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There was e time when psychology carried the torch for e certain kind of 

personal ena~cipation, a libaretion founded on an evolutionary sequence of 

human qualitiae that applied equelly to tha cognitive, affective end social 

domains of personal functioning. Peychology could, ao ren the atory, 

eaaeee our relative standing with respect to a vast number of attributes. 

It could alao apply certsin methods that would shift us more quickly 

towarda thet diatant but frea and, when we would find ourselvae to be 

cognitivaly evolved and emo~ionally edjuated humen beings, at one with 

ouraelvas end eociety. Tha heydey of thia humanistic mumbo-jumbo was the 

mid aixtia., thst apax of late capitelism just bafora the second slump snd 

tha on.et or tha intarnetionel fiac.l crisis, whan the multinationals held 

undieputad sway at tha coloniel pariphary while at home in tha civilisad 

aantra libarel walfare demoerscy eeamad to ba holding, if only juat. 

In tha waka of tha anauing world raea.aion and lagiti.acy eri.i. eama • 

wida.pra.d cynici •• sbout unrafl.etivaly optimi.tic falry tala., a cynici •• 

foeuaaad mo.t wondarfully by thoaa d.baela. of libar.tion lika tha May 1968 

upri.ing in franca, tha atudant mova.ant in Europa and tha USA, the i __ 

pr.ctieal and cDmplieit politica of tha hippias, and ~e.t importantly, by 

what haa e088 to ba callad tha railura of tha wcrking ela •• to .chiava ita 

hiatorieal eia.ion. Whathar tha.a parcaption. and di.gno.a. wara ju.tiriad 

or not doa. not mattar hara. WWat is ieportant i. that tha.a circueatance' 

inauguratad a proca •• of intanaa ra-thaorizing in avary daaain or tha huean 

diaciplinas - with tha conspicuoua exeaption of paychology. That this 

procas. waa uneven, at timas localiead, arcana, of tan childiehly vitu­ 

parative and ab.truse beyond baliaf cannot ba denied. By tha lata 

aavantiaa howevar, a aerias or convergences could be diacarnad, apeeific 

theoretieel gains found a large sympathetic audienca end a certain peradiga 
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called post-structuralism began to dig itself in and to file a bid as the 

new orthodoxy in studies of the humen end the sociel. In ereas like media 

end culturel studies and in literary theory the take-over bid has been 

largely successful. In politics end sociology the contours and stakes 

remain bitterly contested. A particularly unfluential if much misunder­ 

stood strain reigns in europeen paychoanalysis. But in psychology - 

nary a ripple. 

That is really neither accidental nor surprising, for the antire project 

of post-structuralism strikee at the heart of humanistic paychology. It 

denies the existence, on theoretical grounds, of the unified individual, 

or subject. What theoretical enti-humanism entails - for thet, to the 

horror and outrage of the humanist. is whet it cells itsalf - is the 

understanding of pereons ss non-unitary, es a fiald of affecte producad 

by discourse; in other words, ee 8 by-product of meaning. furthermore, 

this by-product is atripped of autonomy, agency, and all forma of 

effactivity central to the object of humanistic psychology, the self­ 

functioning person. To put the cass at its simplest I poet-structurelism 

seama to propose the impossibility of peychology as we know it. 

There havs of course been periodic rumbisa of diacontent within psychology 

most of them eddressing ths iesue of the pristine unified aubject of 

psychology by wey of arguing for an understanding of persona in terms of 

their aocial oontext rather than aolaly in terma of potentielitiaa 

locked up in the monad. The collectiona by lerael and Tajfel (1) and 

Armistead (2), end tha ~ritinge of Archibsld (3), Shatter (4), Kelley (5), 

Gergen (6) end lnglaby (7) all attempted verious form. of bridge-building 

that wera in the and more tsnteliaing then aucce.sful. Tha ra •• on wa. 
that bridge-building tend. to leave it. promontories intsct. The 

bifurcation between the individual end the eocisl wa. being produoed snd 

perpatuattd by the very concsptiona of the individuel and the eocial that 

wera to hold up the bridge. The repprochement efforte of the late sixties 

and eerly seventies could do little ebout thet. The debete beca~e treppad 

into e paraan-cantrad varsua e .ociety-centrad argument about ralativa 

detar.inetion, an argument reNiniscent in Many weya of the phenomenology­ 

behaviouria. debete of the fiftie. and sixties. 

~eanwhile whet etructurelie. and poet-atructurelis. hsd baen bu.y with, had 

tha psychologists only looked, wee an extensiva ratheoriaation of the 
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nature of subjects and the social, and what it was achieving was a new 

way of conceiving of them. The fundamental insight central to all forms 

of post-structuralism is derived from structural linguistics : the world, 

or the 'real', can be encountered only via a representation of it. So far 

so phenomenological. The ides is however pushed considerably further in 

post-structuralism. The representations (prefarably callad signifying 

practices) are not reflections of the 'real' as they are for most forms 

of idealism. For post-structuralism, they hsve an autonomy, an affect­ 

ivity and a positivity such thet what the 'real' is, is constituted by the 

emsemble of signifying prsctices, otherwise known as discourse. Discourse 

is less a geteway to the 'real' than the network that makes up the 'real' 

itself. Care has to be taken not to crudify the issue. The post­ 

structuralists are not saying that all materiel is somehow dissolved into 

mere mesning, although some otherwise csnny commentators like Stuart 

Hall(B) sometimes feel they ought to impute this idealist move to them. 

The point is thet the 'reel' we percieve end act upon can only exist for 

ue as a set of signitive differences. This is simultaneously an 

epiatemologiesl and sn ontological claim. When we desl with tha world, 

we ect upon, connive or interfere with s Bet of differences. A 

cepitelistic mode of production or a achedule of reinforcement, romantic 

love or humanist rsdsgogy intersect with human lives as a specific 

atruotur of differencee, that is, 8S e discourse. Thsy csnnot end do 

not brutetyend prerepreaentationally bang us on the hesd. They era not 

eny tho leBe reol for ell that. Materiality snd meaning ere isomorphic. 

The ides ia taken atill further. Having achieved discourse doea not meen 

that the 'real'/discourse is automatically then trenererent to everyone. 

Whet meening as a system of differences effects is en opening up end a 

closing of positiona from which it is to be accessed. It constructs 

positions from which people may encounter itl and encountering the dis­ 

oourss means being positioned in it in sparticuler way. We csnnot 

experience enything outside of a particular subject position in a 

perticuier discourse. Indeed, we don't even exist pre-predicetively out­ 

side of a discourse! Discourse positiona ua 8S particular subjects end 

it is only from 8 particuier subject position that our sense of self and 

of world ie constructed. Discourse in effect constructe subjecta, end 

empirical persons are simply the time/space intersection of their subjeot 

slots in the hierschy of discourse extent in society at a given time. 

This is the precise meaning of theoretical anti-humanism. 
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The breathtaking counter-intuitive impertinence of this way of talking is 

not lost on practicing humanists even when the accompanying ludic 

dimensions most usually ere, end the yelps of dignity - impaired outrage 

like those of E P Thompson have become commonplace. But the implications 

for psychology had yet to be teckled head on. Thie is the monumental 

ambition of Changing the Subject (hereafter CTS). The title announces a 

dual intention: first, to changa the subject of psychology, to open it up 

so that its complicity with power is seen and, perhaps, re-aligned to a 

properly ernancipatory account; and second, to develop a politics of 

changing the human subject from its thrall in dominant discourse. CTS 

anounces itself therefore 86 a project of reconstruction, or at least 

remystification. Thie project is not unproblematic, as I shall show. 

The five authors divide the work into three sections, esch section pre­ 

faced by a longish introduction that tries to make various chunka of post­ 

structuralism understandable if not plausible to Anglo-Saxon eyes. 

Section one diaaects the individusl - socisl dualism in current paycho 

snd than gaas on to discuss two issuea: one, how that dualism, snd 

especially its individual-centrednesa, fatally flaws the prsctice of 

psychological assessment in organisations (Wendy Holloway) and two, the 

wsy in which social psychology spprosches the issue of racism by 

thematieing individuel prejudice (Julien Henriques). Section two dives 

in at the deep end end takes the reader by a long and complicated route 

through Barly enti-humanism via Althusser, diecusaes his failure to 

understsnd the·iasue of aignification, then introduces us to fouceult'. 

esrly work. The introduction ends with a useful discussion of foucault's 

notions of diecourse, power snd knowledge. It la ~orth saying something 

about these, since Foucsult is the central theoretical reaource in the 

book. 

for Foucault, power is not an externel force, nor le it e poa8es8ion of 

for inst.nce e king, a jsiler or a class. It is tha vital current thet 

enimates the micro-circuits of human oommerce and sooiality. It enables 

a9 much ae it conatrein.. It ie explicitly theorised egainst a msrxist 

notion of power es the-power-to-exploit. Power, say. foucault, should 

not be tied to a locus in thie way. It is ubiquitous. It ia, in short, 

B field concept, and a. such has a lot in common with the concept of 

power used in systems theory. Reven and french'e (9) sociel psychological 

cla8aic on socisl power usea such e notion, 8a did Kurt Lewin (10) before 
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them. More scandalously, it has been suggested that Foucault's power is 

the obverse of that deployed by Talcott Parsons(ll). Be that as it may, 

what all of these field notions of power have in common is their refusal 

to privilege either a source for power (like the ruling class) or, by 

extension, a source for its overthrow (like the working class or some 

other social movement). What Foucault calls knowledge is correlatively 

a set of signifying practices constituted in discourse always in tandem 

with power. What this ineluctable bondage of knowledge to power does is 

to refuse to privilege any form of knowledge. All power/knowledges are 

social constructions that in turn produce specific subjects. No one is 

truer than another. The discourse of clinical psychiatry, for instance, 

produces madness and mad people; the discourse of penology produces the 

incarceral subject, the modern criminal. It is not hard to see why 

Foucault is so frequently accused of relativism although the charge is, 

I think, misdirected. It is less easy to defend him against the charge 

of nihilism, for without any privileged forms of sociality it is diffi­ 

cult to see how any ides of emancipation could be forged (12). 

Couze Venn's chepter produces an account of the conditions of possibility 

for modern psychology. the major condition is of course the construction 

of the solitary, radically interior, private and very bourgeois 

individual the birth of which Venn, slong with Foucault, but also with 

Derrida, the phenomenologists and Bertrand Russell, - pegs in the 

seventeenth century with Descartes and his Meditations. This condition 

is only realieed in the later nineteenth century when specific social 

technologies of regulation were developed to facilite~ the transition 

of early capitalist society into a disciplinary regima policad by thase 

tachnologiae. These technologies worked by constructing a Darwinian 

'normal individual' as a scientific object of study and normalisation. 

A psychology hellbent on calibration was the most important of these. 

Now this is notoriously difficult stuff to read and evaluate not laast 

because Venn does not show us the emergence of the bourgeois individual 

and the normalised subject by examining specific texts, as the decon~ 

structionists do. He simply asserts connections and we have no way of 

judging them. He also radically backgrounds parts of the history, at 

least as I read it. What the emancipatory doctrines of the nineteenth 

century saw in Darwin's evolutionism was a man-made road away from 
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feudal pessimism and divine inevitability. This is why Marx, for 

example, was so impressed by Darwin. By marrying Darwin's 

primitive social engineering to Descartes' 'tremulous private body'(13)by 

fiat,Venn obscures the fact that an entirely different, more opti­ 

mistic, assertive, and social theorisation of the individual could 

happily cohabit with Darwin, and did: Marx's social subject of the 

Manifesto and the Theses, far instance. That evolutionism was 

ultimately a constraining doctrine does nat void its positive features. 

Broad-brush history of the sort produced by Venn tends to blast all 

such subtleties away. 

Valerie Walderdine's chapter tackles the conditions of possibility of 

developmental psychology and child-centred pedagogy. She effectively 

unmasks the liberatory pretensions of humanistic pedagogy, and by 

looking at the actual classroom production of this pedagogy as well as 

at the way child-centredness began to be theorised by Montessori and 

Neil~ and also by Piaget - that is, by looking at bath the transforma­ 

tion of practises as well as the transformation of discourse - she shows 

the emergence of a new farm of sCientifically produced regulation, what 

Foucault would call a new regime of truth. 

She skillfully shows haw the child-centred claims for freedom, caritas 

and unfetteredness emerged in the context of the medicalisation of 

poverty, the criminalisation of unemployment, and the principled 

isolation of individual children: "It is perhaps the supreme irony that 

the concern for individual freedom and the hope of a naturalised 

rationality that could save mankind should have provided the conditions 

for the production of a aet of apparatuees which would aid in the pro­ 

duction of the normalised child." ( p.19D) 

There is enormous richness in this chapter, but there are also absencas 

which require explanation or at least same contextualisation. This 

account of a new subjectification at the very site of the discourse of 

freedom and liberation succeeds in part because it is peopled by 

passive subjects, subjects constructed by virtue of practices which deny 

them effective agency. Indeed, this account is laced together by 

gerundives and the passive tense. Now, the problem is not simply one of 

omission. Once the turn towards theoretical anti-humanism is made, the 

issue of agency is automatically backgrounded, and this backgrounding 
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has itself become the site of a seemingly intractable misunderstanding. 

Judith Williamson for instance asks in by now familiar humanist 

exasperation how Walkerdine imagines pedagogy can be changed unless by 

some politics of agency, some humanistically-inspired political will to 

change (14). It doesn't suffice to rehearse against Williamson the 

theoretical arguments which underpin her misunderstanding of the kind 

of account produced here. The uncomfortable fact remains that subjects 

are passively constructed in Walkerdine's account, and passive they 

remain •. The theoretical advance is made at the expense of a politics of 

liberation, or at least so it seems. By denying power a locus and a 

counter-locus, the possibility of subjection being an outcome of struggle 

is precluded. 

By basing itself on the ubiquity of power, it theorises the issue of the 

social es the construction of a vast collectivity of individually­ 

constituted subjects; it does not theorize the construction of a collective 

subject, a class or a social movement. This is a doubly strange lacuna 

since the success of th. collective struggle of feminism from which 3 out of 

5 authors of this book come is sn obvious demonstration of its inadequacy. 

The final seotion of the book grows more explicitly out of feminist 

concerns, heving to do with gendsr difference (Wendy Holloway) and mother­ 

ing (Cethy Urwin). The theoretical introduction takas on the develop­ 

mental psychosnalysis of Lacan, and in particular tries to make workable 

his notion of desirs. It will come as no surprise to Jearn that desire 

is discursively produced, but Holloway goea on to demonstrate that ths 

subject-alots in discourses concerning sexuality are variably taken up, 

and the variation is producsd by diffsrent investments of desire, which 

in turn depend upon s psycho-socisl history that hss ultimately got to 

do with thst tutslage of dasire which we commonly call growing up. 

What's nice about Holloway's chapter is thst she develops her account 

through interviews and self-reflection. She tells us ëhat as an adole­ 

scent she wanted ·Uto walk, swim, run, drive - as far and as fast as my 

men companions" (p.229) and goes on to show that the terms of that invest­ 

ment were set by the particular gender discourses available to her. But 

her method raises questions of its own. There is a disconcerting 
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tendency in her account for the agency of subjects to turn imperceptibly 

into the agency of discourse. For instance she tells us how Clare u~es 

her 'feminity' to ensnare Phil. Dr ar& they both snared by the 'male 

sexual nrive dLscourse'? The problematic nature of the notion of dis­ 

course surfaces here. Foucault's own use of the concept changes from 

one of discourse-agency in his earlier work (Archeology and Discipline 

and Punish) to one where subjects construct themselves, and latterly he 

barely mentions the notion of discourse (History of Sexuality). The 

distance marked by his theoretical development translates into a per­ 

plexing slippage in CTS. 

An uncharitable view of what Holloway accomplishes here would see her 

developing a kind of political economy of courting, a post-Eric Bernian 

scenario of adolescent sexuality as a battlefield where boys are dis­ 

cursively predisposed to win. That would be unfair. In the end she 

shows herself to be less an intrusive interviewer than an extremely per­ 

ceptive counsellor to her interviewees. Her method exemplifies a 

paradoxical politics of counselling where her theory might suggest that 

it could not succeed. 

Cathy Urwin continues this theme in what is probsbly the most con­ 

ventionally psychological chapter in the book. She comprshensively and 

persuasively re-interprets the current account of the development of 

children's language, and shows the need for a psychoanalytic dimension 

of power/language which she mines from Lacen. Subjectivity, she ahows, 

is produced by specific mother/child practices which have far more to do 

with issues of control, loss and desire sited in the 'unconscious than 

with either developmental stages or pragmatic mothering strategies. 

Urwin goea furtherest in according an agency to desire/investment. In­ 

deed,she shows that in their relations with their babiesmothera choose 

whether to position themselves as sctive lovers or passive lava objects: 

"we are produced as capable or assertive action, yet also fragile and 

acutely vulnerable".(p.321) This is an extremely important conclusion 

tho' it comes right at the end of the book. The next question must be: 

what are the discursive conditions which optimise such a production of 

assertiveness? This is surely the question posed by any project directed 

to 'changing the subject'. By a prolix, subterannean and extremely 

informative route, CTS falls just short of addressing it. 
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How are we then to evaluate this dole-queue theorising, and activity 

that would rather avoid premature totalisation or that "microscopic 

fascism installed at the heart of the machinery of desire" (15), than 

prDvide what Judith Williamson and the masses wDuld regard as material 

useful for struggle? Detractors would probably want to see their 

theorisation of the 'private normalised individual' as being more a 

product of their theory of discourse than a necessary feature of late 

capitalism. This would quite simply be wrong. An important non­ 

Foucaldian 'discourse-theoretic' politics is emerging in the work of 

laclau and Mouffe (16), one which explicitly theorises how the 

democratic collective subject can be produced in discourse without 

sacrificing any of the theoretical gains won by the turn to discourse. 

Another response would find it passing strange that a long book on 

psychology almost totally neglects the issue of consciousness: the word 

is glossed only twice in the index, both times in the final chapter. 

Indeed, a parallel project to CTS can be found in Philip Wexler's recent 

book (17), en exemplary account of how the 'technologies of the social' 

like psychology have recapitulated the dominant cultural logic of late 

capitalism, and what critically conscious social movaments might do 

about it. Parhaps also one could respond with Anthony Giddens and say 

that what Foucault lacks is s notion of 'discursive consciousness', a 

nolion that points to the subject's knowledgeability ebout his or her 

fatel imbrication in discourse, and the very real material consequence 

this has for action (18). In the end, all of these responses would 

deflect attention from the main point of CTS: that human subjects are 

non-unitary, and that all unifications are the product of some or other 

form of discursive closure. Psychology has been party to one of the 

most insidious forms of unification, by putting tha idea of the self­ 

contained, unifiad individual at the heart of its practice and con­ 

structively ensuring that it stays there. If this book has done any­ 

thing to dislodge that construction, and I think it most assuredly has, 

then it will have helped to return an "ethics of politics" (19) to 

psychology. That is not a contribution to be sneezed at. 
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