Stuated within an academic
department of psychology, yet engaged in work which is often construed as margind. This
has effectsin relation to contradictions between directives on how research quality isto be
measured (mainly through publicationsin internationa peer-refereed journds, on the
scientific mode, rather than in books and invited book chapters, more characterigtic of the
humanities and of the theoretica Sde of the psychosocia studies agenda), difficultiesin
getting research grants for studies which are not couched in the experimenta tradition, and -
an ironic double edged sword here- the tendency to attract (and therefore have to find time
for) relatively large numbers of graduate sudents al with their own different ‘margind’
interests, because there are so few places where they can pursue their sudieswith
sympathetic supervisors. These factors weigh heavily on academics working in the area, but
what | want briefly to highlight here are process issues which goply within our Centre, not
because | want to use any public forum to work them out, but rather because they seem to me
precisaly not to be ‘persond’ but genuinely ‘ psychosocid’; thet is, they are systematic issues
relating to the project in which we are engaged, and they have had a noticeable impact on our

actua work.



Diversity of resear ch perspectives.

Thefirg of theseissuesis ardatively sraightforward one: despite al members of the Centre
being signed up to a shared project, there is considerable diveraty in the range of issues with
which we are concerned, and in the perspectives which we bring to bear on them.
Psychoanays's, phenomenology, systems theory, group andysis, feminism, culturd studies,
quantitative and qualitative research -al these are represented in a Centre consisting of a
small number of academic staff. Moreover, research interests range across gender and
sexudlity, ‘race, ethnicity and racism, religion, palitics, hedth psychology, psychotherapy
and so on. To agreater or lesser extent, al of these are perspectives and issues pressing for
representation within psychology and we see oursalves as carriers of them, recognising as
problematic psychology’ s assumption of homogeneity in its content and methods. However, a
policy of multiplicity, which might be adopted on a principled bas's, cregtesits own
incoherence, raising difficultiesfor joint work and for the cregtion of a shared language out of
which a powerful psychosocia perspective might emerge. Part of the problem here might be
the way in which psychosocia studies, like ‘critica psychology’, is often defined
oppositiondly, asfilling gapsin, or creating dternatives to, maingream psychology. The
result can be that awide variety of aternative positions are welcomed in without necessarily
any clear sensethat they are dl contributing to the work of creating a ditinctively
psychosocid position. The necessity for rigorous theoretical work is again clear from this,
aongsde willingness to see that psychosocid sudiesitsdf is not to be immune from

criticiam.

Creating a setting for joint work and mutual support within an individualistic academic
tradition.

Many academics are deeply invested in their subject material and in their own intellectua



work; it is, after dl, their livelihood and dso the way in which their worth is measured. With
itsindividudistic promotion and recognition structures and its consequently competitive
socid ethos, academic life isrife with rivdries and suspicions. Our vison of psychosocid
gudiesis one which recognises, deconstructs and questions thisindividualism, and instead -
partly in relaion to our ‘margina/ised’ position seeksto creste a setting in which ideas and
people can be supported, can find a creative place for themsdves in a Stuation of solidarity.
Aspalitical groups of dl kinds have often found, thisis no essy task: differences of satus
and power in the group cresate ripples which are difficult to control; people have ther
legitimate ambitions, resources are scarce, thereisalot of work of the kind that does not
necessarily bring advancement; and -more ominoudy and subtly- thereis ascrutinisng wider
environment in which everyon€e s performance is continualy assessed. Trying to do
something productive together is made an uphill struggle by many of these wider forces. This
is, indeed, precisdy part of the critique many critical psychologists would make of academic
life, induding maingream psychology: that its individuaism militates againg the

construction of a cregtively reflexive psychologica discipline; but as with other ideological
gruggles, doing things differently even within awell-meaning and mutualy supportive group
of colleagues, is not dways a sraightforward endeavour. Building on the tradition of
psychodynamic research and consultation into organisations (Obholzer and Roberts 1994), a
way forward here might lie in intensive scrutiny of the Centre’ swork processes, with more
clarification of the boundaries between professona activity and persona support, plus
building aliances across different “ critica’ groupings. What has particularly to be addressed
isthe familiar yet dways somehow surprising way that a sense of isolation coupled with
idedisations around what can be achieved in the kind of work group represented by our
Centre, can lead to devagtating disappointment when internal and external obstacles and,

particularly, interpersona conflicts occur.

25



Intensity of investment in positions— eflexive and per sonal/palitical aswell as‘just’
academic.

Thereis an additional complexity created by the kind of psychosocid studies described here,
which of course does apply € sewhere but which people working in the way we aspire to have
in spades. Not only does our work matter to us in terms of wheat it might achieve
ingrumentally (advancement, renown, perhaps more abstractly ‘knowledge'), but it isaso
commonly reflexivework. If, for example, | write about masculinity | am writing about
myself, so for example my colleagues’ criticism of mae posturing and ingncerity is personal
criticism. This aso includes stylidtic criticisam, because one of the very clear ‘discoveries in
our kind of work is that arguments are not necessarily (or usudly) advanced by the
presentation of facts, but are mobilised rhetoricaly and gain compelling force when they
address some aspects of experience in away that feds enriching or exciting -or fitsthe times
and itsideologies (Billig, 1991). With so much at stake, it is not dways easy to find waysto
engage in critica discusson which results in people feding held and encouraged rather than
bruised, without also creating potentidly new coercive norms. Thisis especidly so because,
asimplied in the previous section, the wider context of academic work isoneinwhich
bruisng othersis often taken asasign of virility, akind of intellectud machismo. Our
experience hereisthat it isimportant to carefully graduate discussons, if possible devisng
new shared projects into which ideas can be fed, rather than to move too quickly to the
presentation and debate of individuals ideas or research. The consequence of too much
optimism about how quickly open criticism can be tolerated, can be a breakdown rather than
aforging of trust, and areplication of the competitiveness which groups such as ours strive to
contest. That such groups often carry split-off ideds and anxieties about destructiveness for
the wider indtitutiond context (in this case, psychology departments, which have striking

ambivaence towards their * softer’ Sdes) adds to the intengity of this dynamic.
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Whereisthe‘join’ in ‘psychosocial’ —isit in the merging of the psychological and the
social, or isit aterrain on itsown?

Finaly, thereisa set of issues surrounding the ‘ subject matter’ of psychosocid studies,
aready described or at least hinted at earlier. Theideaof the psychosocial subject asa
meseting-point of inner and outer forces, something constructed yet congtructing, a power-
using subject which is aso subject to power, is a difficult subject to theorise, and no-one has
yet worked it out. How much of an individud subject isthere, if such aquestionis
meaningful? What are the primary socia forces and how do they position the subject? What
doesit mean to say that we have ‘inner lives; isthis something irreducible, or afantasy,
metaphor or dlegory? When we draw on pogtstructuralism and postmodernism to try to
engage with these questions, are we losing oursaves in aogtractions which are themsdaves
fantasies of conquest -the true knowledge that will liberate? These are red questions,
indexing significant differences between people who al see themselves as working
psychosocidly. Psychology is o heavily embedded in avison making the individud

primary, and there are such gpparently good ethical, moral and scientific reasons for seeing
things thisway, that rethinking it not just to ‘take account of’ the socia but to see the socid
as what congtructs the persond, without losing sght of the ‘realness’ of that persond domain,
isavadly difficult task. The problem with work that is more than just * problem solving’, is
that while emotiondly oneis often desperate for solutions to urgent and subgtantia
difficulties (for example psychologica suffering in the context of war, migration, hardship,
abuse), one has often to be reconciled to continuing, naggingly unanswered questions.
Psychosocid studies testifies repeatedly to the pervasiveness of complexity, ambiguity and
uncertainty, as seems bound to be the case when one gives priority to the ‘ meaning making’

endeavours of people sometimes struggling with difficult Stuations (in our research,
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including sexud abusiveness and decisions over genetic screening —Emerson and Frosh,

2001; Chapman and Smith, 2002).

Conclusion

This paper has presented some principles for psychosocid studies in the context of
psychology and aso described some inhibitions to progressin this area. Some of these
inhibitions are structura, related to the discontinuity between the assumptions characteristic

of academic psychology and those of psychosocid studies. Other inhibitions relate to the
problems of margindity and idedlisation endemic to attemptsto ‘do psychology differently’
within an academic context in which the dominant vaues are individuaism and a restricted
mode of scrutinising intellectua worth. Neverthdess, the material presented here, with
examples from the work of the Birkbeck Centre for Psychosocid Studies and from elsewhere,
suggests that there is considerable scope for development of a psychosocia studies approach

addressing conceptual and practica issuesin psychology from acritical perspective.
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