A global context for psychology

In this talk I am going to take a very wide look at the question of psychology and global issues.  I’ll be making a broadly Marxist analysis
 of what is happening globally (and locally) and at various points will relate that to the enterprise of psychology – that is to say the conjunction of its ideology, knowledge, method, practice, and organisational embodiments.  Inevitably this will be no more than a sketch.  It is for you to help fill in the details and to test the outline presented here.

Psychology and its origins – community psychology as an alternative approach?

Psychology is itself a product of a particular set of social systems – first industrial capitalism, then welfare capitalism, and now maybe neoliberal capitalism.  I suggest that it bears the marks of its origins and its memberships of these social systems, in ways that are complicated.  It isn’t just a matter of a reflection of the system: the successive and contradictory ideologies of these systems co-exist within psychology as ideology, method, knowledge and values.  

Community psychology (and critical psychology) purport to varying degrees to offer an alternative approach, characterised by an opposition to that most fundamental stain of capitalism, individualism, and the search for a more adequate approach, that is cogniscent of the broader contexts in which people live their lives.  But I suggest, without a well grounded understanding of the overall, global, systemic, context, these attempts are doomed to be at best ameliorative only and at worst a waste of everyone’s time.

What has been happening for the last 100 years

So what is this overall, wider, systemic global context?  To answer that it is necessary to ask the question ‘what is capitalism?

Capitalism – what it is, what it does.

Capitalism is first and foremost a system that reproduces capital, that is to say it accumulates capital.  To do this every social process is commodified:  exchange, production, distribution, investment – previously conducted through media other than markets.  And no social transaction is exempt from this process of commodification.  To endlessly accumulate capital it is necessary to extract profit.  This is done at various points in the system, and most obviously in the theft of surplus value from workers and the unequal exchange between the core areas of the system and the primary resource producing areas.  Without unequal exchange capitalism cannot work.

Capitalism establishes institutions to support itself, the State with its legal and governmental system, the educational system, the welfare systems, and the armed forces.  When unequal exchange is threatened, the legal and military systems are brought into action.

Capitalism as a system that reproduces capital must ever expand, finding new markets, new cheaper workforces, and new sources of raw materials, new products and new means of production.  As I understand it this is because the reproduction of capital means that there is always an oversupply.  This means that new investment opportunities are continually sought.  The oversupply problem led to the historical cycles in the world economy.  Currently this is compounded by excess productive capacity.  Capitalism tends toward crisis.

The emergence of a strong challenging labour movement.  Capture of territory by an alternative system.  Impact on capitalism and emergence of the welfare capitalism models.

We have been living through some turning points in the history of capitalism.  Taking a long view we can point to the creation of resistance by the system.  Resistance is produced both by its direct effects on people (e.g. their impoverishment through exploitation and by the flight of industry to more profitable operating areas) and by the contradictions it produces:  capitalism brought workers together, and increasingly required that they were educated – as a result consciousness of their situation grew in conjunction with a working class movement that began to win concessions, and created alternative social relations (in TUs, co-ops, welfare systems), that threatened both a peaceful take-over through elections and that also won territory after 1917.  To combat the spectre of communism further concessions were granted; witness the welfare capitalist system of the post war period in Europe.

In any case after 1918 the owners of the system realised that increased State involvement was necessary to smooth out the business cycle and to ensure that essential elements of the system were not vulnerable to the vagaries of the free market.

Here a compromise was reached between capital and labour, a trade off between the continuation of the system and the earmarking of significant collective resources for social need (and prevention of rebellion).  This Statism also had the effect of reducing certain areas of risk for capital (for example in the nationalised coal, steel and transport industries).  While this approach was most fully established after 1945, important elements were already in place in the inter-war period.

Continued counter-systemic victories – decolonisation, Vietnam, Algeria, Cuba, miners etc.

But things were beginning to get out of hand.  Counter-systemic victories were increasing, there was now China and the socialist countries of central and eastern Europe.  Newly independent third world countries were going that way.  There was a strong secular socialist movement in the Arab world.  Cuba freed itself from US imperialism, and the US was defeated in South East Asia.  Trade Union membership reached its peak in the 1970s.  At the same time, the limits of Keynesian demand management were becoming apparent; indeed the post war boom was less a result of this than a combination of the effects of redistribution and technological innovation together stimulating demand.  This was also going to be time limited and so led to a crisis of profitability – the relentless accumulation of capital was slowing down.

The fight back of capital.  Ideology, economics.  Chile.  Thatcher-Reagan and TINA.  Rolling back the state and destruction of the alternative.

I don’t want to give the impression that capital and its servants were somehow dormant between 1945 and 70s.  Already a series of lessons had been taught to those who tried to take matters into their own hands and experiment with a socio-economic system that prioritised human need over profit:  in Greece, Italy, Guatemala, Iran, The Congo, Indonesia, Guyana, the Dominican republic, the British and US machines had overthrown popular governments and installed systems sympathetic to capitalist interests.  But now a new faction took began to become more influential within the governing classes of the core countries.

As things reached a head in the 1970s, the ideas of a network of right wing economists and philosophers began to be taken up by political leaders.  A web of societies, pressure groups and think tanks supported this (as they still do).  The Pinochet dictatorship in Chile provided a test bed for the free marketeers.  This new doctrine, now known most commonly as neoliberalism, aimed to end the role of the state in managing the economy – the Keynesian model was replaced with the monetarist one, and unemployment was used to discipline organised labour.  Privatisations were unleashed to return areas of the economy to traditional capitalist relations.  But beyond this, there was the opening up of and more areas for capital to operate, and of course make a profit.  The nature of the economies of the core countries changed rapidly shifting from industry to finance and services, as manufacturing moved to areas with cheaper workforces, even fewer regulations, and new markets, as capital controls were lifted in country after country.

As the new model became dominant, and the unions were contained, the left became demoralised in the face of this relentless process, and with an ineffective opposition the claim that There Is No Alternative took on the semblance of truth.

The Washington consensus, and the post-modern panic.  The capitulation of left parties and ideologues to Capital.

But the idea that the State would not intervene was of course an obfuscatory simplification.  The State in the rich countries continued to protect capital – the kind of capital it protected changed (with the change in emphasis from national industrial capital to roaming finance capital), and the way it did so changed too.  The new strategy can be summarised as follows:

· Removal of controls on the movement of capital.

· Legislation to restrict the rights of labour.

· Privatisation of public enterprises.

· Privatisation of public services.

· Imposition of the capitalist regime on all areas of the world, through economic, political and military might.

· Undermining of competing capitals.

· Driving down of primary commodity prices.

· Harnessing of education to meet the needs of capital.

· Subverting the law in the interests of capital.

· Turning new things into commodities.

· Turning whole new areas into commodities (water, knowledge, agricultural and human gene pools).

· Controlling the movement of people.

· Establishing Free Trade agreements and areas to aid the penetration of capital and the destruction of small local capital and subsistence modes of life.

Intellectually the new order (actually no more than the resurgence of capital under the Washington consensus) led to both an obscuring of the reality and a weakening of counter-systemic left ideology.  Many left intellectuals defected to the side of capital, some becoming enthusiasts for the new truth.  Others got sidetracked into postmodernist, relativist frivolity.  In the third world whole social sectors responded to the destruction of their leadership (often by State Terror) by a turn to obscurantist ideologies of blood and God, although in some cases (Hamas, some of the protestant churches in Latin America) they had their socially progressive and socially ameliorative side.  New language emerged to describe while obscuring what was happening:  ‘globalisation’ instead of ‘imperialism’, ‘reform’ instead of ‘reaction’, ‘modernisation’ instead of ‘pro-capitalist restructuring’.

The expansion of Capitalism to new markets, new zones of production, new sources of raw materials.

The expansion and renewed dominance of capital meant expansion to new areas, displacing peasant farmers and small producers, turning them into cash crop, maquiladora and service industry proletariat and reserve army, melting down whole economies.  As new raw materials and hydrocarbons are exploited, more populations are militarised, turned off the land, increasing social instability and fuelling the flood of refugees.  In 2006 there were 25 million displaced people
.

International diplomacy, a War of terror.

This whole process has come to a head at the turn of the century with the coming to power of the extreme right in the USA.  The Project for a New American Century is being implemented with the UK in a supporting role.  As peak oil approaches the geopolitical strategy of the dominant sectors of capital are aimed at occupation and expropriation of the oil of the Middle East and Central Asia, coldly contemplating war against Iran, Russia and China.  All this is masked by the myth of Islamic terrorism and the control of the mass media so lies and illusions are propagated with impunity.

International diplomacy, economic and military pressure is brought to bear on recalcitrant governments, not because of supposed or actual democratic and human rights deficits, but because they stand in the way of the theft of wealth.

Psychology:  loyal servant of capital or source of alternative vision.

The above is the overall big picture (with detail, evidence and subsidiary consequences omitted for reasons of time and to maintain the flow).  It forms the context for psychology and psychologists.

The first point to note is that psychology often has a contradictory position.  It has to varying degrees and in different places and times hitched itself to the interests of capital and dominant power.  It has also at times articulated a different morality, based on respectful human relations and human needs, and at its best it has exposed the impact of the dominant system on people.  It can therefore be both a loyal servant and a source of alternatives.  In the latter it can function as a reasonably loyal critic within the system and at times it can make common cause with the oppressed.  Because the system itself is not monolithic, and still includes elements (like a public NHS) that are the result of victories over the capitalist rationality, there is no one right way to be a critic. I want to focus on three reasonably well known areas of psychological engagement with the neoliberal world we find ourselves in – a neoliberal world that has continuities and discontinuities with what went before.

Psychology and the war on terror.  Psychology and Capitalism. Psychology and public services.

Psychology and State Security.

This constitutes a particularly worrisome aspect of the present conjuncture.  The organisations of state security employ psychologists.  As the APA Division 19 (Military Psychology) proudly proclaims, the US Department of Defence is the largest employer of psychologists world-wide.  It uses psychological expertise in a variety of ways, from propaganda to human factors to interrogation.  In this last area US psychologists and their professional association the APA stand alone among health workers in justifying the participation of psychologists in coercive interrogation.  The whole scandal is becoming clearer (see our forthcoming article in the Psychologist, or Stephen Soldz's excellent articles on the Counterpunch website) and points to the systemic collusion of US organised psychology in the activity of the security apparatus, a source of lucrative funding for psychology.

Psychological research has been used in the design of mainstream psychological operations, paramilitary counterinsurgency campaigns (including for example the scorched earth policies in Central America and Vietnam), and interrogation techniques.  Much mainstream psychological research has been funded by the military and intelligence services.

Much of this work has in effect been in collusion with capital's support systems, providing technologies of manipulation and control with contributions to at least the following:-

· Propaganda and persuasion

· Pacification of populations

· Interrogation and torture

· Man-machine interactions

· Assessment and treatment of battle stress

· Profiling of militants

Psychology and business.

Psychology has also hitched itself to the interests of Capital itself.  Psychologists work specifically in the service of capitalism's accumulation strategies through research on how better to exploit workers, how better to sell products, and how better to promote the virtues of the system.

 Psychology and public services.

Psychologists work in public services in a variety of roles, some of them explicitly concerned with the regulation and management of inconvenient people, and others more clearly concerned with humanitarian aid.  It is important that the contradictory nature of these public service roles are understood.  Psychologists can be simultaneously working to help people with significant social and health needs, while systemically being part of a system that manages the consequences of capitalist exploitation and alienation.  Just as capitalism itself is not located in individual owners of capital, but is a system that is self sustaining and self serving, so psychology is part of the wider system of capitalist social relations, where good and ill are integrated.  

However on balance the contribution of psychologists in public services is a good one, and one that at its best can indicate better ways of conducting human relations founded not on exploitation, commodification and exclusion, but on fairness and reciprocity.  In this phase of neoliberal capitalist attack on public systems of health, education and welfare, it is important to defend the achievements of the welfare state and the social movements that fought for it.  And a number one strategic priority for psychologists in the UK today is to join in defending the NHS against the creeping privatisation that faces it.

Community psychology as an irrelevancy?

In this context, community psychology can seem irrelevant.  If it is ameliorative in its pretensions then it makes some situations created by the system a little better.  If it has transformative pretensions it is going to be cruelly disappointed since its intervention falls several orders of magnitude below the required therapeutic dose!

But its value is not as a transformational strategy as such, but as a laboratory of social relations.  Community psychology, if focussed on the right things and connected to the relevant struggles and movements could help point he way to a better way of organising society, just as the various labour movement organisations pointed the way to a society founded on the meeting of human needs in the nineteenth and early twentieth century.

So what should our priorities be?

In this global context I would suggest four clear priorities.  They combine defensive and assertive elements.  I have tried to suggest a focus for psychologists in each.

1. Opposing war and imperialism through campaigns against the British presence in Iraq, solidarity with the Palestinians, opposition to the Trident replacement and making known US/British plans for an attack on Iran.  Use psychological research to expose the impact of war and weapons proliferation.  Work to expose the effects of psychological terror whether as the terrorisation of populations (especially women and children) or the torture of individuals.

2. Support alternative systems that stand against US, British and European imperialism, by solidarity with Cuba and Venezuela and opposing the US's plans to defeat their social models.  Support psychologists and other professionals from those countries to help build an understanding of the successes and challenges in these sites of resistance.

3. Work for government planning to curb global warming by unprecedented investment in public transport, tidal, solar and geothermal power, with energy stewardship, and for the control of the capitalist interests that are literally burning up the planet.  Use psychological research on persuasion to help build effective campaigns.

4. Work to defend public services, with campaigning against the creeping privatisation of the NHS absolutely key to this.  Defend psychological services from privatisation and unite with other public service workers in their struggle to defend and improve their services.

There are other areas of work and activism that are also important, and which may or may not fit into these four areas - an example is work in solidarity with displaced people whether through war, economic terrorism, or the human trafficking industry.

We need to act in a variety of ways to oppose the power and the depredations of capitalism, seeking to protect what is good and develop alternative ways of conducting social relations, through struggle, living and imagination.  Some thoughts on this follow:-

We are citizens

We are not just psychologists but also citizens and it is fundamentally in this role that we should be organising and participating in counter-systemic struggles, whether on burning excessive hydrocarbons, opposing more wars, solidarity with progressive social movements and so on.

We have some limited legitimacy

But as psychologists we have some legitimacy and expertise.  After years of diffidence I'm definite that we should make use of this.  We know and can say with authority that commercialisation is poisoning childhood.  We know and can say with authority that restrictions on abortion harm women.  We know and can say with authority that Britain's asylum laws destroy family life.  We don't have to be pompous about it, just claim the expertise we can for the good of the cause.

We are workers

We are workers who sell our labour power, often only one or more pay cheques away from destitution.  We should defend the interests of ourselves and of other workers world-wide using the vehicle developed for this, the trade unions.

The preferential option for the oppressed

We can take a leaf out of the book of Liberation Psychology and articulate a preferential option for the oppressed: that is to say we should be putting time, effort and resources into work for those who are oppressed by the various acts of theft and violence of the system at the expense of other priorities.

Alliances

Whether as citizens, psychologists or workers, we can't do anything alone.  We need to work closely with others who are striving for the same things.  These alliances can be made and unmade as the political priorities themselves change, but we should always be aiming for a common project that of holding back capital and developing alternative social relations.

Maybe this begins to answer the question of how to contextualise the really social psychology that is community psychology and indicates, if not the actual priorities that need to be adopted, then a means of figuring out what they are, of seeing the wood for the trees, and setting a direction of travel.  But the fact is that time is short.  We can’t afford to mess about.
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Version 3

� In none of what follows is there to be taken as implied a denial of other axes of oppression and domination (sex/gender, ability-disability, race/ethnicity).  However the view is that capitalist relations of domination both encapsulate and fortify these other relations which nevertheless are not reducible to a class analysis.


�  Norwegian council for refugees report.  Source: http://www.insurgente.org/modules.php?name=News&file=article&sid=9471
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