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Critical psychology and critical practice in Britain 

This paper outlines the way ‘critical psychology’ has emerged in Britain as a new, more academically respectable, version of the 1960s and 1970s ‘radical psychology’ and ‘anti-psychiatry’ movements. The debates that structure this new field of critical psychology – over the role of science in psychological research, the contribution of discourse-analytic approaches, post-structuralist arguments, and the connection with action research – are outlined, and it is argued that critical psychology will only be able to keep radical activist ideas alive if it connects with critical practice.

Introduction

An increasing number of academics and professionals are complaining that psychological theory and practice is either so banal as to hardly differ from commonsense or so jargonised as to be useless except to a specialist in-group of scientists (Beloff, 1973). Either way, these worries are combined with an even more important claim that the way the discipline operates is often dangerous to the people it is supposed to help. There is growing dissent outside psychology that mirrors the concerns of critical psychologists. Unlike the ‘radical psychology’ and ‘anti-psychiatry’ movements of the 1960s, the emerging group of dissenters in ‘critical psychology’ are now able to challenge what psychology is doing to people, and they have linked with a powerful movement of people who use psychology services and who are developing their own forms of resistance.

Critical psychology in Britain has been closely associated with social psychology, and ‘introductions’ to critical psychology produced here tend to run psychology and social psychology together. In particular, the social psychology they have in mind is qualitative, specifically discourse-analytic social psychology. Some introductions are quite explicit about this, and ally ‘critical’ psychology with the study of language, reducing Marxist or feminist perspectives to the way we talk or berating Marxists or feminists for wanting to study things outside discourse (e.g., Hepburn, 2003). Other more nuanced introductions still focus on ‘social psychology’, but broaden the compass of the work to include perspectives in action research and an attempt to tackle issues of power and ideology (e.g., Gough and McFadden, 2001). Critical psychology is sometimes taught in undergraduate psychology courses, and there are a number of institutions that either offer taught postgraduate courses (e.g., University of Bolton, University of Cardiff) or enable students to take a psychology postgraduate degree which is effectively ‘critical psychology’ (e.g., Manchester Metropolitan University). 

It should be said that some of the best ‘critical psychology’ in Britain did not claim that label at all. The early discussions of ‘post-structuralist’ theory in relation to psychology were concerned with theoretical clarification, and this work is still a powerful resource for critical work (e.g., Henriques et al., 1998). Some of the proposals for the study of discourse linked to questions of ideology were very useful, but as a broader domain of critical work (e.g., Wetherell and Potter, 1992). The best politically-engaged studies located themselves sometimes in ‘social psychology’, but were most interested in combating oppression rather than carving out academic territory (e.g., Billig, 1978). Furthermore, the impetus to ‘action research’ emerged from the political engagement with the mental health user movement, and ‘psychology’ is seen as a problem rather than a place to construct an alternative (McLaughlin, 2003).
Science and Nonscience
Psychologists in Britain usually assume that they are scientists, and that they study the mind and behaviour in much the same way that chemists, for example, study acids and alkali. Critical psychology questions this underlying assumption but also, more importantly, questions whether the discipline is really scientific at all. For some critical psychologists this is because there is a concern that scientific explanation is simply unsuitable to understand human beings, while some of them want to find better, more scientific ways forward that would also respect psychology’s object of study. These are clearly two different directions for critical argument. Humanists take us in one direction, and critical realists in another.

Towards Humanism
The keywords ‘prediction’ and ‘control’ which have been so important to the vocabulary of scientific psychology jar on the humanist’s ears. Humanists have an image of the human being which is holistic, and so they want to respect and protect the integrity of a person’s experience against the attempts to break it down and explain it away. In place of ‘explanation’, then, humanists tend to favour understanding of experience, and so they will take peoples accounts very seriously. The attempt to ‘predict’ behaviour in the real world from limited activities which have been observed in a laboratory-experimental setting does seem rather ridiculous. Many mainstream scientific psychologists still believe that causal links can be drawn between ‘independent variables’ which they can juggle around, and which will then function as a kind of input into their ‘subjects’, and ‘dependent variables’ which they can measure when they appear as the output. These researchers must also believe, of course, that they can strip out ‘confounding variables’ - that is, all the things that might muddle the results - from the tasks. Not only are subjects treated as objects in this kind of research, but the research also leads to dangerous attempts to ‘control’ behaviour outside the laboratory. Once scientists think they know how people can behave in controlled settings, they will be all the more tempted to keep things neat and tidy in the real world (Prilleltensky, 1994). 

The humanist objection to ‘scientific psychology’ is not confined to the nasty things that researchers sometimes do to people, then, but to the consequences of treating people as if they were objects whose behaviour can be broken into discrete components. Knowledge of the variety of human experience and its surprising creative transformations in different cultures and historical periods is turned into a soulless accumulation of so-called ‘facts’ devoid of a moral standpoint (Shotter, 1975). A scientific approach devalues human freedom and the capacity of people to change and grow. Intuition and meaning play a part in all kinds of research, and they are crucial to any inquiry where human beings reflect upon themselves and study others, and so a critical view of scientific psychology would see it as leading to a model of research which is necessarily dehumanising. Alternative approaches treat the experience of the researcher as an important part of the process of understanding a psychological phenomenon, and look for styles of research that are collaborative and respectful of the meanings that ‘participants’ or ‘co-researchers’ bring to a study (Reason and Rowan, 1981). This kind of experiential holistic study was advanced under the broad heading of ‘new paradigm’ research during the 1970s, and many of the participants adopted humanist visions of what a person was and a deep concern with the ethics of inquiring into the lives of other human beings.

Towards a Scientific New Paradigm

Other writers argue that the problem is not science as such but the rather strange model of research that most psychologists adopt. Some of the most impassioned objections to mainstream psychology have been voiced by researchers who resent those who teach and practice in the name of science. For these writers there is a place for the explanation of social behaviour, and the belief that an alternative set of scientific explanations could be developed which would be respectful and empowering. Critical realists, for example, object to psychologists pretending that they are scientific (Parker, 2002). This is why some critical psychologists have argued for a scientific ‘paradigm revolution’ as dramatic as that of the Copernican revolution in astronomy. Just as scientists then had to completely change their understanding of the world when they acknowledged that the earth goes round the sun, so a paradigm revolution now would mean, in the words of one new paradigm manifesto (Harré and Secord, 1972, p. 84), that we should ‘for scientific purposes treat people as if they were human beings’. Note that this plea for the study of human beings as rule-following role-playing creatures is precisely ‘for scientific purposes’.

These critics point out that mainstream psychology has a quite mistaken image of the way the natural sciences operate and it has built itself as a fake science because it is so obsessed with that image (Harré, 1981). Scientific psychology makes one mistake when it measures what we do in order to arrive at laws governing behaviour because it thinks that other sciences simply accumulate measurements of behaviour in that way, and a second mistake when it treats people like objects because it thinks that description of the behaviour of simple objects is the hallmark of a science. This double mistake neglects the reflexive capacity of people to monitor their behaviour and account for it to others using shared symbolic resources. That reflexive capacity is not mysterious nor outside the ken of science, but part of what it is to be a human being embedded in a certain evolutionary and cultural history. This means that we need detailed case histories which draw upon and expand people’s abilities to reason and account for their actions as members of communities. The best ‘new paradigm’ studies a few years ago, which looked at the social worlds of football fans on the terraces when they became involved in violence or at children in class behaving badly and causing their teachers grief, were so powerful because the researchers systematically recorded their own observations, identified patterns and then went to the fans or the children to find out what sense they made of what they were doing (Marsh et al., 1974). In this way a properly scientific picture of the roles that the participants played out and the rules they followed could be developed, and our understanding of an important aspect of our everyday psychology was taken forward.

It could be argued that the attempts to be more scientific will betray what critical psychologists are trying to do, and that we need to be just as critical of science as we are of humanism. This is an open debate in critical psychology, and some critical psychologists still even use laboratory experiments to lay bare patterns of power (e.g., Reicher, 1997). Critical psychology does not at all require that we follow a simple liberal humanist objection to scientific knowledge, but some would argue that we would, paradoxically, come closer to humanist values if we tried to develop a kind of science in this discipline that respected its object of study.

On the humanist side of the debate it is possible identify two strands of work. There has been a long-standing commitment to ‘embodiment’, for example, at the University of Bolton (formerly Bolton Institute), and although work there would not always be explicitly allied with humanism, there is a concern with experience and the phenomenological consequences of human beings living in bodies (e.g., Nightingale, 1999). The interest in narrative approaches in therapy has also put lived experience back on the agenda, and some of the work carried out at Birkbeck College in London has connected this with critical debates (e.g., Frosh, 2002). On the ‘scientific’ side of the debate, there is, apart from the work of Harré (which is sometimes claimed for the critical psychology tradition in Britain), an interest in the perspectives of the German ‘Kritische Psychologie’ tradition, and this influence has been evident in some of the writings on qualitative research (e.g., Willig, 2001). The studies of embodiment that have been oriented to practice, in particular to issues of disability, have sometimes been concerned more with the material aspects of embodiment than the phenomenological (e.g., Cromby and Standen, 1999). This has led to a particular political engagement with social constructionism (e.g., Nightingale and Cromby, 1999).

Psychological Discourse
One of the key strategic rhetorical moves in recent critical work has been to question the truth claims of mainstream psychology by showing that it consists of stories about human behaviour, and to argue that the narratives we find in psychology textbooks are no more than fictions which lure readers in to making them think they are talking about facts (Parker, 2002). Work on the ‘social construction’ of psychological phenomena and ‘discourses’ - patterns of descriptions and claims about the world and people - about what people are like have thus served as important lines of research that undermine dominant assumptions about emotion and thinking in the discipline, for example. 

Emotion
We can already see how important social context is to our experience of emotion in one of the classic laboratory-experimental studies in the early 1960s - and this study is also an example of how quantification and use of statistics can still help us see something all the more clearly (Schachter and Singer, 1962). The study showed that if people were physiologically aroused, which the researchers brought about by injecting their ‘subjects’ with adrenaline, then they would interpret their arousal in line with social cues. If they were in a funny situation they reported that they were euphorically happy, and if the situation was annoying they became angry. The emotions of happiness or anger did not flow directly from the specific kind of arousal, as mainstream biological psychology would lead us to expect. Instead, the interpretation of that arousal produced quite different experiences of emotion. You might notice such an effect yourself if you have been very physically active, cycling hard to meet someone on a date for example, and finding yourself either especially pleased to find your friend there when you arrive or extremely grumpy if they are a bit late.

If we interpret our arousal in such wildly different ways depending on social cues and what people say to us, then what happens to people interpreting emotions in different cultures and with quite different words and phrases to convey emotions to each other? It turns out that we can learn far more about emotion by carefully unravelling what people are able to say about it in different cultures than we could ever do from physiological measures. While mainstream psychology has been trying to find those emotions inside us as if they were fixed and universal, then, critical psychologists have been exploring the ways in which emotion is socially constructed and then felt by people to be deep inside them. Examples include the study of ‘amae’ as a Japanese emotion of pleasurable dependence and helplessness and ‘accidie’ as an old English medieval emotion of failing to do one’s duty to god (Harré, 1986). Different cultures in different historical times feel different emotions and they are each felt as deep and as if they were part of real underlying human nature. 

According to critical psychologists, psychology textbooks are no more than fictions, but this does not mean that they are ‘merely’ fictions. Fictions are as powerful as facts as far as human psychology is concerned, and they need to be taken very seriously. You will probably be far more enthralled by a good novel or film than any psychological report, and this is because the story-tellers who craft novels and films know how to draw you in, how to create something psychologically real for you so that you experience excitement or sadness. This is why some critical psychologists have referred to the way that our different kinds of psychology are ‘storied into being’ (Curt, 1994). We might get closer to understanding how this works if we tried our hand at this craft themselves, and there have been some interesting attempts to ‘repopulate’ psychology by deliberately rewriting some laboratory-experimental studies as explicitly fictional short stories (Billig, 1994). By making the fictional nature of psychology writing explicit we can open a space for alternative approaches to psychology that take the many contradictory stories we tell about ourselves seriously. Some of the ‘discourse’ groups in British universities have connected their work with political activities (see Parker, 2003a).

The discourse tradition has been strongest at Loughborough University, and there have been some useful studies of the way ‘cognitive’ processes can be re-described as operating within talk, though the concern of these researchers has often been explicitly limited to this study of conversation (e.g., Edwards, 1992). Research emerging from the Beryl Curt group has attempted to connect studies of language with broader concerns (e.g., Stenner and Eccleston, 1994). The closest link with ‘critical’ political perspectives has been in feminist research, and here ‘conversation analysis’ has to be extended and elaborated to address issues of power and ideology (e.g., Wilkinson and Kitzinger, 1995).

Challenging Subjects
Critical psychologists in Britain have also drawn on alternative theoretical frameworks which challenge the way we think about the subject of psychological research. The images of what the human ‘subject’ might be like in psychoanalysis, for example, are very different from the rational model of the individual held by psychology so far. This is why it has been so attractive to some critical psychologists, for they are looking for a description of subjectivity which is sensitive to the complexity of experience and to forms of unconscious repression at the level of the individual which mirror and reproduce oppression in society (Frosh et al., 2001). When psychoanalysts talk about the ‘subject’ they are referring to the unstable mass of thinking and feeling that make up the experience and activity of a human being, and ‘subjectivity’ is often the preferred way of referring to forms of experience, whether conscious or unconscious. Critical psychologists using these ideas would argue that if we want to understand human beings, then we have to move beyond the restricted closed picture based on behaviour in specific tasks that psychologists usually produce to theoretical accounts which more accurately capture the complexity and contradictoriness of human experience.

Breaking up the Subject
When critical psychologists use psychoanalysis as a theoretical resource it is often very different from the kind of Freudian models found in psychology textbooks. Freud, the founder of psychoanalysis, is usually treated as a prime example of non-science in psychology. It is said that his theory is unfalsifiable and his observations were based on a restricted sample of patients (Eysenck and Wilson, 1973). While both these claims are not entirely without foundation, mainstream psychoanalysts in Britain and US America have responded to these charges by developing models of development which can be studied empirically, and by formulating descriptions of ego functioning - perception, cognition and memory - that are more compatible with experimental psychology. There are thus attempts to guarantee the status of psychoanalysis by making it more like what psychoanalysts and psychologists think a science of the individual should be like (Kline, 1981). However, not only does this fail to produce anything that could properly be called scientific, but all the worst aspects of psychoanalysis are retained, including biologically wired-in ages and stages that normalise how children should develop and pathologise kinds of sexuality that do not fit. This is important to bear in mind when critical psychologists turn to psychoanalysis because it seems to offer a radically different account of subjectivity to mainstream psychology. 

There is a risk that psychoanalysis (like ‘new paradigm’ science) could be turned into something compatible with psychology and quite at odds with what critical psychologists have been trying to do. Psychoanalysis has been attractive to critical psychologists, though, precisely because it is an opportunity to think about personal histories and experiences that do not fit. Most practising psychoanalysts in the world are not in the English-speaking countries, and their work is not represented in our psychology textbooks. 

Most of these analysts use theoretical frameworks derived from the work of the French analyst Jacques Lacan (1977). In his work the unconscious is understood as a function of language, and our experience of our personality and sexuality is something that cannot be captured or defined by interview or questionnaire schedules (Malone and Friedlander, 1999). Whether this could or should be ‘scientific’ as a critical alternative to mainstream psychology is a moot point among Lacanian writers, but it certainly presents a complex counterpoint to some of the more simplistic humanist arguments in the discipline (Parker, 2003b). Psychoanalysis and postmodernism share a hostility to humanism, for they do not believe that the human being could be completely coherent and self-aware. Instead, they emphasise the way our activities and experiences perpetually pull us in different directions so that we are constantly challenged by the operations of language and live our lives as ‘divided subjects’.

From the point of view of postmodernists, of course, psychoanalysis digs deep into the mind of the individual and so is just as bad as psychology, and psychoanalytic counselling and psychotherapy are seen as part of the bad old ‘modern’ psy-complex. From the point of view of psychoanalysis, postmodernism fails to do justice to unconscious dynamics, and followers of Freud, Lacan and the host of other analytic approaches would insist that there are deeper meanings to the stories we tell about ourselves. They are strange bedfellows then, and there are some fascinating debates in critical psychology as to how they might work together, or not, and what their place is in modern or ‘postmodern’ culture (Parker, 1997). 

There are attempts to link critical psychology to the work of Lacan, from Manchester Metropolitan University, but this is often still by way of discursive frameworks (e.g., Parker, 2004). The other extreme position, in favour of psychoanalysis (derived mainly from the work of Melanie Klein), does attempt to delve inside peoples minds, and is quite far from what ‘critical psychologists’ imagine their work should be about (e.g., Hollway and Jefferson, 2000). The most thorough discursive examinations of psychoanalysis have been conducted from Loughborough in relation to the problematic of ‘rhetoric’, and these are informed by a contextual, if not directly political theoretical framework (e.g., Billig, 1999). There is a link between critical psychology as an alternative conception of subjectivity and cultural studies made by those who would like to create ‘critical psychology’ as a separate sub-discipline (e.g., Blackman and Walkerdine, 2001). The motif of ‘deconstruction’ anticipated some of the recent critical psychology, and has sometimes been incorporated into it, and deconstruction provides at the very least a mode of reflection on the ways alternative practices engage with the discipline (e.g., Burman, 1998).

Critical Practice
For all of the theoretical debates, our key concern is how critical research and critical theory can give voice to people who have experienced the malign effects of psychology first-hand. Critical psychologists do not aim to replace psychology with new improved theories and methods but to understand how the discipline works and to work with those who have suffered because psychology has been so sure that it knows how people think and behave, and how they should. Everyone is affected by psychology at some point in their lives, and many people have been used and abused by psychologists. The use of psychology ranges from the nonsense peddled in advice columns and chat shows in the name of ‘science’ (Williams and Ceci, 1998) to the brutalising of patients subjected to drug treatments or electroshock (Chamberlin, 1990). This includes even those subjected to the soft side of the psychological professions in the form of psychotherapy or counselling (Masson, 1990). 

These people are justifiably angry at the way they have been treated, and now there are academics and practitioners inside the discipline who are prepared to stand beside them and support them in voicing their anger. It is not surprising perhaps that the most active protesters have been those who have suffered at the hands of clinical psychology and psychiatry. 

Hearing Voices
One example is the Hearing Voices Network (HVN), which brings together people who have experienced ‘hearing voices’. The hearing of voices is seen by psychiatrists as a first rank symptom of schizophrenia, but many people hear voices, and in some cultures it is a quite normal experience. Researchers in the field of cross-cultural and ‘transcultural’ psychiatry have long argued that cultural minorities in Britain, for example, are viewed as having mental illness by professionals schooled in white psychiatry and psychology because there is a failure to appreciate the profound differences in experience and forms of expression of distress, including the hearing of voices (Littlewood and Lipsedge, 1989). But it was only when a Dutch psychiatrist, Marius Romme, took seriously the account of one of his patients, Patsy Hage, in the 1980s, that the unravelling of this ‘first rank symptom’ started in earnest. Romme followed up his patient’s claim that many ‘normal’ people hear voices without experiencing it as a problem with a television appeal for volunteers, and the meetings and conferences of people who heard voices for many different reasons and many different explanations for their experience laid the ground for the development of the HVN (Romme and Escher, 1993).

The Hearing Voices Network provides a safe place for people to talk about different strategies for coping with voices if they are unhappy with them and ways of coping with other peoples’ reactions and the images of violence in the media that invariably link ‘voices’ with ‘madness’. In Britain through the 1990s ‘hearing voices’ groups sprung up to provide forums for speaking out which standard self-help groups had failed to do. They have been offering new approaches to mental distress which go beyond voice-hearing to issues like ‘self harm’ and challenging the psychiatric establishment, and doing so in ways which have been more effective than the anti-psychiatry movement of the 1960s (Coleman, 1998).

Paranoia

Another recent example is the formation of a group devoted to ‘insider’ accounts of paranoia. The disciplines of psychology and psychiatry have tried to keep a tight grip on knowledge over the last century and, together with their various hangers-on, these disciplines have ruled the roost at the centre of that dense web of theories and practices that we have come to call the ‘psy-complex’. The paradox is that while those in the psy-complex observe and regulate thinking and behaviour – they are part of the very enterprise that makes it so people do feel they are being watched – at the same time the professionals feel fearful and suspicious about what people who are ‘abnormally’ paranoid might do next. So, what might all of us who feel paranoid for good reason at some time in our lives – those of us who are trying to shake off the psy-complex – do next? Here is one answer. Another bit of the ground was seized back from psychology and psychiatry with the formation of the Paranoia Network in November 2003. The Paranoia Network is now working closely with the magazine for democratic psychiatry Asylum and the organization ‘Asylum Associates’. This work is part of a ‘practical deconstruction’ of psychopathology in Britain (Parker et al., 1995). 

Critical Research in Action
Critical psychologists also want find new ways of doing academic work that connects researchers with people who want to change themselves and challenge systems of power. Although the word ‘academic’ is often used as a term of abuse to describe work that has no practical value, there are now paradigms and examples of good practice that deconstruct the relationship between the researcher and researched and give a quite new critical meaning to what academic work could be like.

Action Research
An increasing number of critical psychologists are drawing upon traditions of research like ‘action research’, where people are ‘co-researchers’ who are actively involved in formulating problems and questions and ways of bringing about change. Action research has its roots in proposals by Kurt Lewin (1946) in US American social psychology, that in order to understand any process we need to change it and track the way it moves. There is a shift here, then, from the static world of the laboratory to the ‘real world’, and a concern with how psychologists can make a difference in the world. An influential version of this work has been inspired by Paulo Freire (1972) in the sphere of education and ‘conscientization’ in Brazil. A more radical form still emerged in Colombia in ‘participant action research’ which emphasised activism over theory and encouraged psychologists to put themselves at the service of the people (Fals Borda and Rahman, 1991). 

These approaches have had to develop from the realities of life in Latin America where much of the population is denied education, and brutally repressed when it challenges the privileges of propertied elite. The specific questions that are posed in these conditions were explicitly addressed by a researcher working in El Salvador, Ignacio Martin-Baró (1994). In place of US American style psychology which had little if anything to say about the realities of power, Martin-Baró drew upon ‘liberation theology’ to engage in a series of interventions which would move from interpreting the world to changing it. Liberation theology had already sprung up from ‘base communities’ in the Catholic church in Latin America, with ‘worker priests’ adopting what they termed ‘a preferential option for the poor’. Such a deliberately partisan approach inspired Martin-Baró, who was also a Jesuit priest, to develop a ‘liberation psychology’. His work was cut short when he was murdered by the El Salvadorean army in 1989, but his writings now inspire critical psychologists throughout Latin America. These ideas have been an inspiration in Britain, particularly among those involved in ‘critical community psychology’.

Asylum
‘Critical psychology’ is not only concerned with making psychology more useful, however, but also with the way the theories and practices of psychology affect people. Critical psychologists in Britain have been particularly attentive to the way that psychology often works to make problems worse. Not only are people persuaded that social problems are their own individual psychological problems, but terrible treatments are given to them, sometimes with irreversible effects. Medication for different forms of mental distress is actively encouraged by the drug companies who spend millions of pounds on advertising directed at overworked doctors, and despite the lack of any theoretical rationale patients are still subjected to the physical abuse of electroshock - which is euphemistically called ‘Electro-Convulsive Therapy’ (ECT) in the UK (Breggin, 1991). Alongside the worries about banality and jargon in psychology, then, critical psychologists are making alliances with people who have been used and abused by psychology. 

Examples include network organisations like Psychology Politics Resistance (PPR), which was formally founded in 1994 at a meeting in Manchester, England of 150 people, and which brought together over 500 people worldwide. PPR, working with the magazine Asylum did not confine itself to mental health issues. It is against abuses of knowledge and power in psychology at all levels, and for challenging oppression of people who are labelled because they are different or because they resist exclusion or inappropriate ‘treatment’ by professionals. People are categorised according to their ‘intelligence’, as well as their supposed personality characteristics and many people who end up in prison have been systematically excluded by people who think they know what a healthy psychological profile should look like. PPR-Asylum is also supportive of campaigns against exclusion of children with challenging behaviour or learning difficulties from school for example (Reicher and Parker, 1993).

The development of critical ‘community psychology’ courses at Stirling University and Manchester Metropolitan University has sometimes pitted practitioners against ‘critical psychology’ (on the grounds that there is too much emphasis on ‘deconstruction’ and not enough time spent on ‘constructive’ work), but there is a good deal of discussion between the community psychologists and critical psychologists, and there are prospects for taking forward the ‘action research’ in such a way as to connect the practice with theory (e.g., Kagan and Burton, 2000).

Action researchers inside psychology and activists outside in groups like PPR and then Asylum often seem to complement each other, but one of the most inspiring and progressive things about these two currents of work is that the usual power relations between scientist and subject, or between professional and client can be challenged and overturned. On the one side, action researchers in psychology are reaching out beyond the discipline and they really need to get people’s trust so that the process of critical reflection and change can start to happen. Action researchers are dependent on the confidence and goodwill of people who are usually treated with contempt by mainstream psychologists. On the other side, activists in groups like PPR – now organised through Asylum – sometimes organise with sympathetic academics and professionals, but they do not need to do this. Activists in the new critical movements outside psychology work independently and this means that now, at last, they can set some of the rules of debate. The questions that we critical psychologists pose about the nature of psychology will now be sharpened and supplemented by new questions that reflect the viewpoints of those who are at the sharp end of the discipline. 
Conclusions

We are likely to see the development of more academic courses on critical psychology in future years, and that is fairly important for discussions of scientific research, or even ‘unscientific research’ if that would also be helpful for people. Although critical psychology is as critical of humanistic paradigms in the discipline as it is of any of the others, its emphasis on contradiction and change does makes it an optimistic progressive movement, and the work in Britain is deeply connected with historical traditions here and internationally (Parker, 1999). Also important is the growth of organisations like Asylum and Asylum Associates, but most important is support for the groups of people speaking out against the abuse of power by psychologists.
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