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Psychology in a cold climate: Critical challenges

Introduction

When I was invited to contribute to this volume of Annual Review of Critical Psychology the brief was to discuss critical psychological approaches in Iceland. Initially my thoughts were “what critical psychology, there is no critical psychology in Iceland”. However, after a bit of pondering and slow breathing I started thinking – “but what do we mean by critical psychology and if psychology in Iceland is not already critical, what stands in the way? Certainly academic psychology has always stressed the value and importance of critical thinking and practices, but do these concur with the critical stance of critical psychology, and if not, does it matter? This contribution reflects those first thoughts, but also contains some reflections on how we as not necessarily psychologists, but as academics, can create a venue or environment that encourages critical practises. My point of departure will there be Said’s work on Representations of intellectuals (1996) and I am indebted to the discussions that have already taking place in Iceland (e.g. Eysteinsson, 2003). Although the concept ‘intellectual’ has a bit of a snotty, superior whiff to it, this does not have to be so and, indeed Said’s conceptualisation makes a refreshing contrast to the representation of the academic whose work is driven by the narrow criteria of excellence provided by the discourse of positivist empiricism. Before diving head (or belly) first into the debates about the role of the academic as intellectuals, I will dip my toe here and there into the historical waters of psychology in Iceland. The underlying motive is simply to make the point that knowledge is produced in an ideological and political context; actions for reforms can also turn into vehicles for prejudice. The examples chosen here serve as a reminder of how academic knowledge is moulded by the dominant ideologies of the time and should, as such, serve as enough reason for Icelandic psychologists to try and think about what kind of cultural and social products their texts are and what these texts are effectively doing. 

My own involvement with psychology in Iceland has been fleeting and often from the margins. It was in Iceland that I first embarked on the road to being some kind of a professional in psychology, completing my undergraduate degree in 1989, before heading to UK for my postgraduate studies in social psychology. On my return to Iceland in 1996, I participated in setting up an interdisciplinary programme in women’s studies which later was re-labelled gender studies at UoI between 1996 and 1999. At the same time I was based as a research fellow at the Centre for Women’s and Gender Research (CWGR) in the Faculty of Social Sciences (of which the department of psychology is part), doing post-doctoral research on young mothers. Apart from all this I was involved in setting up a new interdisciplinary academic establishment called the Reykjavik Academy (RA). I moved back to England in the autumn of 1999 and still profoundly miss the sheer energy of Iceland, not to mention the ‘can-do’ attitude that informs so much of the cultural and academic life there.

A century of psychology in Iceland… more or less

It is difficult to find a date that firmly marks when psychology first entered Icelandic culture, but it would be fair to say that its presence has now been felt for almost a century. Certainly it has played a part in ushering us into what some authors seem to see as the ‘age of the self’, pointing out the big role psychology (both scientific and so-called pseudo or pop psychology) has played as authority in discourses about techniques and knowledge of the self (see e.g. Rose, 1989;1998).  Rose refers to the battery of disciplines and practices operating under the rubric of psychology as the ‘psychological disciplines’. The psychological disciplines he defines as ‘… a heterogeneous but regulated domain of agents, of practices, of discourses and apparatuses which has definite conditions of existence and specifiable effects’ (1979:3). So psychology is not a unified homogeneous field of knowledge, but rather it is rife with inconsistencies and disjunctions. In this sense we could say that the term ‘mainstream psychology’, mainstream referring to that which flows in the same direction, is a bit of an oxymoron.  However, academic psychologists are keen to give a particular kind of impression of the discipline and identify values and practices seen as authentic psychology. It is those values and practises I will be referring to when talking about ‘mainstream psychology’. Mainstream, we could say, refers to textbook hegemonic psychology, the ideas of how proper psychology should be practised and where; the professional identities instilled in its agents and practitioners, as that of the Scientist with capital S; the regulations about what constitutes a good psychological practice, the step by step directions about how to paint a clear picture of a messy world. Not least it has to do with the way the relationship between psychology and the rest of the world is defined; the outward (and inward) presentation of the discipline as unified around certain principles and practices. 

In contrast to ‘mainstream’ psychology,  critical psychology does not situate itself as a Science with the capital S (see e.g. Fox and Prilleltensky, 1997; Hepburn, 2003; Prilleltensky and Nelson, 2002; Stainton-Rogers, 2002). It does not see itself as ‘neutral’ and ‘objective’ and indeed questions the possibility of being so. Whereas mainstream psychologists think that by using the right methods ‘truth’ can be discovered, critical psychologists stress the importance of taking into account the social context and power dynamics influencing all work. As Foucault (1981) pointed out, all knowledge has some power implications. This does not mean that power can be reduced to knowledge, but that knowledge gives substance to the operation of power. We cannot get away from the fact that research is a social activity and we need to consider its moral,  political and social implications. 
No great effort has been spent on analysing how the cultural, social and economic circumstances in Iceland have shaped the form psychology the discipline and psychology as the subject matter have taken. My attempts to describe the role the ‘psy disciplines’ have played in Icelandic society can therefore best be described as sketchy and incomplete. The accounts that exist about psychology and how it has evolved tend to be in the nip’n tuck tradition where the final image representing the past has to be a believable prelude to the representation of psychology as the great science it is today (e.g. Grétarsson, 1996). The gaze is also firmly set on individuals; the great men or great women of the discipline (e.g. Pind, 2005; Rúdólfsdóttir, 2002). As Danziger (1997) puts it: “We can see further than our ancestors because we stand on the shoulders of giants” (10). Graham Richards (2002), in discussing the history of Psychology in the UK, observes that history of psychology has remained marginalised with little impact on academic curricula. I think the same can safely be said about the academic curricula in Iceland; although Icelanders do have a better excuse as this history largely remains to be explored and written. 

So what was the socio-cultural context psychology in Iceland emerged from and what was it supposed to engage with? Iceland is a big island with a small population; it only recently reached the 300.000 mark, and as such it is only a little smudge in the psychological universe. Today it is blessed with a strong economy and all the trappings and blessings of a high tech consumer culture, but this has not always been the case. Few steps away from the busy Hringbraut road in central Reykjavík, with its succession of expensive four wheel drive people carriers, sits the National History Museum with its relics and images from the past, which immediately transport you to the almost hand to mouth existence often characterising Iceland’s past. Icelanders are now in a privileged position and some might say they have never had it so good.  But in what sense has the road to present day prosperity and the organisation of modern society been marked by the presence of psychology? 

At the onset of the 20th century Iceland was one of Denmark’s colonies, gaining self rule in 1904 and formal independence in 1944. As a society it was still going through the fast-track changes from a pre-modern peasant rural community to a mostly urban modern community. The changes in life-styles, values and relationships were immense and happened in the space of a few generations. Much has been written about how nationalism saturated the culture at the time and especially the output and work produced by cultural commentators and academics (e.g. Björnsdóttir, 1983; Hálfdanarson, 1996; Matthíasdóttir, 2004). In this regard Inga Dóra Björnsdóttir (1983) points out how during the fight for independence it became important to define the ‘essence’ of Icelanders and Icelandic culture. A great nation needs great men to progress and thrive. What makes culture Icelandic are the Icelandic values and the Icelandic language (pure from the contaminating effects of foreign languages). Many heartfelt essays were written in the early 20th century about what kind of society Iceland should be, what negative aspects needed to be addressed and on what basis Iceland could claim to be a great nation. In discussions of progress, science was given an important role; as Finnbogason put it: all culture is founded on science, ‘science is to the human race, what the brain is to the human being’ (1910: 314).

When in 1916, Ágúst H. Bjarnason (1875-1952) published the first Icelandic introductory textbook to Psychology, it received a very favourable critique from a well known cultural commentator in Iceland, Sigurður Nordal (1886-1974). The book was a credit to Bjarnason, providing insight into the philosophical roots of psychology, as well as covering the most noteworthy theories and research of the time. Nordal welcomed the book stating that ‘no discipline was as well suited to becoming the foundation for true knowledge as psychology’ (1917: 73). Later he adds that psychology could provide the basis for individuals own engagement with themselves. Psychology was, in other words, described as providing important reflexive tools. The book put great emphasis on translating all foreign theoretical concepts and relating the theories to Icelandic circumstances. The best part of Nordal’s critique covers the adequacy of these newly invented words, and includes suggestions for new words, where Nordal thinks Bjarnason’s concepts are not suitable. It is a sign of the book’s success that many of the words suggested there (and also those suggested by Nordal) have become fixed features in Icelandic. As Richards (2002) points out: ‘Naming endows the named with discrete status, raises it to consciousness, changes how it is experienced and managed – changes, in short, its entire psychological character’ (24).

Both Guðmundur Finnbogason (1873-1944) and Ágúst H. Bjarnason, usually mentioned as in the vanguard of introducing psychology to Icelanders, were important commentators on nationalism (see e.g. Matthíasdóttir, 2004). Finnbogason in particular, with his vast knowledge of history, literature, sociology and of course the new science psychology, shed much ink in describing and analysing the qualities of the national character, the true Icelander; what shaped him and his destiny (e.g. Finnbogason, 1933; 1943, see also Nordal, 1942). The gendered nature these descriptions took have been well documented (e.g. Björnsdóttir, 1983; Rúdólfsdóttir, 1997, Matthíasdóttir, 2004). The true Icelander, as Sigríður Matthíasdóttir outlines succinctly, is defined in masculine terms whereas women’s importance in contrast was defined in terms of their role as mothers (see also Björnsdóttir, 1983; Rúdólfsdóttir, 1997). But just as these scholars commented on what made Icelandic culture and the Icelandic mentality great, they were also concerned with what stood in the way of the greatness of the Icelandic nation. Finnbogason’s and Bjarnason’s work slid into eugenics, introducing foreign theories and research and thereby giving that viewpoint scientific credibility. The eugenics movement had far reaching consequences in Iceland it probably played some part in the moral panic that ensued when Icelandic women had children with foreign soldiers during the occupation of Iceland in World War II (Karlsdóttir, 1998), and as I will show later, served as the foundation for policies allowing the sterilisation of mentally retarded people. 

When the University of Iceland was founded in 1911, psychology became part of the curriculum. Although not taught as a separate degree in the first few years, it was considered to fit well in with the universities’ aim of enriching academic life and work in Iceland, and also to educate the professionals needed to populate the growing public sector.  As it was the only university in Iceland for the best part of the 20th century it would be fair to say that the UoI  towered over the academic landscape. 

In line with the belief that knowledge and science were important to the progress of the nation, considerable emphasis was placed on knowledge being accessible to ordinary people. Indeed, in the early days the UoI was defined as a ‘thjodskoli’ or a school for the people (Skúlason, 1998). Many of Iceland’s best known academics and scientists took care to make their work accessible to the public and public presentations were not uncommon. This certainly applied to some of the first scholars engaging with psychology, like Gudmundur Finnbogason, Ágúst H. Bjarnason and Björg C. Thorláksson (1874-1934). What also characterises their work is their great knowledge, of and indeed contribution to, other disciplines such as philosophy, sociology, biology etc. Indeed, no one discipline can make exclusive claims to these scholars, they were academics in the widest sense of that word. In their desire to bring on improvements in Icelandic society they did not let imaginary boundaries between different disciplines stop them in their analysis and interpretations of social phenomena. In short, they seemed to see themselves as critical commentators and agents of social change. However, their relationship with the public was conceived in quite a paternalistic way, as the expert explaining, or even telling those who know less, what is what and how to behave. The legacy of the UoI as ‘thjodskoli’ still sets its mark on the institution in the fact that school fees are low and the government offers a loan scheme which is meant to enable people from all walks of life to have an education. 

During the first few years of UoI psychology was mostly in the capable hands of Ágúst H. Bjarnason.  In 1918 a lecture post was set up for applied psychology in UoI. This position was taken up by Guðmundur Finnbogason but had to be withdrawn in 1924 due to the Universities financial problems (Pind, 2001). Although the university did not manage to hold on to this post, the very fact that it saw a need for it is interesting as the university was small and, as Richards (2002) points out, professional psychologists only started appearing between 1860 and 1900.

Despite there not being a separate degree in psychology in UoI during the mid-twenties to the fifties, psychology was slowly but surely finding its place in Icelandic society.  In 1954 The Icelandic Psychological Society was founded and in the fifties intelligence testing was introduced; a technique that became a welcome addition to the toolbox of educational and clinical specialists. Rose (1996) pinpoints how the emphasis on intelligence testing implies that mental capabilities can be measured, and that we can, through the use of psychometric technology, gain knowledge of ourselves. He also underlines the importance intelligence testing started to have in social governance. The enthusiasm these tests stirred up in Iceland mirrors what happened elsewhere in the Western world and, without doubt, they were seen as tools for emancipation, for example helping to pick out children who needed special attention and care in the educational system. But social prejudices also crept in, as elsewhere in the world. As Rose outlines, the eugenicists had concerns about feeble minded children, that they would procreate and thereby contribute to the degeneracy of society. These viewpoints had there spokesmen in Iceland. Between 1938 and 1975, 120 individuals (90% of cases were women), were sterilised because of mental handicap, and of those 59 did not sign a request for sterilisation. The laws allowing the sterilisation and abortion of people with mental handicap were passed under direct influence of eugenism (Sigurjónsdóttir and Traustadóttir, 2001) and it seems that in a number of cases the techniques for measuring IQ formed the basis for determining who was too mentally handicapped and who not.

The year 1971 marked a watershed, as finally the UoI started offering an undergraduate degree in psychology. The number of psychologists and the uses found for their skills and techniques increased. Whereas in the fifties there were only a handful of psychologists in Iceland now, according to the Icelandic Psychological Society website, there are more than 300 registered psychologists. Their expertise is called on in the home, the workplace, the educational system and their views are respected when it comes to pinpointing, commenting on and analysing social problems. 

The psychology that is taught and practiced in UoI can easily be described as ‘mainstream’, where the criteria of excellence is considered to be the natural science model. Danziger (1997) points out how after the World War II the language of American psychology was adopted virtually everywhere and how, what he calls the ‘behaviourist discourse’, became more or less hegemonic. This applies to psychology in Iceland as to most of the Western World. On the website for the Department of Psychology the discipline is defined as ‘the science of mind and behaviour were for the most part the experimental method is used’. Grétarsson (1996), one of the professors in the department, defines psychology as a scientitific discipline and describes how the experiment is the method of choice in psychology because, he states, of its scientific credibility and excellence when it comes to providing objective, trustworthy methods. It allows us to differentiate between right and wrong, proven and not proven. Danziger (1997) points out how the authority of psychology relies ‘on its scientific pretensions; depending on methodology and its use of categories that carry a special scientific aura’ (p. 182).

Although psychology has liked to distance itself from what has disparagingly been called pop-psychology, it has gained a life of its own in everyday language and popular culture. Every year a number of self help books are published, courses are offered aiming to guide people in their betterment of themselves and towards success in life and relationship with others. These popular discourses also inform psychology proper as can be seen in the introduction of new topics such as psychology of work, courses on parenting (run by academic institutions) and so on. 

Critical Psychology?

Said (1996) highlights the role of the outsider in his work Representations of Intellectuals and sees it as a necessary stance academics must take if their critique and insights into society are to have any bite. Perhaps all of us need, if not physically then at least metaphorically, to try and look at our belief systems from the outside in. In Iceland there certainly has been a steady influx of ‘outsiders’ in the form of the many experts and academics returning home after years of study in foreign universities and institutions and these people have without doubt enriched the academic environment. With respect to psychology, professionals in the discipline were forced for a long time to seek further education abroad as the UoI only offered an undergraduate degree in Psychology. According to Schuetz, the person who has moved from home has “stepped, so to speak, into another social dimension not covered by the system of coordinates used as the scheme of reference for life at home” (1945:372). These experiences change you and your way of thinking; on returning you at least momentarily assume the role of the outsider, the one who does not necessarily take the established way of thinking and doing things for granted.  Certainly, it seems the ‘homecomers’ have helped in bringing in new knowledge creating at least a small draft of fresh air through the discipline. 

But for Said taking on the role of the outsider means even more, for he believes we need to question blind commitments to particular belief systems and practices as well as our relationships to institutions and worldly powers. Said argues that the term ‘intellectuals’ should refer to ‘those figures whose public performances can neither be predicted nor compelled into some slogan, orthodox party line, or fixed dogma’ (1996:xii). In other words, he outlines the vocation of the intellectual in a manner which much resembles how a critical psychologist might like to define her or his role; as the one who asks difficult questions, fights for fairness, knowledge and freedom and actively supports those who have been marginalised and oppressed in society. Academics in psychology would, I suspect, support those goals and the emphasis placed on progress, understanding and thereby the build up of a better society. Early texts in psychology in Iceland show just such concerns. But to what extent is psychology in Iceland ready to be reflexive of the political connotations of its own methods and way of thinking and its possible role in sustaining institutions and ways of thinking that are unjust? 

For Said one of the main dangers facing intellectuals is what he calls professionalism. When we do not even consider straying from the party line offered by the establishments we work for. There is also always the danger of academics getting lost in their own little abstract world, conversing only with those who speak the same language and thereby loosing their moorings and relevance for the world outside academia. Said referred to this tendency as ‘specialisation’ and suggested we countered that with amateurism urging us ‘to raise moral issues at the heart of even the most technical and professionalized activity’ (1996: 82)

As I have already mentioned, the development of psychology in Iceland mirrors in many ways what has been happening in other Western countries. The heavy leaning on the natural science model has made it difficult to introduce critical approaches, such as radical and poststructural feminism, to the discipline in Iceland. The role of the experimenter is the guise of choice for the academic psychologist with all the baggage that entails. It is a criteria or a way of thinking about knowledge that disassociates the academic or intellectual from what she or he has produced. It is all about writing them out of the knowledge production as illustrated by the words ‘bias’, ‘error’ etc. It is the view from nowhere as Haraway (1991) put it.

No wonder therefore that my own attempts to promote interest in feminist critiques of psychology and Science, for the most part fell on deaf ears with my colleagues in psychology in Iceland.  As Wilkinson points out, the usual argument levelled against feminism and women’s studies is the ‘insistence that psychology is ‘science’ , that feminism is ‘politics’, and that politics has no place in science’ (1991: 195). Certainly, I sensed some desire that never the twain should meet. During the first years the women’s studies programme was run in UoI, students reported scathing remarks in lectures in psychology about the grounds for such a programme. The bone of contention was apparantly the ‘unscientific’ basis of women’s studies. Despite this less than warm welcome, a handful of psychology students joined the introductory course, and as the programme has established itself, more and more decided to take part every year.  Other departments have also been more receptive to feminism and other critical approaches; a number of courses are offered in the UoI with a definite feminist slant and emphasis.
 The suspicion towards feminism and gender studies I found crystallised in the reception the department of psychology gave to my idea to put together a course on Gender and Psychology for students in psychology. In my original proposal, sent to the department in January 1997, I  described amongst other things, how I would discuss feminist critiques and suggestions for improvements of the discipline; concepts such as sex, gender and power; and whether feminists should negate the scientific basis of psychology altogether or try and work towards ‘better’ science. This offer was declined and a year later I sent in another proposal offering a course on Critical Psychology. This offer was also not accepted, but this time I was called in for an informal meeting with one of the lecturers and told that if I would make certain changes to my first proposal and change the name into ‘Measurement of Gender Differences’ the course would be accepted. I promptly accepted this good offer, despite having strong views on the ideology behind the ‘measurement of gender difference’ (see e.g. Hare-Mustin and Marecek, 1990; Tavris, 1993), and rewrote the proposal.  In my criminal mind I decided I would introduce feminist critique through the back door and make ample space for radical ideas when I would teach the course
. Unfortunately, I moved from Iceland before I could get my wicked way. The course ‘Measurement of Gender Differences’ is still on offer, but running along the lines spelled out for me in the meeting.

However, in defense of psychology´s firm grasp of the natural science model it must be stressed that the ideology of late capitalism certainly is not encouraging critical thinking along the lines proposed by Critical Psychology. Increasingly demands are being made that academic insitutions are financially sustainable and the discourse of the market place and the culture of the experts, the universities in the UK have become so accustomed to, are infiltrating the academic environment in Iceland. This, as I will argue, has had its benefits but also drawbacks. The benefits are that space has been opened up for more academic and educational institutions which undoubtedly have enriched and stimulated the cultural and intellectual landscape in Iceland. The UoI no longer monopolises undergraduate teaching in psychology in Iceland. However, all of these institutions seem to be meant to compete for the same increasingly limited resources. Academic work is increasingly scrutinised and placed in hierarchies of excellence depending on how well particular publications or journals concur with the ‘moral majority’ or dominant discourses of excellence. It all seems to be measured by the same yard-stick and as e.g. Dagný Kristjánsdóttir (2004) has argued it is a stick that is not necessarily tuned towards ‘measuring’ creativity and ingenuity.  In general the atmosphere is such that it is rather advisable not to rock the boat. 

The UoI has attempted to prove its worth and distinguish itself from other academic institions by trying to build up and emphasise its profile as a research institution.  In line with these changes the department of Psychology has worked hard to build up a postgraduate programme and recently launched a postgraduate degree programme. This could potentially be both a curse and a blessing. Offering postgraduate degrees strengthens the research environment in the university but at the same time there will be less intellectual challenges from the students coming home after completing their degrees and research in various universities all over the world. Instead, more and more will be getting their education from the same institution. In short, there will be more people ingratiated to the institutionalised way of seeing and doing things, less questions and challenges from outsiders. The danger is that we might quite possibly see more professionalism, less intellectualism.
Voices from the margins

Said’s vision of the intellectual as standing outside establishments was in many respects a fantasy, and he recognises as much in his text. Indeed, as Lightman argues the crucial question Said is posing is how intellectuals can stand both inside and outside society at the same time. Certainly, I came across and took part in the develpment of institutions attempting to encourage critical thought of the kind Said envisages. One of those was the Centre for Women´s and Gender Research (CWGR); the other was the Reykjavik Academy (RA). 

The Centre for Women´s and Gender Research
The CWGR was set up in 1991 and from its inception has had an explicit feminist agenda. The aim set for the research centre was to create some kind of common forum for feminist researchers to discuss and make their work accessible to the public as well as encouraging and enabling research into gender and equality. The CWGR is characterised by its ‘boundary spanning’ (see Rappaport and Stewart, 1997:307), with scholars from the social sciences, natural sciences, health sciences and the humanities joining forces. The seminars for the CWGR provide a good reality check, where not only scholars from different disciplines can compare their ideas, but also people from outside the university. 

 Awareness of the politics of knowledge and the costs and benefits certain practises and discourses of knowledge have for women has always been close to the surface and openly discussed in the seminar series that have been run on behalf of the CWGR for many years. Indeed, when I first returned to Iceland in 1996 what amazed me most was how well the seminars were attended by women from all walks of life and the wide publicity many of the issues raised there was given by feminists in the media (Rúdólfsdóttir, 1999). Topics that grace the front pages of newspapers have often been given a feminist spin and dissected in the seminars and lecture series. The centre has also organised a number of conferences and seminars into politically contentious topics such as the Iraq war, the Balkan wars, the pornification of the public sphere, prostitution, wage differences between men and women… and so on. 

One of the most interesting examples of how the creation of intellectual space can be changed into a mobilising social force was the creation of a feminist discussion e-mail list initially organised at the CWGR. Feminist activism in Iceland has through the decades managed to create quite a few headlines (see e.g. Rúdólfsdóttir, 2005) but at the beginning of the year 2003, despite the best effort of the CWGR, feminist activism was in the doldrums and there was a definite lack of feminist voices in public debates. The discussion on the e-mail list seemed to hit the spot and in only 3 months there were more than 600 subscribers to the list. Soon the idea of setting up a feminist political association came up and in March the same year more than 250 feminists gathered together in Reykjavik to found the Feminist Association of Iceland (FAI). The association had a grass root structure and altogether 11 working groups were set up to focus on specific issues; a group focusing on how to fight negative gender stereotyping in the media, a group focussing on health issues, group fighting violence against women and children, pornography and prostitution and so on. The members of the discussion e-mail list came from all walks of life and included both women and men. Soon it was evident that debates and discussion were filtering from the post list into general discussion. There were members there from the media, several MP’s, and as we realised soon enough, organisations that were being criticised made a point of trying to eavesdrop on the discussion taking place in the discussion e-mail list. Einarsdóttir (2003) describes the role of academic feminism in the birth of FIA as that of the assisting midwife. It is, she states, and I can only agree with her, a good example of how the gap ‘between theory and practice, intellectual and practical work’ can be bridged (2003:11). 

The Reykjavik Academy
One exceptionally fine spring evening in Reykjavik in 1997, a group of people gathered together to discuss the problems a number of academics were experiencing on their return from their studies abroad. The participants in this discussion came from a variety of disciplines mostly from the humanities and social sciences. Many had not been able to secure positions in academic establishments and were finding themselves taking every odd job on offer, others were not interested in working in the academic institutions already in existence and wanted to work independently but yet liaise with a critical community. Some like myself were just excited about the possibility of creating a space for critical thought, were we could share our thoughts and observations with like-minded people. We decided to call ourselves the Reykjavik Academy (RA) and elected the first governing board (which I was member of until 1999) to firstly find a home for this group of people and secondly, to try and put down on a piece of paper some of the aims and visions we had for the future. To make a long story short, we managed to find and rent a deserted office space located close to Reykjavik harbour (see Magnússon, 2006). Now 8 years later RA has 300 members with 80 of them in the RA’s office space.

RA takes interdisciplinary work very seriously. It consists of scholars with diverse educational backgrounds and experiences. Providing cultural critical commentary was high on the list, but also working towards solutions, bringing together people from different disciplines and different institutions of power, as well as engaging the public and the cultural and social imaginary.  We found it important to set up good working relationship with other educational and cultural institutions, such as the UoI and found allies and goodwill from many of the people we approached there or those who approached us.

Considering the postmodernist leaning many of the academics making up RA had and have, I have some qualms about identifying the knowledge produced there as the ‘truth’ and of RA as ‘speaking the truth to power’ as Said suggests intellectuals should do. However, people there have had no qualms about discussing the relation between knowledge and power and identifying the ideological undertones of established ways of thinking about and dealing with social and political issues in Iceland. RA quickly became a venue for formal and informal interdisciplinary meetings and conferences. A good example are the series of meetings that were organised in 2004, about the impending ecological disaster, the Karahnjukar dam were acres of highland wilderness will be flooded so that power can be supplied to yet another aluminium smelter. Another example is a series of seminars organised in 2005 to talk about the plight of immigrants in Iceland and raise awareness of their conditions. In this regard the president of Iceland Ólafur Ragnar Grímsson, himself a former lecturer in political studies at the University of Iceland, has praised RA for challenging established ways of thinking and power forces (see www.akademia.is). 

Conclusion

I found it positively empowering and inspiring to be a feminist social psychologist in Iceland. This was not due to the thrilled reception my own feminist ideas got from the Department of Psychology in UoI, but rather because of the academic activities that were taking place at the fringes, in the Centre for Gender and Women’s Research (CGWR) and the Reykjavik Academy (RA).  In some ways the academic landscape in Iceland invites and welcomes critical challenges but with respect to psychology there are many aspects of the discipline’s identity that prevent it from grappling with the politics of knowledge.

I have discussed the somewhat predictable route academic psychology has taken in Iceland. Considering that UoI is about to play such a big role in the education of psychological professionals it is it is imperative that it opens some space for the dissection of the politics of knowledge. I would argue that the kind of critical engagement encouraged by critical psychology is necessary for an institution that is increasingly taking over the training and education of future psychologists in Iceland. Becoming a fully fledged psychologist should not just be about knowing the right methods and theories but should also be about recognising that ‘all social theory and research findings are inescapably interpretive and evaluative’ (Richardson and Fowers, 1997:271). 

Throwing the concept of ‘critical thought’ about amounts to very little if it does not include any real engagement with other forms of knowledge than that which can be fit into, or can be attacked for not fitting into, the traditional empirical framework. Indeed, I do believe that  some kind of a dialogue between critical psychology and mainstream psychology could improve scholarship on both sides. As Nightingale and Neilands (1997) argue: ‘..the interative process of criticism and modification actually strengthens psychology as a whole, making our practice of critically examining assumptions and methods an inherently positive endeavour’ (70). I agree with Stainton-Rogers (2002), who argues that there can be no ‘fluffy bunny’ solutions or compromises that both camps could accept. But even though marriage, true love and fidelity are perhaps not on the cards, I can imagine a tempestuous courtship, which could put fire in the bellies of everyone concerned.
Although I did not find a ‘home’ in the department of psychology in the UoI with my feminist ideas and critiques, I managed to do so elsewhere and others might find home there who can create a space for the ideas of critical psychology. There are, as I hope to have illustrated, already groups of people in Iceland involved in critical thinking along the lines favoured by Critical Psychology. What has been missing so far is any kind of dialogue, with academic mainstream psychology, and that is what I would now like to call for. 
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� And best not to kid myself. I guess they were well aware of my tendency to stray from the party line, but decided to give this femme fatale a chance to prove herself.
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