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Critical Psychology in the Czech Republic: One of Possible Description

I like criticism. Thus, I also like critical psychology. This introductory note about my emotional relationship toward critique is important because for more than six years I have been interested in a field called meta-psychology, or psychology of psychology. The description about the state of critical psychology in a small Central European country will naturally be biased by what I regard as important and what I believe should happen next.

With regard to the current level of influence and prestige of critical psychology in Czech Republic, its position amongst psychologists in comparison to other countries is unique. One might say that critical psychology “has risen to the highest ranks” of Czech psychology as it influences the direction and form of lectures, research and the content of articles in official scientific journals. 

The academic world of universities is open to critical thoughts, which have mostly influenced research methodology and lectures in social and developmental psychology. We can see the need to re-evaluate psychology from the development of new means of creating social and non-clinical networks of help, such as community interventions that help people with drug addiction. Also the current form of psychotherapy in Czech Republic has been influenced the last 15 years.

Criticism stems from those opposing the activities of psychologists and this has persisted up until the beginning of the 1990’s. Today it may appear that not being critical means not being sufficiently “contemporary”. In this sense only the critically thinking and critically re-evaluating psychology is psychology in its true form. Psychology is an open discipline, which adapts itself to the changing world and together with other social instruments changes and influences the world in return. The word “critical” should be used naturally.

However, such claims would be a false pretence as the situation is not so straightforward even in the Czech Republic. Despite the obvious influence of critically disposed psychologists, the critical stream remains a minority. The majority of the discipline, its theories and mainly its practices, is conservative. Maybe it cannot be any other way. A large portion of psychologists in the Czech Republic serve in a mindless, loyal to the mass media or even servile (or compliant) way. A way that Ian Parker describes as psy-complex and what is also dubbed psychological industry or pop-psychology. Popular psychology is thriving, there is interest in it, it represents psychology, but at the same time it undermines serious psychology! This distinctive “sprout” of psychology, which grows quickly, destroys the discipline from the inside. Can we be surprised, when intellectuals from other fields critically point to how psychologists serve the power, mass media persuasion and new conformity? Or how they simplify opinions and points of view of the world and take part in the naïveté of the human kind? 

Toward what should we be heretical first? What stands in the first place? What to deconstruct? One of the critical streams must serve the self-reflection of the discipline and clearly point to where psychologists make mistakes.

In 1997, an influential textbook of Social Psychology for university students was published in the Czech Republic in cooperation with Slovakian colleagues. The editors succeeded in having Rex and Wendy Stainton Rogers from Great Britain to write a chapter about Critical Psychology. In that chapter they emphasised as the determining trait of the contemporary critical psychology, the existence of a critical forum itself, the climate of opinionated explosion (in contrast to opinionated silence or agreement) and the tendency to be heretical toward previously instituted orthodoxy. 

The non-orthodox topics in Czech psychology within the last 10 years are those, which the critical academia pays the most attention to. Such topics are, for example, different narrative modi in epistemology useful for general psychology, psychology of art and psychotherapy; social representation as a pivotal paradigm for lecturing and publishing in social psychology; qualitative methodology in research; and critique of certain parts of the history of traditional psychology of 20th century. In the last five years there is a new generation of university graduates in academic psychology, which is prepared to further study and do research in areas of, for example, feminist and gender sensitive topics, new theories of cognition or in the applied field of community fieldwork with the handicapped or people with a psychiatric history and so on. 

The intellectual rejuvenation is apparent from the beginning of the 1990’s in psychotherapy. A systemic oriented group of young therapists have emerged with critique of the then-used psychotherapeutic approaches. Instead, they have followed the activities of family therapists in 1980’s as they, even during the socialist regime (until 1989), worked very creatively and in contact with the international community of psychotherapists have translated scholarly books and articles, published a journal and organised 1st World Congress of Family Therapy in Prague (1987). Thus, constructivism spread very early in the family therapy domain of work and in recent years (with some delay) gender sensitive approaches and narrative ways of working have also been introduced (P. Boš †, J. Špitz †, Š. Gjuričová, V. Chvála, L. Trapková, D. Skorunka).

The work of Slovak colleagues has had great influence in the Czech environment. Slovak texts based upon social constructionist psychology (V. Bačová) and the developing discursive psychology within the context of social representations (J. Plichtová) have influenced the author of this chapter and in combination with other influences of western-European and American literature (R. Harré, K. Gergen, I. Parker, J. Shotter, I. Prilleltensky, D. Fox, T. Sloan, W. Stainton Rogers) led him to work in a first critical-psychological publication in Czech environment. The book entitled Psychologie jinak. Soudobé kritické psychologie (Psychology Otherwise. Contemporary Critical Psychologies) will be published in 2006 by the Academia publishing house. The plural in the subtitle describes the co-existence of social constructionist, discursive, radical, community, deconstructive and feministic critical psychology as well as the meta-psychological and ethno-psychological streams. The fact that the book was accepted by one of the leading Czech publishers belonging to the Academy of Sciences can be taken as a proof of high status of critical psychology in the Czech environment. 

From the meta-psychological point of view, critical attention should be paid to reductionism, which is encompassed in many of the psychological conclusions and principles formulated in the past. Attention should also be paid to the rigidity of traditional concepts and the (out of) context use of typology. The conceptual strength of psychology cannot be underestimated as it belongs to the discipline itself. The psychologist, who follows the implicit concepts (pre-concepts), very often “hears what he/she wants to hear” and sees symbolism in “objects” (such as gestures or dream contexts), in which others do not see any. In considering other people some concepts cannot “leave his/her mind” (with great probability it is the pre-concept), while other important contexts (deduced from him/her not-shared concepts), which other reviewers including the laics could think of, he/she will not think of. Conceptuality without reflection and critical self-insight can lead to simplification, distortions and selectivity – in reality conceptually “driven” – blindness.

It is important to appreciate, that psychologists with their texts and presentations (in media) become the “legitimators” of certain knowledge and definitely certain manners of expression about the world. Commentaries by psychologists include epistemology, which can be of different quality and relevance. Due to the mindless presentations of psychologists we are witnesses to how psychology spreads (also and not only) trivial, intentional and often predictable theories of cognition and directions to action or change. 

The determining characteristic of new ways of work by psychologists, which are part of the traditional and new social networks, projects and community teams, is cooperation with other professions (social workers, medical doctors, nurses, special pedagogues, priests). In new systemic models, the hierarchy is in the background (suppressed) and the psychological professional work is interconnected to the realization of social changes (protected housing, protected workshops, the so-called half-way houses or tearooms, which are places of transition between previous hospitalisation and future adaptation; year long stays in therapeutic communities and so on). Social centres of help have also been founded (they are called low threshold in a sense that anybody from the street can enter them), which offer contact, services, and information but also motivational interviews and therapy.

There are no attempts to influence those who use such centres (for example people with drug addiction or psychiatric patients) in authoritative, directive or forceful ways. What is most important is the voluntary involvement of the person. It can be said that some psychologists have descended to the “bottom of the society”, a term that is not correct and should not even be used. Moreover, a note with regard to the “suppressed” hierarchy: psychologists, and even more psychiatrists, are often perceived in the Czech Republic as “something more” than social workers, nurses or field workers who lack a university education. In this respect, we have similar experience as already mentioned by colleagues from New Zealand.

In part psychology in practice is changing into services for people, which can resemble the appeals of Dennis Fox, who urged for psychologist to help create new communities, care for the oppressed, and strengthen the sense of belonging, interaction between people and communication. I guess that in Czech society the image that psychology is not only psychoanalysis or the evaluation (testing) of applicants for new positions in companies is sufficiently spread. 

The first university course called “Critical Psychology” was opened to students in spring semester of 2002 at the Faculty of Social Studies of Masaryk University in Brno as a selective part of the Master’s level studies. Since then, the course is offered every year and students take great interest in it. The critical-psychological thinking is taught by Z. Vybíral and I. Čermák. Some students have selected critical-psychological topics for their Masters’ dissertations and at present there are several unorthodox PhD dissertations in progress.

During the course mentioned above as well as in the cited text book, I concentrated upon several traditional, today questioned practices in psychology, which should be questioned and to which, according to my view, courageously and creatively, we should find answers. I will mention only two aspects, which may appear only theoretical but which have far reaching impact. Thus, the readers will also gain an insight into what in Czech psychology we are critically interested in. For many years I ask the question whether the forms in which we accept and pass on the following practices truly represent the desirable state of knowledge, whether they represent such an epistemology, which should form psychology in this century. 

The first aspect is creation and use of typologies. Typological division of people often serves other purposes rather than knowledge. Often it is used for manipulation, control over people, and selection practices that are hard to justify. Diagnostic or psychological expert opinions or evaluations have had similar results. They often times do not help in treatment or recovery, but can complicate it, slow it down or even prevent it. It is necessary to attack the reductionism of trait theories of personality and the use of traditional and old-fashioned diagnostic categories and procedures in personality theories, recruitment, clinical psychology and psychotherapy. 

Until now some important questions have not been sufficiently answered: Upon which principles are, for example Cloninger’s personality typology or the Big Five Model of Personality based and toward what can they serve? If psychologists use one-word labels to describe people do they do more damage than good? It is not right to interchange one trait, one socially related event, or one symptom for the characteristics of the entire personality. Yet it happens. Psychologists use one-word nominal terms such as “deprived”, “isolated”, “anorectic” (not only as a part of jargon, but also in texts, lectures etc.) – and talk about people deprived in childhood, isolated from social groups or women suffering from anorexia. However, this seemingly petty dispute, whether to use one-word labels of typological nature, opens many questions with regard to the relationship of psychologists toward other people and the translations of academic experience into comprehensible language. 

The second aspect is the ways in which we of pass on knowledge in psychology, methods of lecturing and so on. We are still witnesses to such passing of knowledge that is dominated by dogma (perseverance of it), conservative passivity, negligence, not rechecking of sources and unacceptable simplification. Several times I have pointed to obvious faults published by authors in social psychology, who for almost 40 years accept the reductionist point of view of A. Mehrabian with regard to the proportion of three parts of human communication (words – tone of voice – body expression). The sequence of developmental stages of E. Erickson is mindlessly replicated again and again, despite the fact that it is influenced by psychoanalysis. Another example of historical contingency and reductionism par excellence is the scale of social accommodation (reaction to stress) of Holmes and Rahe. Yet, it is still included in contemporary textbooks. The necessity to spread new paradigms in psychology, especially social constructionist psychology, constructivism, discourse and new methodology, does not mean to abhor all that is old. In this sense, Gergen’s ethos about open paradigmatic dialogue is influential in Czech critical psychology. We do not have a patent for disqualifying old theories and approaches, however, we can doubt and prove that other, new ways lead us further and more specifically toward knowing ourselves and others. 

Although only the minority of psychologists choose new approaches in their work and develop critical thinking, while the majority chooses their roles within the framework of conservative structures or psychological industry, the door is open for all. 

I like criticism as well as critical psychology. This concluding note about my emotional relationship toward critique is important. All that we critically do for the good of psychology we also do for the good of fellowship of people. 
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� New Zealand authors Wendy Drewery and Wally McKenzie (in Parker et al., 1999) described professional hierarchy, which exists in New Zealand (a pecking order – of authority as well as monetary reward). The highest rank is held by psychiatrists and under them are psychologists (they are hierarchically divided according to declared theoretical orientation and practice). Third are psychotherapists and the lowest are counsellors. After the New Zealand association of counsellors started to accept amongst its members social workers and activists from community fields and people without training, a new hierarchy was created which discerned between ‘accredited counsellors’ and others. A similar implicit hierarchy of professionals and others, such as accredited stratification is also apparent in Czech Republic.
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