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Lesbian and gay psychology: is it critical?
Celia Kitzinger
Abstract. This paper explores the relationship between the fields of lesbian and gay psychology and critical psychology. Both fields emphasise that one of their key goals is to challenge oppressive theories and practices in (and beyond) psychology. However, lesbian and gay psychology is overwhelmingly rooted in positivist, individualist and essentialist approaches whereas critical psychology (social constructionism, postmodernism, discourse analysis, deconstructionism, etc.) rejects positivism, individualism and essentialism as integral to oppressive power structures. Consequently, despite the political importance of lesbian and gay psychology, critical psychologists rarely refer to it in developing their own perspective. In this paper I explore the political imperative which underpins lesbian and gay psychology`s commitment to traditional psychological norms, and consider the implications of this for critical psychology as a politically engaged area of the discipline. 
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On 18 December 1998, the Lesbian and Gay Psychology Section was finally founded within the British Psychological Society (BPS) - marking the culmination of nearly a decade of campaigning, and creating, for the first time, a formal organisational framework for lesbian and gay psychology in the UK. Three previous proposals had been turned down by the BPS Scientific Affairs Board and/or Council on the grounds that the field was `too narrow` and `too political`, and members of the informal steering group working to set up the Section were sent personally abusive letters and hate mail by Society members (e.g. `don`t solicit, bitch`; `your lot disgust me`; `lesbians do not need psychology, they need a good stiff all round talking to`; and so on). The Society-wide ballot which finally approved the formation of the Section was notable for having more `anti` votes than had been recorded in any other subsystem ballot in the history of the Society: 1988 voted in favour, and 1623 voted against the formation of the Section. 

Historically, psychology has collaborated in the oppression of lesbians and gay men. With the emergence of the new science of psychology at the turn of the last century, the Judeo-Christian legacy of homosexuality as sin was translated into homosexuality as sickness (e.g. Krafft-Ebing, 1882; Forel, 1908; Bloch, 1909), and from then until the mid 1970s, the vast bulk of psychological, sexological and psychiatric research supported the view that homosexuality was pathological (for a review of this literature, see Rosario, 1997). The idea that lesbians and gay men are sick is still expressed by some mental health practitioners (cf. Annesley and Coyle, 1995; Milton and Coyle 1998), in the media, and by many ordinary people (Clarke and Kitzinger, 1999). As recently as 1995, the Association for Psychoanalytic Psychotherapy in the British National Health Service invited as their guest speaker the North American psychoanalyst, Charles Socarides, whose view is that homosexuality is a form of `aberrancy` and `a revision of the basic code and concept of life and biology`: he recommends conversion therapies to `cure` homosexuals by changing them into heterosexuals (Ellis, 1997). 

Within mainstream (especially North American) psychology, however, this approach to lesbianism and male homosexuality is no longer the norm (Morin and Rothblum, 1991). Despite the criticisms often levelled by critical psychologists against the dominance of North American perspectives, lesbians and gay men in other countries often point to North American as setting a good example to the rest of the world. It is, for instance, almost a quarter of a century since, following disruption to meetings of the American Psychiatric Association by lesbian and gay activists, homosexuality was removed as a mental health problem from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders: it took another 20 years before (in 1993) homosexuality was removed from the World Health Organisation`s International Classification of Diseases, the diagnostic handbook generally used outside North America. Similarly, although the American Psychological Association adopted (in 1975) the official policy that homosexuality per se does not imply any kind of mental health impairment and urged mental health professionals `to take the lead in removing the stigma of mental illness that has long been associated with homosexual orientation` (see Rothblum and Bond 1996, p. x) no such statement has ever been made by the BPS: in fact, the BPS has remained conspicuously silent during the various political furores (Section 28, the Age of Consent clause etc.) in relation to which other professional bodies (especially the British Medical Association) have given formal support to lesbians and gay men. Finally, the APA approved the establishment of the Society for the Psychological Study of Lesbian and Gay Issues (APA Division 44), in 1984, fourteen years before the BPS finally permitted a Section in this country. Not surprisingly, then, the field of lesbian and gay psychology is now well-established within North American psychology and concerns about the dominance of North American perspectives have to be understood within the context of this nation having been the first to develop the field. 

As used here, the phrase `lesbian and gay psychology` means psychological theory and practice which is explicit about its relevance to lesbians and/or gay men, which does not assume homosexual pathology, and which seeks to counter heterosexist oppression. Key texts outlining the field of lesbian and gay psychology include Bohan, 1996; D`Augelli and Patterson, 1995; Garnets and Kimmel, 1993; Greene, 1997; and Greene and Herek, 1994. Contemporary research in lesbian and gay psychology covers the following key areas: the psychobiology of sexual preference; stage models of lesbian and gay identity development; theories of lesbian/gay relationships; lifespan developmental issues; lesbian and gay parenting; homophobia and anti-lesbian/gay discrimination; mental and physical health issues; ethnic and cultural diversity; bisexuality, `choice`, flexibility and flux in sexual identities; essentialism vs. social constructionism; and the development of positive psychotherapeutic models for lesbians and gay men (see the key texts cited above for further details). We are delighted finally to have achieved a BPS Lesbian and Gay Psychology Section as a forum within which to pursue lesbian and gay psychology. The Proposal approved by Council explicitly states that the aim of the Section (as distinct from the BPS as a whole) is `to contribute. ... to removing the stigma of mental illness that has long been associated with gay male and lesbian sexual identities and to contribute psychological perspectives to social policy initiatives which provide for better quality of life for lesbian and gay people, their families and friends` (Kitzinger et al, 1997). 

But is it `critical`?
Critical psychologists are generally quite cautious about defining their area - partly because the field (at least with this label attached) is new and diverse, and partly, one 

one suspects, because they do not wish to be accused of constructing exclusionary definitions. In the Editorial introduction for this issue of the Annual Review of Critical Psychology, Ian Parker expresses a concern to `develop a cultural-historical account of the emergence of different ``critical`` tendencies` rather than to derive an abstract decontextualised definition (Parker, this volume, p. 3). Introducing an edited collection of pieces on `critical social psychology`, Russell Spears comments that: `It is not easy to define critical social psychology, and reading the contributions to this volume further demonstrates the difficulty (futility) of this exercise` (Spears, 1997, p. 1). One of the editors of the same collection says `I am not at all sure what a `critical social psychology` might look like` (Ibáñez 1997, p. 27). Nonetheless, four common themes emerge from critical psychology`s (so far rather limited) literature. 

First, critical psychologists commonly express a commitment to exposing and challenging oppressive ideologies and practices within and beyond psychology. According to Prilleltensky and Fox (1997), editors of an introductory volume on Critical Psychology, critical psychology is distinguished from traditional psychology by its emphasis on social justice and human welfare: it is concerned with `challenging a status quo that benefits the powerful and works against the powerless` (p. 7); `it aims to change society` (p. 3); and `oppression is a central concept in critical psychology` (p. 6). This commitment to radical social change is reflected in the writings of many critical psychologists. 

Second, critical psychology commonly presents anti-positivist arguments: it is `defining itself in opposition to the positivistic traditions in social psychology, often identified by quantitative research methodologies and the experimental approach in particular` (Spears, 1997, p. 1). Qualitative inquiry (Kidder and Fine, 1997), Q methodology (Stainton Rogers et al, 1995) and discourse analysis (Parker, 1997a) are widely promoted as enabling proper attention to be paid both to individual subjectivity and to the social/historical/cultural context which shapes both the individual researcher, and the whole research enterprise. Such research permits an understanding of how `dominant accounts of ``psychology`` operate ideologically and in the service of power` (Parker, this volume, p. 13), and can challenge psychology`s pretensions to produce scientific knowledge about the world. Critical psychologists avoid `revisionist` and `counter revisionist` histories of psychology and explore the role of socio-political forces in shaping the work of all psychologists (Harris, 1997). According to Parker (1997b, p. 158), `The critical impulse still needs a further push, however, to highlight how positivist research is dangerous in the very way it conceals moral-political values`. 

Third, critical psychology is marked by `critiques of individualism` (Spears, 1997, p. 1). Many critical psychologists (e.g. Sampson, 1989, Danziger, 1990) have challenged the way in which traditional psychology `has uncritically and rather arrogantly assumed a self-contained individualism` (Richardson and Fowers, 1997, p. 276) which is likely to `mislead people into identifying problems as purely individual` (Prilleltensky and Fox, 1997, p. 7), locating mental phenomena `inside individual heads rather than between people, in language` (Parker, 1997a, p. 286). Parker (1997b, p. 158) warns against the `conceptual slippage in which an individual explanation is called for to supplement the social story`; and argues that individualism needs to be tackled `as an ideological formation that masks collective phenomena (of class, gender, sexuality and race)`. 

Fourth, critical psychology expresses `commitments to constructionism` (Spears, 1997:1) and the deconstruction of everyday taken for granted categories of knowledge. These categories include not just (as we have seen above) categories like `science` and `the individual` but also psychological notions like `personality`, `mental illness`, `intelligence`, `sex`, `gender`, and - of course - `the homosexual` (see the various chapters in Fox and Prilleltensky, 1997 for deconstructions of each of these categories). Rather than being essential or fixed aspects of human beings, these categories are constructed in particular social, historical and political contexts and are often used in the interests of power for surveillance and control. In pointing to their socially contingent and constructed nature, critical psychologists hope to challenge the oppressive organisations which use them. 

What is the relationship, then, between the well-established field of lesbian and gay psychology, and the new field of critical psychology? Insofar as lesbian and gay psychology is deeply critical of heterosexism, both in society and within psychology as a discipline, and seeks social justice on behalf of lesbians and gay men, one might expect lesbian and gay psychologists to draw on and contribute to the field of critical psychology - and, equally, critical psychologists to see lesbian and gay psychology as integral to their field. In fact, as I will show, the relationship between these two fields is deeply ambivalent. This ambivalence (on both sides) arises from the fact that lesbian and gay psychology seeks to counter heterosexist oppression using precisely the positivist, individualist and essentialist ideas of which critical psychologists are so contemptuous. As a lesbian psychologist who has published mostly from a social constructionist perspective, attacking positivism (e.g. Kitzinger, 1987; 1990), individualism (e.g. Kitzinger, 1992; Kitzinger and Perkins, 1993) and essentialism (e.g. Kitzinger, 1995; Kitzinger and Wilkinson, 1995), I am impressed by the deep and enduring commitment of most lesbian and gay psychologists to these mainstream norms. Very few lesbian and gay psychologists share my views: the field is overwhelmingly positivist, individualist and essentialist. Nor do those of my social constructionist arguments published outside academic circles (by radical lesbian feminist presses and in movement newsletters) generally attract the support of many lesbian or gay activists. In this article I explore lesbian and gay psychology`s commitments to traditional psychological norms, reflect upon their contribution to the success of lesbian and gay psychology in challenging heterosexism, and consider the implications of this for critical psychology. 

Challenging Heterosexist Oppression
One of the most powerful mechanisms supporting oppressive practices is the denial that any such oppressive practices exist. In teaching to, and writing for, predominantly heterosexual audiences, often imbued with the idea that homosexuality is `trendy` and that a gay kiss on a television sitcom overcomes structural and institutional discrimination, it is - unfortunately - often necessary to begin by making the case that lesbians and gay men are oppressed, and that this oppression needs to be challenged. Documenting and challenging lesbian and gay oppression is a central part of lesbian and gay psychology. 

The social context within which the new BPS Section has been formed vividly illustrates the need for psychological interventions which challenge anti-lesbian and anti-gay attitudes and policies. In the UK in June 1998, the House of Lords rejected an amendment intended to abolish the discriminatory age of consent laws for gay men, voting by a massive majority to keep the age of consent at 18 for a man with a male partner, but 16 for a man with a female partner. Opinion polls shortly after this debate showed that over two-thirds of the British public supported the House of Lords decision. During the same month, the Lambeth Conference, the 10 yearly meeting of Anglican bishops from around the world, passed by overwhelming majority a final statement declaring that homosexual practice was `incompatible with Scripture` and that the Church could not allow blessings of homosexual partnerships or ordinations of practising homosexuals. Meanwhile, in the USA (where 54 per cent of the population said in a recent poll that they believed homosexuality to be a `sin`, Peyser, 1998), a series of full-page advertisements appeared in major newspapers, featuring pictures of smiling `ex-gays` and offering the bold promise: `We changed, so can you`. Placed by an organisation called Exodus, a nondenominational Christian fellowship, dedicated to helping homosexuals change their orientation, Exodus workshops `encourage gay men to `butch up` through sports, and lesbians to unleash their inner heterosexual through dress and makeup` (Leland and Miller, 1998, p. 49). These kind of `conversion` or `reparative` therapies continue to a limited extent in the USA despite the American Psychological Association`s official declaration (in 1997) that such therapies are scientifically ineffective and possibly harmful: its guidelines strongly discourage them as unnecessary. In many other parts of the world, conversion therapies (including brain and genital surgery and electric shocks) are widely used on lesbians and gay men against their will (Amnesty International, 1997). 

Heterosexism in law and social policy is pervasive across the world. South Africa is the only nation which (since 1996) incorporates sexual orientation into the anti-discrimination provisions of its constitution. Until the early 1990s, nearly one half of the states in the USA outlawed private consenting homosexual acts, and their right to do so was upheld by the US Supreme Court in 1986 (see Herek, 1998). Same-sex sexual acts are still illegal in more than seventy countries and are punishable with prison sentences (e.g. Bermuda, Nigeria, Trinidad, Romania); beatings (e.g. India, Pakistan); and execution (e.g. Iran, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia) (Amnesty International, 1997). Crimes of violence and harassment against lesbians and gay men are endemic internationally, and are often not reported for fear of secondary victimisation by the police or the courts. In most countries, lesbians and gay men also face widespread heterosexist discrimination in education, in the workplace and in health care. Heterosexual privilege is manifested in the US Congress `Defense of Marriage Act`, explicitly restricting the institution of marriage to opposite-sex partners - a restriction which, to date, applies across the world - and in widespread legislation which gives these married opposite-sex partners (and, sometimes, their de facto opposite-sex equivalents) rights which are denied to same-sex couples - in relation to the custody, adoption and fostering of children; access to fertility services; domestic partner benefits, including insurance, health and pension schemes; tax and inheritance; housing; and immigration rights. These forms of discrimination are increasingly recognised as human rights violations, and the recent Amnesty International report presents dozens of carefully documented cases from countries all over the world, illustrating the grim reality of human rights abuses against lesbians, gay men, bisexuals - and anyone who is not (or who appears not to be) heterosexual. 

In Brazil, a local council member was violently abducted from his home after the public denunciation of his bisexuality by a rival politician. His headless body was found two days later, dumped on waste ground and showing signs of torture. 

In Romania, three gay men were sentenced to two-and-a-half years` imprisonment for having sex, at home, in private. 

In Colombia, `death squads` target and kill hundreds of gay men and transvestites as part of a process known as social cleansing. The death squads operate with impunity; the gunmen themselves are often policemen. 

In the United States, an eighteen-year-old woman standing trial for murder had her sexuality widely publicised in the media and presented to the jury in an inflammatory manner. A psychologist who had never interviewed the defendant testified that she was a bisexual sadist prone to violent acts. She was sentenced to death. 

In the United States, the only country so far in which lesbian and gay psychology has had a professionally endorsed public voice, psychologists have opposed heterosexist legislation (e.g. the Colorado ordinance); have testified in court on behalf of lesbian mothers in custody cases; and have extensively documented the negative effects of heterosexism on the lives of lesbian, gay and bisexual people (e.g. Hershberger and D`Augelli, 1995). At the 1986 congressional hearings on anti-gay violence in the USA, Gregory Herek (on behalf of the APA) and Kevin Berrill (Director of the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force (NGLTF)) testified to the extent of violence and harassment of lesbians and gay men, including the results of the NGLTF national survey which found that 94% had experienced some type of victimisation, including being verbally abused, physically assaulted, and having property vandalised because of their sexual orientation. This led, in 1990, to the inclusion of `sexual orientation` in the Hate Crimes Statistics Act which required the Department of Justice to collect and publish annual statistics on crimes that manifest prejudice based on race, religion, and ethnic origin, so enabling documentation of the problem of anti-lesbian and anti-gay violence (Herek and Berrill, 1992). Collectively, these interventions can be seen as critically important contributions to social change. 

Positivism
Lesbian and gay psychology has relied overwhelmingly on positivist arguments about the nature of science in achieving these social changes. Lesbian and gay psychologists have been critical of early (and current) research claiming that lesbians and gay men are sick, perverted, immature or unstable, and critical of the anti-lesbian and anti-gay bias of most psychological theory. These criticisms are mounted on conventional positivist grounds: heterosexist research is `unscientific`. According to one key figure in contemporary gay psychology: `theories which continue to purport an illness model of homosexuality represent egregious distortions of scientific information about homosexuality in the service of hatred and bigotry` (Gonsiorek, 1995). 

Lesbian and gay psychologists who are `critical` of heterosexist research findings typically draw on what I have called `the rhetoric of pseudoscience` (Kitzinger, 1990): that is, they base their criticism in claims that competing research findings are insufficiently `scientific`, i.e. do not adequately conform to the traditional model of positivist empiricist science. They complain that findings are based on taboo, myth, stereotype and prejudice; that the data were collected using faulty instruments, with an unrepresentative sample and an inappropriate or badly matched control group; that the variables were insufficiently controlled; that there were no inter-rater reliability checks or double-blind ratings; that the conclusions stray too far from the data; that the study is pseudo-scientific, unscientific, ethnoscientific, or simply, bad science. These are standard criticisms which any scientist is free to make about a rival`s work. Criticism like this is, in fact, part of the normal business of science. It is `critical` only in the very narrow sense of being `critical` of earlier (or competing) work on the researcher`s own topic - and the form this criticism takes is very conventional: it plays by the rules of positivist science. 

In addition to criticising heterosexist psychology by pointing to its scientific errors, many lesbian and gay psychologists seek to demonstrate, with their own superior science, that lesbians and gay men are as normal and as mentally healthy as heterosexuals, and to point to the underlying similarities of heterosexuals and homosexuals. There is, for example, a large body of work focused around lesbians and gay men as parents, challenging earlier work which suggested that children brought up in lesbian or gay family contexts would be confused about their own gender and sexualities and develop in a-typical ways: according to many lesbian and gay psychological studies today (e.g. Patterson, 1994), our children grow up just like heterosexuals` children. 

The story contemporary lesbian and gay psychology tells about itself is a story of progress from the bad old days when (based on poor science) homosexuals were considered sick, to the current understanding that homosexuality falls within the normal range of human behaviour. Once upon a time, the story goes, researchers thought that homosexuals were sick and perverted. This was because they were biased by religious prejudices and trapped by the social conventions of their time: their research lacked present-day sophistication and objectivity. Now, in our sexually liberated age, with the benefit of scientific rigour and clear vision, objective, up-to-date research demonstrates that lesbians and gay men are just as normal, just as healthy, and just as valuable members of a pluralistic society as are heterosexual people. This story of progress is common across the social sciences; stories of changing professional views are incorporated into the mythologised history of a discipline in what has been described as the `up the mountain` story (Rorty, 1980). Its function is to illustrate the superiority of contemporary research over that of the past. Psychology, as a scientific discipline, is based on the idea of progress. Through uncovering the `errors` of previous research, lesbian and gay psychology presents itself as moving towards ever more adequate approximations to truths about the world. The vast majority of contemporary psychological research on lesbian and gay issues uses a positivist epistemology - mostly in the form of conventional quantitative or experimental studies. 

Despite its apparent bravado, then, the positivist-essentialist commitment of most lesbian and gay psychology locates it firmly within the main body of the discipline. And that is, in fact, just where lesbian and gay psychology would like to be. One of the key players in lesbian and gay psychology, John Gonsiorek (1994, p. ix), makes explicit his concern to `rescue the field from politically correct foolishness` and to establish it at the centre of the discipline. 

It is easy for critical psychologists with sophisticated anti-realist theories and deconstructionist epistemologies to sneer at lesbian and gay psychologists` apparently naive faith in outdated notions of the grand narrative of science. What critical theorists sometimes miss is a sense of the political urgency which drives the enterprise of lesbian and gay psychology. As long as the legal and political apparatus that governs us is (or affects to be) responsive to scientific `evidence` in making decisions about who can have sex without attracting a criminal record, who is allowed to teach what in state-run schools, who is permitted to adopt or foster children, and what acts of violence counts as crimes, one can argue that it is important for lesbian and gay psychologists not to vacate the field. For psychologists wanting to change the world, positivist rhetoric offers legitimation, and in rejecting it, critical psychologists are, in effect, undermining their own position as authorities. In abandoning and critiquing the language of `objective discovery`, in insisting that the knower is always part of what is known, and in drawing reflexive attention to their social construction of their own research and writing, critical psychologists lose the power to intervene effectively in real world politics: they cannot issue authoritative statements (backed up by `science`) on matters of public policy; they don`t make credible expert witnesses in court; they become (often quite literally) unintelligible. It is hard to argue for the moral or political superiority of a refusal to attest to the mental health of a lesbian mother in a custody case on the grounds that the concept of `mental health` is a socially constructed one. At such times, critical psychologists may feel that their choice of an anti-positivist epistemology is a luxury sustained only because of the willingness of their theoretical opponents, the unreconstructed positivists, to enter the witness stand. In the context of daily media reports about heterosexist legislation and practices, lesbian and gay psychologists often believe that the use of (what some critical psychologists would describe as) boring, epistemologically naive, positivist research, might actually make a difference in the world. 

Individualism
Lesbian and gay psychology is - like most psychology - firmly committed to an individualistic perspective, and (ironically) this individualism is never more apparent than when psychologists theorise the oppressions to which lesbians and gay men are subjected. The term `homophobia` first began to appear in psychology in the late 1960s and early 1970 and was defined as `an irrational persistent fear or dread of homosexuals` (MacDonald, 1976) or `an irrational fear or intolerance of homosexuality` (Lehne, 1976). Subsequently, `homophobia` scales were developed (e.g. Larsen, Reed and Hoffman, 1980; Hansen, 1982) and these are still widely used in studies which correlate individual levels of anti-lesbian and anti-gay prejudice with various personality traits, or which carry out laboratory experiments on people with differing levels of `homophobia`. High levels of homophobia are purportedly typically associated with persons who are authoritarian, dogmatic, sexually rigid individuals who have low levels of ego development and suffer from a wide range of personal problems and difficulties in their relationships. Not only does this concept reinforce the power of psychology to label people as `sick` or `mentally healthy` at will, it also depoliticises lesbian and gay oppression by suggesting that it results from the personal inadequacies of particular individuals suffering from a diagnosable phobia. The term `homophobia` imputes sickness to specific individuals who supposedly deviate from the rest of society in being prejudiced against lesbians and gay men. 

Worse still, the mental health not only of heterosexuals but also of lesbians and gay men is threatened by homophobia - not simply because homophobes reject us and hurt us (behaviours castigated as having `negative mental health consequences`, Garnets et al, 1993) but also because we suffer from something called `internalized homophobia` (`the oppressor within`, Margolies et al, 1987, p. 229). The idea of `internalised homophobia` has been described as a `central organizing concept for a gay and lesbian affirmative psychology` (Shidlo, 1994, p. 176). Instead of going to heterosexual therapists (like Socarides) to be cured of our homosexuality, now lesbians and gay men are supposed to seek out lesbian and gay therapists to be cured of `internalised homophobia` which is purported to have a `deleterious and pathogenic impact on developmental events in gay people and their psychological functioning` (Shidlo, 1994, p. 180), causing everything from generalised misery to impaired sexual performance. Lesbian therapist Kristine Falco (1991, p. 69) advises therapists that, whatever the presenting problem, therapists should always plan to spend a period of therapy time assessing with your client the effects of possible internalised homophobia`. Moreover, the concept of `internalized homophobia` is used as an explanation for the many ways in which lesbians and gay men allegedly oppress ourselves. Unable to accept our own homosexuality, riddled with guilt and self-hatred, we `develop a need for self-punishment` (Groves, 1985): lesbians and gay men may `set themselves up for rejection with poorly planned and impulsive disclosure in an environment that is likely to produce a harsh response` (Gonsiorek, 1995, p. 34) and may `abandon career or educational goals with the excuse that external bigotry will keep them from their objective` (Gonsiorek, 1995, p. 33, my emphasis). The idea that lesbians and gay men are psychologically damaged by internalised homophobia runs throughout the literature of lesbian and gay psychology. Yet again the focus is shifted away from the oppressor and back onto the victims of oppression. 

Critical psychologists have pointed out that individualised explanations are routinely used within psychology to obscure structural and institutional power - and it is easy to see how `homophobia` can be used to do this. Some critical psychologists (myself included) have claimed that the whole enterprise of therapy is deeply and intractably individualistic: 

there is every reason to question professional psychotherapy as the major means to individual, let alone social change. It seems reasonable for the critical psychologist to ask if the implicit sanctification of psychotherapy as the mode of intervention is not further reproduction of traditional and often oppressive relationships (Rappaport and Stewart, 1997, p. 311). 

From the perspective of lesbian and gay psychology, however, it is clear that social oppression causes individual suffering: it is individuals who turn up in therapists` consulting rooms, on the wards of mental hospitals or in hospital emergency rooms. While may of the problems experienced by lesbians and gay men are undoubtedly caused by or associated with the social conditions of oppression, they are nonetheless experienced as acutely painful personal problems. Whatever critical psychologists` commitment to explicit social and political change, there is clearly a problem if, faced with the suffering of a particular individual, they have nothing to offer except `waiting for the revolution` (Brown, 1992). Whenever I have spoken in community settings (bookstores, lesbian centres, women`s groups etc.) of my vigorous opposition to the individualism of lesbian and gay therapies, there have always been many lesbians countering my theories with their own experiences. They tell me they have personal experience of `internalised homophobia`, that they hated themselves and sought out people who would punish them, that they deliberately provoked other people`s disgust, outrage, and anger. They tell me that I underestimate the horrific consequences of lesbian oppression on all of us as individuals - the anorexia, self-harm and suicide attempts, the broken or destructive relationships with families and lovers, all of which (I am told) can be more or less successfully addressed with the right therapist or the right kind of therapy. The non-academic lesbian feminists for whom I wrote my most extended critique of psychology`s individualism (Kitzinger and Perkins, 1993) do not, on the whole, share my views about psychology`s individualism - indeed, are often angry and distressed that I am apparently willing to deny them access to the support, solace and political revitalisation that psychology (they say) is able to offer. My claim (common in critical psychology) that their common-sense reliance on psychological categories and practices offers compelling evidence of the power of the discipline to construct ordinary people`s subjectivities is not well received. They - like lesbian and feminist therapists - argue for the positive value of psychological ways of conceptualising their experience (in terms like `homophobia`, `co-dependency`, `merger`, `erotophobia` etc.), and claim that therapy can somehow tackle the `individual` problems that arise from these experiences without being `individualistic`. 

According to Parker (this volume) a key aspect of critical psychology is `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` (p. 14). The power of the discipline as a mechanism of surveillance and regulation was very clear to most lesbians and gay men when psychology was dominated by heterosexual therapists describing us as sick and recommending clitoridectomies and aversion treatments to cure us. But with the rise of lesbian and gay psychology, we have accessible self-help books, therapy workshops and counselling sessions produced by lesbians and gay men, for lesbians and gay men, promising to help us raise our self-esteem, overcome our internalised homophobia, love ourselves, improve our lesbian / gay couple relationships, and enhance our sex lives. While critical psychologists continue to deconstruct modern western forms of liberal individualism and its reproduction in the psy-complex, lesbian and gay psychologists continue to engage in therapeutic practice which addresses human suffering on an individual basis. 

Essentialism
Until a decade or so ago, lesbian and gay psychology was, almost without exception, rooted in essentialist theories. Sexual orientation was assumed to be an inner state or `essence` which the individual `represses` or `discovers`, `denies` or `acknowledges`. The vast bulk of lesbian and gay psychology still relies upon notions of an underlying fundamental and relatively stable `essential` sexuality (either innate or acquired early in life) which determines a person`s sexual response. Research within an essentialist framework may measure `heterosexual` and `homosexual` characteristics or responses and report similarities and differences, and/or may aim to `recover the authentic voice of queer experience` (Norton, 1997, p. 11). The small amount of social constructionist work which has emerged within lesbian and gay psychology (e.g. Kitzinger, 1987; Tiefer, 1987; Bohan, 1997) challenges this commonsense view. It draws instead on sociology, anthropology and history to understand how `lesbian` and `gay` identities are constructed and negotiated in a social context (Kitzinger, 1995). This approach is more easily compatible with the perspective of critical psychology, within which homosexuality is represented as a culturally available discourse (constructed by early sexology and psychiatry) upon which people draw in making sense of their lives. According to Ian Parker (1997a, p. 285): 

The different patterns of meaning that we use to talk about things like `mental illness` or `homosexuality`, as if these things were fixed qualities of human psychology, are discourses [...] People develop and `express` their identity through the use of verbal, non-verbal, and other symbolic means of communication, such as art. Then, when they feel as if they are genuinely `expressing` something inside themselves, they pick up and reproduce certain discourses about the nature of the self, and they find it difficult to step back and question where those ways of describing the world may have come from and what interests they may serve. (emphasis in original)

Most lesbian and gay psychology, however, draws on essentialist theory, according to which the `lesbian`, `gay man` or `bisexual` is defined by a specific and potentially describable essence. Despite my social constructionist sympathies I acknowledge that essentialism reflects many people`s reported experience of their sexuality. As Rictor Norton (1997) argues, `social constructionism violates commonsense` (p. 27): `if anything suggests that experiential reality exists outside of discourse, it is the feeling of thousands of homosexuals of a desire for which they have no name `(p. 25, emphasis in original). Moreover, Parker`s account amounts to a theory of false consciousness: people `feel as if they are genuinely ``expressing`` something inside themselves` but are actually reproducing cultural discourses: i.e. you think you are deep down essentially `homosexual`, but actually this is just a cultural construction - and one which may not be in your own best interests. Critical psychologists (myself included) often come close to saying - in more or less guarded terms - that people are the victims of the discourses they speak rather than authentic narrators of their lives. This flies in the face of lesbian and gay psychology`s attempts faithfully to report people`s deeply felt experiences and beliefs. 

Moreover, as essentialists have often pointed out, the categories a society uses, however arbitrary and ad hoc they may be on purely logical grounds, and however historically and culturally variable they may be, are `real` for the society that uses them, and they affect our lives in real and tangible ways. At least in the short term, it seems that the best way of countering oppressions based on invented categories may be to take those categories and to use them in our own interests. Challenging what he sees as the social constructionist bias of an article promoting the BPS Lesbian and Gay Psychology Section (Kitzinger et al, 1998), one critic writes:

By deconstructing, we have to acknowledge that gay men and lesbians do not exist, that they have no innate biological `essence`, and thus, once more, psychology makes them invisible. [...] Ultimately, my view is that social constructionist and critical perspectives are an intellectually anarchic and nihilist epistemology for a lesbian and gay psychology. By deconstructing `lesbian` and `gay` there is no Lesbian and Gay Psychology Section (Rahman, 1999, p. 9). 

The category `homosexual`, invented to stigmatise and pathologise, is used politically by lesbians and gay men, and by their supporters, to advance our rights: `We`re here; we`re queer; get used to it!`. In the recent age of consent debate, those speaking in favour of equality presented clearly `essentialist` arguments that homosexuality is part of someone`s innate sexual nature. Resolutely ignoring the last thirty years of sociological and (some) psychological research on the social construction of homosexuality, Members of Parliament supporting equality argued that:

`the overwhelming evidence is that sexuality is of people`s nature; it is not something that is caught or that people are persuaded into` (Mr Michael)

`people do not choose their sexual nature` (Mr. Kaufman) 

`it is medically accepted that homosexuality is fixed at an early age` (Dr Harris) 

`all the reputable research evidence shows that adult sexual orientation is usually established before the age of puberty` (Ann Keen) 

Bishop John Spong of New Jersey, supporting church blessings for gay partnerships has made a similar claim - that `homosexuality isn`t immoral because it is caused by a chemical process in the brain`. These arguments are essentially defensive. If our difference is `natural` (in our genes or hormones, or in the size of our hypothalamus), if we are born that way (or if a homosexual orientation is fixed at such a young age that we might as well have been), then, the argument goes, we are people with an inherent biological orientation who ought not to be blamed for a condition over which we have no control. Homosexuality is `natural`, just like heterosexuality. 

Social constructionists and postmodernists argue that this approach to lesbian and gay rights accepts and contributes to the naturalising of heterosexuality, reproducing the privileged status of heterosexuality and the marginal status of everything else. Deconstructing homosexual identities, by contrast, offers the opportunity of dismantling the hierarchical homo/hetero binary on which oppression is premised. While the critical theory is compelling, the practical implementation of social change - at least in the short term - appears better achieved through an essentialist framework. Critiquing social constructionist perspectives, Epstein (1990, p. 261) complains that from these sorts of academic theories `a `folk constructionism` comes to be disseminated: the view that sexual identities are wilful self-creations` - an argument which has rarely, if ever, been useful in the struggle for lesbian and gay liberation. 

So what?
In (the first draft of) the introductory editorial to this issue, as in most theoretically driven accounts of what critical psychology is or should be, the definition of critical psychology is constructed so as to exclude most lesbian and gay psychology. This is not because (as far as I know) these authors are heterosexist, but because they are anti-positivist, anti-individualist, and anti-essentialist - and, as we have seen, most lesbian and gay psychology is firmly committed to positivism, individualism and essentialism. 

Neither lesbian and gay psychologists, nor critical psychologists, seem to be unduly worried by the apparent lack of fit between the two fields. Indeed, the separation between the two sometimes seems to be a cause of celebration by lesbian and gay psychologists, many of whom accuse critical psychologists (i.e. postmodernists, discourse analysts, deconstructionists, and social constructionists) of fancy abstract theory which fails to engage with real world political issues, which runs the risk of `deconstructing` oppressed groups out of existence, and which undermines the bases of radical political programmes with its ethical relativism. Critical psychologists, by contrast, do not normally attack lesbian and gay psychology: instead, they simply ignore the field except in those few instances where social constructionist lesbian and gay psychology can be assimilated into their critical programme. 

Nonetheless, critical psychologists do often recognise that political change is generally accomplished through positivist, individualist and essentialist programmes. This is not, however, a core consideration in advancing the field. It usually features as an apologetic postscript or defensive addendum. After presenting a detailed account of the benefits of discursive psychology, Ian Parker concedes, in a short section entitled `Remaining Questions` that `there will be occasions [...] when good quantitative research into the impact of exploitation, overcrowding and poverty on people`s lives will be better than reams of textual analysis` (Parker, 1997a, p. 298). The word `better` here presumably means more politically efficacious. Similarly, other critical psychologists mention in passing that one `tension` between critical psychology and positivism is that `when we look back at psychology`s more successful efforts for social change [...] we find, often, that they are creditable to empiricists` (Rappaport and Stewart, 1997, p. 312), that `realism can be used positively` (Potter, 1997, p. 57) and that `feminist psychologists have frequently demonstrated the radical possibilities of traditional number crunching and survey work` (Potter, 1997, p. 57). Admissions like these usually amount to a recommendation for what is commonly labelled `strategic essentialism`: that is, critical psychologists may choose to present as `facts` and as `scientific discoveries`, politically useful claims about `gay mental health` or the `psychosocial consequences of homophobia`, not because they `believe` them, but because they are politically useful. The empirical support which buttresses and justifies these claims is usually provided not by critical psychologists themselves, but by their theoretical opponents - the positivists, the individualists and the essentialists. Critical psychologists report these `findings` with `our fingers crossed behind our backs, the way that children do when telling a half-truth` (Wetherell, 1995, p. 142). This defence of critical psychology`s political utility runs perilously close to admitting that, in the last resort, critical psychologists are parasitic upon (while apparently feeling obscurely superior to) those theoretically naive psychologists whose faith in positivism and the grand narrative of science permits them to carry out research, and to speak of their findings, without such equivocation. 

The bulk of critical psychology continues to be - as its name implies - `critical` of mainstream psychology`s theories and methods, including those theories and methods which have proved useful to politically marginalised groups, while nonetheless claiming a willingness to use them rhetorically to defend or advance political goals. Curiously, however, I have never read an account in which a critical psychologist actually reports doing this. I would welcome accounts from critical psychologists in which they discuss specific occasions when they have used `strategic essentialism` for political ends, and explore the costs and benefits of so doing: examples might include testifying as `expert witness` in court, challenging particular legislative changes or presenting `facts` to the mass media - all of them, as we have seen, common enough experiences for (`really` essentialist) lesbian and gay psychologists. 

Additionally, I would like critical psychologists to be more explicit about the political efficacy of their social constructionist, discourse analytic, postmodern research - and to give concrete practical examples, such as those cited in this paper for lesbian and gay psychology, of the ways in which such work contributes to social change. I am not (for the purposes of my argument here) necessarily claiming that anti-positivist, anti-individualist or anti-essentialist psychology cannot be politically effective. I am simply pointing out that, for all its emancipatory rhetoric, critical psychology has not offered many specific concrete examples of the political utility, in practice, of (say) a given piece of discursive research: instead, it has tended to pursue discursive (and similar) research while parenthetically acknowledging the political utility of positivist and essentialist research on the same topic and expressing a willingness to collude with it in the interests of promoting particular political goals. Critical psychologists need to make a much stronger case for the political utility of their own favoured research approaches, and to give specific illustration of the positive social changes brought about by social constructionist, discourse analytic and postmodern research. 

Finally, I would like to see more humility from critical psychologists in learning what radical political goals have already been achieved, and how, by various oppressed groups (including, but not limited to, lesbians and gay men). It is commonly acknowledged that positivist, individualist and essentialist approaches have been used to advance the cause of, for example, women (Wilkinson, 1997a; 1997b) black, and poor people (Herman, 1995; Harris, 1997). Critical psychology needs to address the politics of these psychologies as more than an apologetic addendum. In particular, bearing in mind the virtual exclusion of lesbian and gay issues from critical psychology, it is surely a serious problem that this self-defined `cutting edge` politically engaged field is, by and large, developing without reference to the lessons learned from the successes (and failures) of lesbian and gay psychology - one of the most politically active and effective psychological fields of the last quarter century. 
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