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Abstract. 
What follows is a scnpt for a video, prefaced wilh an explanation, which was developed as 
the opening lecture of an introductory course 1n Social Psychology The aim of the video 
was to destabilise the ways in which Social Psychology 1s imported and marketed as an 
authoritative body of knowledge. without reflection on the problems and limitetions it might 
face in bemg implemented m local contexts As explamed m the preface. the strategy 
chosen was not to contest the arguments and fmdmgs of Social Psychology, but rather to 
subvert its method of self-presentation Hence the video 1s a children ·s fable. a postcolonial 
'Just-So story. this time told by the native. about the process of cotonisetiou by the 
western academy 

CONCRETE. 
"The history which bears and determmes us has the form of a war rather than 
that of a language relations of power, not relations of meetunq" 
(Foucault 1980.160) 

THE EMPIRE STRIKES BACK.1 
In any war over a domain of academic knowledge a crucial site of tactical engagement Is 
the introductory textbook For it is here that the basic traininq takes place it Is the ritual of 
irutratron that defines the battleground for the hearts and minds 

The textbook Is a crucial ideological apparatus in the maintenance of the bureaucracies 

' At the mrtral presentation at PsySSA conference a member of the audience argued that the video 
was problematic 1n presenting a paranoid account of the emergence of social psychology At the 
time (suspecting the unwitting mvocation of rhetorical rule developed for deleqittrnatinq oppositronal 
discourses) I somewhat facetiously defended the importance of paranoid mterpretations A double 
task then emerged. how to write an introduction to the video script for this publication, and how to 
explore the utility of a paranoid standpoint? Methodoloqrcally. there was also the problem of 
avoiding replicating the rhetorical structure of academic writing which 1s one of the things that the 
video sought to problematize Given that military paranoia seems to be the prototypical paranoia of 
our age the solution presented itself it must surely be presented as an act of war 
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of academic knowledge Ostensibly its aim 1s to provide an introduction to content of a 
particular field. In fact its role is to constitute that field by offering a narrative that produces 
an effect of coherence presenting a clearly bounded. internally consistent meaningful and 
authoritative network of practices, circurnscribinq the domain and organising the content 
of the field. Not simply reflecting the field. but producing 1t 

The real lesson of the textbook is hidden. which serves primarily to make 1t unassailable 
While seeming to present an overview of significant theories and research findings 1! is in 
fact presenting the exemplars that covertly structure what 1s admissible in the field 
Specifically, it claims to presenting content while 1n fact trading 1n method It 1s not the 
arguments but the rules of argument. not the fmdinqs but the research designs that are 
being set in place 

As with all initiation. it is a lesson in power not Just a humiliation. but an practical assertion 
of who must be respected And a second lesson the only way to engage it is to attempt 
to systematically become that authority by subrnittrnq to it and proceeding to ascend its 
internal hierarchies. You will be assimilated Resistance is futile 

Like the nation-state, under normal conditions. disciplines tactically agree not to engage 
in acts of war, leaving each one to occupy itself with its own domestic administration and 
policing. The discipline is thus protected from outside attack by implicit non-aggression 
pacts, and from inside by the establishment of the rules of engagement that radically limit 
the modes of internal opposition 

Conventional war implies that adversary accepts the rules of engagement But in the case 
of an appositional grouping that lacks a fully developed institutional military apparatus 
there is the possibility of guerilla war The guerilla army knowing it is massively outgunned. 
articulates new rules of engagement The effectiveness of the guerilla war is determined 
by the degree to which it manages to analyse and attack the hidden mechanisms of power 
while winning popular support by exposing the way precisely those mechanisms of power 
are in fact being used against the domestic population 

The guerilla attack on Social Psychology can proceed using these very principles Rather 
than accepting the tacit rules of argument and research procedures of the discipline, 1t 
should seek both to reveal these regulations and to reveal them for what they are the 
mechanisms by which the discipline excludes radical internal critique and maintains its 
domestic policing against other possible modes of organisation 

In the case of the introductory textbook the attack should not contest the arguments and 
findings on their own terms but to expose the hidden rules of rationality and assumptions 
about research methodology by which 1t asserts its authority This entails 1dent1fy1ng an 
underlying conceptual hierarchy. 111 which certain terms and concepts are taken as markers 
of authority, while others are rendered dubious and illeg1t1rnate Some elements ma, 
include 



Science Myth 

History 
I----------------·-·--·-- 

Rational 

Story 
----------------< 

Emotional 

Objective Situated 

1 
Facts I First world Interpretations 

Third world 

! Woman 
----------- --------- 
Man 

1 White Black 

: Adult 

Serious 

Child 

Humorous 

Dispassionate 
----------------- 

Manipulative 

The textbook presents its narrative as the history of scientific findings Here science is 
precisely that method that avoids the mistakes of religion, superstition and myth. While 
these systems of ideas offer interpretations, science offers the facts. The facts are 
established most securely by experimental design and statistical inference Scientific 
methods allow unrnediated access to the material world that exists prior to human 
perception and thus eliminates the distortions of subjective experience In this way 1t 
claims the ultimate authority it is. quite simply and by definmon true 

The textbook's narrative 1s first of all rational, and emotion would be out place It 1s serious 
and dispassionate, neither entertaining nor deliberately designed to shift your thinking 1n 
a specific way It is told by nobody in particular and to everybody 1n general. as 1t 1s simply 
the neutral vehicle of objective truth This 1s its authority, its condition of truth 

In the face of this apparently seamless fortification of knowledge, what 1s the guerilla to do? 
The first strategy 1s to reject the terms Against this formidable seriousness. to play a joke 
Against this science, a myth Against this abstract truth. a local situated account Against 
this dispassionate information a deliberate intervention. Against this rational adult history 
an rmaqrnary children s story Against the invisible white male voice. a black woman 
speaking not to a universal audience but for our children 

Against the tanks in the streets, some graffiti scribbled on the walls 

Many years ago, before you were bom, even before your grandparents were bom, maybe 
when your great-great grandparents were sttll living, the greedy people in a faraway land 
devised a new plan for making money The people of this land were crazed by money, and 
had tried everything to get ncher and ncher They had gone around the whole world. taking 
everything they could find and se/1,ng it. Often they even sold thmgs they had stolen back 
to the people they had stolen them from So shameless were these people that they even 
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stole people and sold them shipping them across the sea and selling them like ammals to 
work in the fields and factones 

They kept inventing new things to sell. and made machines that could make things iestet 
and faster so that every day there was more to sell These machines were hungry and had 
to be fed all the time, so the people of this land had to look further and further for the 
materials to feed the machines They spread all over the world. invadmg many countries. 
taking what they could find and forcing the inhabitants to work for them to make supplies 
for their devouring machines 

But our story is about a new way of making money that they invented These people had 
realized that some kinds of knowledge were useful for making money especially the 
technical knowledge that could be used for making new machines and new thmgs to sell 
So they became great scientists. with knowledge of all the material thmgs in the world And 
although they neglected the wisdom of other matters of life. their scientific knowledge 
brought them great power and wealth. riches and splendour which had never before been 
seen in this world But even then they were not content. so some of them devised the plan 
to make money out of understanding people 

Now every culture has its ways of understandmg people and its wisdom about human 
matters, but these people wanted a different kmd of knowledge. They had wise elders with 
knowledge of philosophy and religion. but they wanted their knowledge of people to be tikc 
their scientific knowledge. Tl11s knowledge should not iust be the wisdom of tbeit culture 
based on everyday truths observed by people in their daily lives. or the results of debates 
amongst the wisest of them. It should insteeo be based on the experiments of scientists 
like their knowledge of machmes and material things ,n which they had already excelled 
It should not just bring them sympathetic ways understanding of people but rather 
technical and scientific ways of understandmg how to change people 

They realized that if they could tell those m charge of the factones how to make the people 
who work for them work harder and more efficiently and those in charge of countries how 
to make their citizens more obedient ancl productive their knowledge would be worth a lot 
of money So they groupAd toqether and Invented a new profession. whict: they callee/ 
Psychology 

Now all this took place ,n Europe anri the United States of Amenca about one hundred 
years ago. This new profession of psychology qwckly became powerful. especially ,n the 
United States. where mdustry was grow,ng at a rap,cl rate and the new techniques for 
making workers more proiiuct« e was very popular with the bosses But the real success 
of this Psychology came with the outbreak of fightmg between some of these countnes We 
must remember that these people were not only insetiebtv greedy but me/med to great 
violence. and JUSI when ,t seemed that they had fimshed conquenng all the other countnes 
m the world, they fumed on each other Believmg as they did. that they were the centre 
of the world. they called ttus ternble outbreak of wtute-on-white violence the First World 
War 

In this war the Amencan army recruited many thousands of new soldiers and then beet 
work out how to fit each person ,nto a 10/J they could do pmpNly Ttvs was difficult as tl1Pse 



Amencans were mainly an uneducated bunch. many of whom could not even read or wnte 
and some who hardly spoke English Herc the ne1v psychologists showed themselves to 
be useful Takmg the idea from IQ test111q wiuct: had already been oevetoooct for placing 
learners III different classes. they made tests for assessmg people enc! s/reammg them 
eccordinq their skills and ebiiities anci thus helped assign the new troops into suiiebl« 
positions It soon became clear ttin! tills skill could be jus! as useful m the workplace. ancJ 
out of this testing the field of lndustnal Psychology was born For the psycholog1sls who 
had been dealmg wtlh emotionally disturbed people the war was also good for business. 
and they had many victims of shell-shoe}: who they could now treat and use to cievelop 
their treatments These years were so important for American psychology that by the encJ 
cJf they could proudly announce that 

As we have put more psychology into this war than any other nation, and as we have 
more laboratories and more men than all others. we should henceforth lead the world in 
Psychology the future of the world depends 1n a peculiar sense upon American 
psychologists (Hall 1919 49) 

As Psychology grew from strength to strength, ti hacf to show how 1/ was different from 
other professional approaches to study111g people Just as 1/ had claimed to be better than 
philosophy because 1t used expenmental methods. Psychology also tried to make itself 
separate from other area of study tike Anthropology Sociology and Politics by stucfying 
moivuiuets on their own rather than groups of people. This concern with the individual fitted 
very well with the culture of these Europeans ancf Amencans. who were a selfish ancJ 
uncanng people. with little sense of commuoity. Then greedy and aggressive nature made 
them compete eqetnst each other to try and be ncher and have more possessions, and 
those that were very successful m this stnv111g liked the psychological approach most of 
all. because ti told them that they were successful because they had greater ebitnies and 
higher mtehiqence This let them ignore the fact that the rich almost always started out with 
wealth and ptivileqes and how the poor were poor not because of lazmess or stup1d1ty as 
the rich liked to believe but because ttioir society did not offer them the same opportunities: 
that the wealthy were given 

So Psychology carried on ignoring the problems 1/J the culture and insteed looked for 
problems inside each ind1v1dual Psychology became powerful as ii always had friends 
among the privileged. and in each country the psychologists formed professional societies 
so that they could control who could become psychologists ancf how much they would get 
paid Psychology grew to have large departments 1n the universities. with a multitude of 
researchers pubtistunc; 1/J many different academic Journals. and developed specielizeci 
knowledge and tra//J//Jg 1/J several professional areas such as CI//J1cal, Educational and 
Industrial Psychology Only a pttvileqea few could complete these trammg programmes. 
with the hope of lucrative career ahead of them 

But because Psychology was concerned only with studymg inoividuels, a problem 
remeineo It is obvious to us that people live in a social world, but the psychologists, hav//Jg 
cut themselves off from the other social sciences, dtd not know how to thmk about this 
properly This was a common mistake m their culture. and their greatest philosophers had 
said ··1 think; therefore I am". not reelizinc; as we all do, that we do not Just exist 1/J our 
thoughts. but 1n our culture. and 1/J our teteuonstups wtlh those around us. Psychologists 
had fumed this mistake mto a profession and now had to try and thin« of ways of solvmg 
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the problems it created 

So in their discipline the psychologists Invented a small area called Social Psychology to 
investigate how social groups influence indtviouets They avoided questions about /Jo11· 
cultures and societies work, and concentrated mstead studying small groups of people 
Because they wanted to seem scientific. they devised experiments to examine how people 
would behave in different stluations Although the did many thousands of different 
experiments. nobody really seemed very interested In the results. and ,t was only after the 
next major outbreak of wbite-on-wtnte violence (this time they called 111 World War II) that 
th111gs started getting interestinq 

This long and brutal war left the Europeans and Amencans In a state of shock Fmally they 
realized that the science and technology that they had belteved wouk: solve all tne« 
problems could also be used destructively and that the brutal methods that they had 
developed for conquering other parts of the world could Just as easily used at home They 
were especially shocked by the concentration camps realizmg with hotter that they could 
treat each other the way they had previously only treated other races. and by the etomic 
bomb, which gave them the ability to destroy each other completely 

Finally the Social Psychologists became interested 1n 1vhy they could inflict so much berm 
on each other. and why violence was so common 1/J their societies They designed ne,1 
experiments to investigate these problems several of wiuct, became ouite famous because 
of their disturbing results One such ex penmen/ was done by Stanley Mi/gram. in wtnch he 
asked people to take part in a study of punishment and leammg The participants were told 
to give stronger and stronger shocks to leamers every time they made a mistake 
remembering groups of words Mi/gram really wanted to see how severely the participants 
would shock the learners before tetustnt; to carry on with the expetiment Most of the 
people he asked beforehand thought that the perucipems would not give very strong 
shocks at all. but m the actual expenment most of them carried on making the shocks 
stronger and stronger until they were giv11Jg extremely dangerous and potentially lethal 
shocks to the learners when the expentncntet f11Jally told them to stop 

Another psychologist called Ztmtuutto chr/ a study of how people's behaviour ,s affected hy 
the social roles 111 wbich they fu)(f themselves He got students at the elite Stanford 
University to set up a mock pnson where some of them played the parts of prisoners and 
others were guards. The part,c,pants stettnu; actmg as 1f their parts were real. and aftp1 a 
few days Zimbardo had to stop the whole study because the guards were hecommg so 
abusive to the pnsoners who had qwckly become scared and depressed 

In another famous study Shenf took some young bovs to a holiday camp to study ttic wars 
Ill which confltct between groups clevelopeci The /Joys were oivioeo 111/0 two groups 11/10 
competed for prizes 1/J vanous qntnes and ectiviues Sheri! found that the boys from the 
different groups became mcreasmgly hostile to each other and that this hostiltly earner/ 
on even when they were not competmg wttt: each other anymore and that 1/ was vr'n. 
difficult to find was of reducing tins confltct once ,t had started 

You might th11Jk that these d1sturh111g f1nclmgs made the societ psychologists ston wonvu «; 
about the consequences of tlwir culture tiuil! as ti was on n,fhless com11etJ/1vcness an,/ 
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exploitetion But tins ,'las not the case Because they c/1d not know how to think atJo(lt 
culture and society they iust assumed that they had discovered the universal tows of 
human nature. which appl!ed to all people ovetvwhete They bel!eved that all people wouk: 
behave ,n the destructive ways that they had seen m their expenments They never 
thought about the fact that almost all their studies were clone on micktie class 1vli,tu 
American men and usually university stuc/cnts at that 

But soon afterwards some voices of cilscontent started to be t,eard m Amencan souL'/y 
Black Amencans and women had grown angry that they did not have the c1v1I nghts /hilt 
Amenca so proudly claimed for its citizens The official aiscmninenon against wo111en aI1d 
blacks was challenged and as they gradually managecl to take up professional ancl 
academic positions 111 the field the white 111en v/uo haci always run Psychology were facecl 
with criticism about the way they had assumed that their lm11tecf perspectives could explain 
all of human existence 

At the same time there was a bit of a squabble gomg on between Arnencan and European 
psychologists The Arnencans had always been greatly impressed with the advances of 
the physical sciences. and had thought that the only way for Psychology to become a 
respected field was to use the methods of the physical sciences as gwdelmes for tl1e1r 
work That Is to say that they should at all times use expenmental methods tn their 
research. Now the European psychologists argued that there were two problems wnn tins 
belief. 

Firstly an expenment relies on results that you can see ancf measure. whrch Is a problem 
when you are trymg to understand people because you cant see and measure their 
thoughts and feelmgs So all you can study Is their behaviour. and it was argued that 
restricting yourself to exammrng behaviour without berng allowed to talk about people ·s 
experiences meant mIss,ng the whole pomt of studymg psychology 

Secondly the Europeans argued that people need to be understood in the social 
environment rn which they exist. not Just as isolated inoivuiuets In ettiticiel laboratory 
settmgs They were more mfluenced by rdeas from the sociel sciences, like socrology and 
anthropology than by the physrcal sciences So the European social psychologists wanted 
to study people m real-lrfe situations. and speak to them about speak to them about their 
experiences 

The European social psychologists wanted to find out more how people about how people 
think, and were more willing to pay attention to the mfluence culture and society m these 
matters. They said ,t was more important to study thrngs lrke language and ideology. to 
find out how society shaped the way people think They showed that the way in which 
people thrnk about themselves and the world they hve In was greatly influenced by the 
culture and society and which they live. These findrngs were very interesting, but the 
European social psychologists kept trymg to Justify their work by getting caught up ,n 
complicated ptulosophicet arguments about language and the nature of reality and so 
most of the time people didn't really understand what they were talking about 

In any case the Amencan social psychologists were not very concerned with these 
arguments Although they also wanted to make their work relevant for current social issues. 
nobody really pard much attention to them and they had to get on with the business of 
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making money All that was left for them to do was to design more and more expenments 
and publish them in academic joumets. which nobody else really read But at least this 
helped them to get jobs In universities teachmg learners about all these expenments that 
they had done. Some of them even wrote big textbooks. with glossy pages and pictures 
telling of all the things they had found They sold these textbooks all over the world. yes 
even here, were university lectures prescnbed them for students of psychology If you look 
around you are sure to see them 

So now when you see learners 1ve1ghed down with big books on social psychology lookmg 
very confused by all the of strange ideas. you can exp/am to them where these thmgs 
came from. and tell them our story of how the sacral psvcholog1st got /11s facts 
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