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Prille ltensky's hook provides a penetrating and challenging critical analysis of 
psychology's role in maintaining the status quo. He presents an incisive account of 
psychology's current preoccupation with individuals, and its failure to render any 
significant commentary on the social implications of psychological theory and 
practice. "However innocent, this neglect results in a very consequential moral 
illiteracy ... " (pl). 

Borrowing a few concepts from Susan Harding's ( 1991) hook, Whose science'! 
Whose knowledge". he undertakes an examination of that which is "progressive" 
and that which is "regressive" in psychological theory and practice. Central to all of 
his arguments is that psychological discourse maintains the societal status quo. In 
using the title "the morals and politics of psychology" Prilleltensky's wishes to point 
to the " ... social ethics of psychology, and the moral consequences of the discipline 
for the acceptance and transformation of power relations in society" ( p:1 ). By 
"psychological discourse", he deliherately seeks to cultivate a language that is 
"saturated with social and political meanings that have serious repercussions fnr 
those dire ctlv and indirectly affected hv it" (p3). 

Pr ille lte nskys wishes to encourage what he refers to as "the political critical 
standpoint". While most psychology curricula can boast of attempting to help 
students develop a critical style towards empirical positivist research. they often do 
not receive any training in analysing the ideological consequences of particular 
forms of psychological theorising and practice. His work is particularly timely given 
South Africans· concern with making mental health services more accessible to 
large segments of its population and especially since most of his commentary is 
focused on those aspects of psychological theorising and practice that is applied in 
nature. 

The hook is divided into three <e ct io ns. The first part lavs the conceptual 
foundation for his later arguments on the social context of psychological di-cour-«. 
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Part two examines the moral and political basis of various forms of psychological 
discourse. Part three focuses on the social and ethical implication- of psychological 
discourse. Throughout the book he adopts the epistemulogica: standpoint of social 
coruructionism. 

In the introductory chapter, Prilleltensky lays the groundwork tor a discussion of 
the political critiques of psychology, In doing so, the values that guide his thinking 
are cxplicitlv stated, including a desire to change unjust social structures, never 
forgetting that in being able to write about it is in itself privileged from both a dass 
and literary point of view. Given that North American psychology wields such a 
powerful influence in shaping people's thinking about variou i. ,ues. Prillelte nskv 
argues that understanding the ideological bases for much of this psychnlogv 1s not 
only necessary hut important in understanding how particular social order. arc 
maintained and reproduced. While he acknowledges that manv writers before him. 
notably people like ( icorge Albee, Braginsky and Braginsky. Jacuby, and Inglehv. 
have commented on these relationships. Pr ille lre nskv contends that these 
commentaries have not recognised the pervasiveness of p,n-hology's retarding 
influence on social change. It is only in feminist psychology that. eriuus challenge. 
have been made (in particular tn patriarchy). though this influence ha: not filtered 
through to the majority of those who provide psychological servrcc-; 

In the second chapter entitled 'The status quo and its prese rvation", Prille ltc nskv 
highlights the functions of utilitarian capitalism which emphasises self interest hut 
not at the cost of upsetting the social order. In other words, utilitarian capitalism' 
... pt)sit(s) a society of individuals ... who acting in their own self-interest. advance 
the social purpose by expanding private wealth" (p l S). In this wav a market 
economy is emphasised where everyone has an "equal opportunity" to generate 
individual wealth. This serves to provide a background for an :ntnguing discu: wn 
on ho« the use of the 'defect' model in explaining human behaviour serve to 
bul-tc r the individualistic nature of capitalism. Pr ille lte n- b argues that the 
Ca r t c vi.m paradigm which i, at the heart o t modern ,oc·ietv. presents the 
per,pccu,e that all oci;d pr oble m: are solvable through cicnce and techr11>l11g,. 
Values are excluded from consideration in this world vic w, o nlv the discoverv ot . . 

tact 1 given place of prominence. 

The sociulisation of psycholog:, and the p,ychologising of ovic tv con: titure the 
kn 1.11erests in chapter three. Both aspect lie at the core t>I th, d1. cu. ion of th<.' 
ink: dc pc ndc nce of cie nce .md values embedded in variou <1c1ctal 1n. ntutuir: 
Wit h 1q:ard to the· t,,rmer. l'rillclten. b make: an often tm;"ttl'll poll,t. n.unc.v, 
"that 1110 t ,ocial c1e:1t1,t hcltlng to a social cla., who. e pol1t1cal ;111d ccononu; 
in!L'rnts are u,ualh in ;1ccord:1nce ,11th thos,· of the domin:lllt ,ectm lp2111 
Per 1 te·l1t nit1ci Ill,)! the relnance of value in science ha pcr uadcd oci:d 
,u,·nt1,ts to ackntmlnlge th,· ,·aluc l:1den nature ot c1ent1t1c pract,ce. 11,>we,er. 
the c,111tr1)\er, 1' 110: 1d1ethn valuc pla\ a role in shaping ,1cn1itic practice h ;t 
Ii,,,, , :1lues arc embedded i11 and hape scientiffr pr:1,·t1cc ·Ip~ .. , 

1'11,· 1he111es rn11 1i11<>t11.!iwu1 th,· n,·xt fc" ,hapln In a11 i1:u1:11n:1t1n; ar_'umc:1: 
111 11: · c,·11«n dc:il111c: 111th 1,k«I<>~\ ;rnd I' ,dwl,,g,. l'rilkl:c:: , p,,:nt t,1 h,111 
p \1..i,iilt,;.;_~ 1 u cd t•l h1)tf\ t1pp()1t and 1..:r1t11.:1,c the .t~du qtlll. \\i::1 tLc f1,rn1 
p1cd,,11l!ILitlJll'. Ill· ll·lcr {1) 1t ;1 ~t pr(11..-c.· ,)1 iil\lui :J!I, n \\i.t'~cb\ 1..-r~~::;_;t ,it~: 



minor nature give the appearance of a retlexive system. lie believes that the voice 
of the critics who seek to promote social change (Hare-Mustin, Inglcby, Jacoby, 
Kovcl, Unger & Crawford) has been marginalised. 

Prillcltensky then describes the "progressive or conservative social repercussions" 
of various theoretical and applied schools of psychology. For example, a 
fascinating account of psychoanalysis as a politically and ideologically conservative 
theory of human behaviour is presented. In this argument, he does not neglect to 
review the divided criticisms of feminist writers like Chodorow and Lerman. 
Counteracting the label of conservatism, Prilleltensky also provides insight into 
how Freud's thinking is viewed as being progressive, including commentary on the 
work of the radical Freudian left and the neo-Freudian left. As an example, on the 
subject of homosexuality, Freud is quoted as saying "Homosexuality is assuredly no 
advantage, hut it is nothing to he ashamed of, no vice, no degradation, it cannot he 
classified as an illness ... It is a great injustice to persecute homosexuality and a 
cruelty too" (p52). In the final analysis, Prilleltensky does not believe that 
psychoanalysis can he politically effective because "its discourse remains the 
exclusive privilege of intellectuals, medical doctors. or therapy clients" (p69). 

In the section dealing with abnormal psychology, Prilleltensky notes that while 
Scheff argued against the use of labels in psychiatry as a way of maintaining the 
status quo (social control), Szaszs arguments against the use of labels was based 
essentially on a conservative ideology which failed to account for the role of 
societal structures in explaining mental disorder. Similarly, he describes the 
political legacv of family therapy" ... as an unfulfilled promise". "Whereas 
significant progress has been made in reconceptualising abnormal behavior in 
more interpersonal terms, the promise to look for systemic causes has been limited 
tr> intrafamilial dynamics. Thus, the epistemological shift has be e n more 
quantitative than qualitative" (pl 13). Behaviourism, humanism, cognitivism. 
abnormal psychology. industrial/organisational psychology and school psychologv 
come in for similar scrutiny. 

Ideas that are at the core of psychological theorising and practice are reexamined 
within the context of political ideology and morality to determine whether these 
foster a progressive agenda for social change and justice. In attempting to answer 
questions about the need for social change and social justice. Prillcltensky embarks 
on a discussion of the elements that constitute human welfare and how psychology 
has a need to reflect upon its social ethics in relation to these precepts. 

Prilleltensky does not stop at merely providing a critique, hut also makes a serious 
attempt at arriving at ways in which the agenda for social justice may he fostered. 
Chapter 14 proposes various strategies as to how psychologists can transform social 
structures that fail to promote human welfare. lie does so primarily on the hasis ot 
arguing for a social ethic which is embedded within the concept of empowerment. 
However, empowerment is emphasised only in relation to the principles of "<elf­ 
determination. distributive justice. and collaboration and democratic participation 
in public affairs" (p2 I()). where it is important that the first principle is not 
privileged at the expense of the others. These principles are debated within the 
context of control, power. and well-being and the notion of quotidian ethics (i«. 
displacing an understanding of ethics as a preoccupation with rules and regulations 
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with one that is concerned with the "e qua l participation of all concerned in public 
discussions on contested norms") (p:' 19). 

This is a fascinuting hook as it rekindles thinking ahout old i"ue,. renders new 
perspectives on old problems, and provides an impetus tor renew mg challenges to 
the status quo both among teachers. students, and pr actitioncr-; While it may be 
argued that the book merely restates arguments others have alr e adv made. it is 
Prille ltcnsky's singular ability to bring all these sources together in an accessible 
style that makes this a very worthy contribution to the debate on social change. 
social justice and psychology. It is especially relevant for t hnxe qruggling with 
ideological, ethical and moral issues around clinical and community psychology 
practice. As such it is highly recommended for adoption a, a text in hoth 
undergraduate and graduate studies. 




