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Preface

Why not review the horrific list one more time? Civil war, genocide, violent
crime, political corruption, state-sponsored violence and torture, extreme
poverty and malnutrition, destruction of cultures and languages, forced
migration, sex trafficking, rampant substance abuse and addiction, child
labor, outrageous salaries for corporate executives, racial discrimination,
environmental degradation ...

We tend to be overwhelmed with sadness and rage as we peruse lists such
as this one. Or we intellectualize. I find myself thinking, for example, that
perhaps a similar array of societal dysfunction and horror would characterize
any era of human history. But I am still disturbed by the fact that humanity’s
recent progress in establishing general material comfort in broad regions has
not been paralleled by efforts to promote widespread social well-being
around the globe.

Most professors, practitioners, and students in psychology and related
service professions are aware of these forms of suffering. Their work often
directly addresses the emotional and practical consequences of trauma and
social disruption. Sometimes their coursework or training introduced them
to these realities. In general, however, the professions informed by psychol-
ogy and other social sciences do very little in response to their awareness of
massive social problems such as extreme poverty and genocidal violence.
In part, this inaction is due to distance. Affluent societies that can afford to
fund behavioral science faculties and extensive social services are usually far
away from, or insulated from, the societies where millions live a hand-to-
mouth existence or suffer daily violence. It is difficult to organize and con-
nect across distances. But the limited response is also due to professional
roles that are defined within individualist ideology. Problems are identified
and located at the level of the individual. The system's contribution is
obscured. Thus, understanding and helping one person or one family at a
time is the predominant mode within the psy-complex (the industry
surrounding the assessment and treatment of troubling emotions and
deviant behaviors). In classes, system transformation is suggested as a
secondary activity, but it is rarely listed in job descriptions of counselors,
social workers, and psychologists. Basically, the psy-complex would not be
thriving if it did not sustain the social system as presently constituted.

Meanwhile, political, economic, and military machines grind away,
uprooting communities, destroying local economies, killing the leaders of
resistance movements, turning infants into addictive adolescent and adult
consumers, replacing meaning with sensation, fueling racism, sowing fear,
anxiety, depression, and narcissism, and fabricating the case for the next war.

xi



xii Preface

Faced with these threats to the core of human existence, one must ask:
Where are the forms of psychological, cultural, and social practice that would
stand up to the forces of oppression and exploitation? Where are sustainable
and creative modes of reflective living finding roots and thriving? Where are
the psychological insights and practices that would accompany and sustain
the social movements for peace, environmentally sustainable economies,
and social justice?

In this book, Mary Watkins and Helene Shulman embrace these questions
with courage and wisdom. They energetically introduce readers to the psy-
chological dimensions of the emerging counter-empire, a vast lifeworld in
which the needs of humans, other-than-human animals, and life in general
are deeply felt and articulated in everyday practice. They invite you to join
them in their passionate exploration of the possibilities for wise psycholog-
ical and cultural practices that would contribute to the flourishing of the
social movements that will reverse the destruction of life and meaning on
earth. These liberation psychologies are a critical element of the global
uprising. I urge you to accept the authors’ warm invitation as if your life
depended upon it, to dialogue with their insights, and then do your part to
usher in a new world of compassion and solidarity.

Tod Sloan
Editor, Palgrave series on Critical Theory
and Practice in Psychology and the Human Sciences



Introduction

This book re-thinks the goals and practices of psychology in an age of
disruptive globalization. At the beginning of this new millennium, after
hundreds of years of colonialism and neocolonialism, we cannot escape the
disturbing fact that we live in a world where more than a billion people
lack sufficient shelter, food, and clean water; where lakes, rivers, and top
soils are dying; and where cultures clash and war, genocide, and acts of
terrorism seem ordinary. Transnational corporations with vast reach and
power control land, media, economies, and elections. Their policies are
decided away from public view, in national and international arenas where
the super-rich and super-armed preside. Economic globalization under-
mines much that is local and personal, affecting possibilities for housing,
jobs, cultural expression, and self-governance. Such globalization has cre-
ated a tidal wave of displacement, undermining families, neighborhoods,
and cultures. Many who fear these changes blame newcomers and outsiders,
reverting to xenophobic and nostalgic narratives, imagining a simpler and
“purer” prior history.

The psychological effects of deepening divides between the rich and the
poor, unprecedented migrations, and worsening environmental degrada-
tion mark this era as one requiring extraordinary critical and reconstructive
approaches. As the margins of many cities in the world swell with refugees,
immigrants, and the homeless, and the countryside with the hungry and
the unemployed, new practices and theories are emerging for addressing
psychological suffering and rebuilding communities. Practitioners of these
innovative projects are sometimes trained psychologists working under
the rubrics of critical, peace, community, or liberation psychologies, but just
as often they are artists and cultural workers, women’s movement activists,
youth and environmental justice advocates, public health professionals,
liberation theologians, or community organizers. Although they aspire to
improve the miserable living conditions of the most marginalized, part of
their emerging vision is the need for creating solidarities and dialogues with
more privileged people whose environments and psychological well-being

1



2 Toward Psychologies of Liberation

are also undermined by the fragmentation of community, the widening of
social divides, and the often insidious self-doubt that accompanies crises of
personal and cultural meaning. Sandoval (2000) argues that now “the
emotional ground tone of the once centered, modernist, first world citizen-
subject [is] shot through with intensities so that it resembles the emotional
territory of subordinated peoples” (p. 33).

Institutional arrangements and ways of thinking that grow out of cen-
turies of colonialism need to be questioned by those on both sides of the
divides that have been created. Colonialism structured economic and social
institutions through culturally constructed racialist hierarchies that were
presented as though given in nature. Strategies of power and control that
depended on violence were developed in colonial wars abroad, and then
repeated as part of the democracy practiced at home. Viewing some people
as less than human allowed slavery, genocide, brutal policing, and the sys-
tematic economic deprivation of marginalized populations. The current
military strategy of preemptive war has drawn on these well-rehearsed ways
of thinking and acting to designate the Middle East as a site of the less
than human other to be brought under American surveillance and control.
The outcome of a history embedded in colonial thought has been a psy-
chology of forgetting and denial in private and public spheres—a forget-
ting that has yielded a traumatic lack of witness of individual and
community wounds caused by the larger social context (Shulman-Lorenz
& Watkins, 2002b). The only choice is to grow numb with amnesia, or to
find and engage models for critically exploring the past and creating alter-
native futures. All over the earth, innovative liberation psychologies are
asking what kinds of psychological approaches might enhance capacities
for critical thinking, collective memory, peacemaking, and the creative
transformation of individuals, groups, and neighborhoods.

One of the most profound problems of the current era is that many peo-
ple do not have any viable visions of what could be different in their lives
or communities. This is a psychological problem sometimes referred to as
fatalism, anomie, or symbolic loss: a despairing sense that social networks,
valued customs, and shared memories are irretrievably weakened, lost, or
forgotten. Attempts to imagine new and vibrant social arrangements with
others seem hopeless. Symbolic loss (Homans, 2000) is a catastrophic decay
of the fabric of meanings and rituals that link individuals in a common
culture. Sometimes symbolic loss involves complete cultural disintegrations
that render rituals and customs seemingly pointless, and histories forgotten.
Such symbolic loss affects hearts and minds, physical health, and abilities to
build community. It is a psychological issue that profoundly impacts possi-
bilities for democratic processes. Passive, disengaged, and divided popula-
tions can be more easily manipulated and controlled. In such environments,
psychologies of regeneration are needed, ways to imagine rebuilding psy-
chological spaces where one can develop a critical analysis of one’s situation,
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improvise new practices for the healing of individuals and communities,
and recover or create a sense of common purpose and vision.

Imagination is a psychological phenomenon that occurs at the level of
the local in individuals and communities. It gives those in isolating, asphyx-
iating, and exhausted social structures new possibilities. To create cultural
alternatives, people have to break with taken for granted ways of thinking
that prevent them psychologically from interrupting the status quo. They need
to do work that “renews the past, refiguring it as a contingent in-between
space, that innovates and interrupts the performance of the present”
(Bhabha, 1994, p. 7). Learning to create conditions for social and personal
regeneration, for an awakening of hope and imagination, is one of the
central psychological tasks of our era.

We have been tracking compass points or orientations in the form of
ideas, practices, and projects that nurture an imagination of alternative
ways of thinking and acting together that can transform participation in
social, economic, and ecological change and address psychological sufferings.
We call these orientations “psychologies of liberation,” imagining them as
potentially a great river fed by many streams emerging from underground
springs and from mountain runoffs in numerous local settings. We see lib-
eration psychology as a river with a definite direction and longing, reaching
for a distant sea.

When we perceive and think in terms of liberation psychologies, we
witness a new sensibility struggling to be born in the world in varied
locations. For many, there is a conviction that contemporary scripts have
worn thin, and that neighbors must be more creative in the ways they live
together in the world. In this book, we want to help connect the streams of
current conversations we hear going on in separate locations, helping to
draw them together to form a variegated field with a provisional name.
There are already existing traditions with many elders and ancestors, as well
as networks, but further links need to be articulated so that their coalescence
can feed a sense of possibility. We need to understand the intersection of
unifying themes within these traditions in order to strengthen them.

We name this coalescence “psychologies of liberation,” taking heed of
Belenky, Bond, and Weinstock’s (1997) advice that the naming of a tradition
is critical in order for it to thrive:

When a tradition has no name people will not have a rich shared
language for articulating and reflecting on their experiences with the
tradition. Poorly articulated traditions are likely to be fragile. Without a
common language the tradition will not become part of a well-established,
ongoing dialogue in the larger society. Institutional supports to develop
and refine the tradition’s philosophy and practices will not be developed.
Leaders’ efforts to pass the tradition on to the next generation will be
poorly supported. Existing educational institutions will not hire faculty
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who are experts in the tradition; appropriate curriculum and apprentice-
ships will not be developed. This situation is increasingly problematic as
more and more of society’s caring work is now being carried out by pro-
fessionals who receive all of their professional training within the formal
education system.

(pp. 293-4)

For the most part, academic psychology in the United States has not
been sufficiently helpful in recognizing or supporting emerging liberation
psychologies. The mainstream academic marketplace in psychology in
America continues to favor cognitive behaviorism, neuroscientific approaches,
and quantitative methods. These emphases position the discipline of psy-
chology within the powerful natural sciences, a move that has characterized
the dominant core of the discipline since its conception. This is a move
that has been contested since that early moment as well. These dominant
approaches within psychology are exported throughout the world.
International graduate students studying in American departments of psy-
chology disseminate them when returning to their home countries—with
questionable consequences. It would not be difficult to find an American
mental health expert in a refugee camp in the Sudan teaching Euro-
American definitions of “trauma,” and then following this up with the
provision of inappropriate trainings and short-term funded services to
individuals that often undermine long-term community resources and
connections. In general, approaches to treatment that are supported in clin-
ical psychology programs tend to focus on individuals in isolation from
their communities, and very often do not take into account local cultural
differences.

Because of its positivist scientific orientation, much of mainstream psy-
chology has emerged as a search for universals, for norms of emotional life
and behavior, and for modes of treatment for individuals who deviate from
these norms. This orientation decontextualizes the individuals under its
scrutiny. Obscuring the impact of collective trauma on mental health has led
to treatments for single individuals while leaving intact the social
environments that mitigate against psychological well-being. In order to
address social issues, a critical psychological approach to symptoms is called
for, an approach that is careful to understand the dynamic interrelation
between psychological suffering and cultural and historical context
(Prilleltensky & Nelson, 2005). A new picture emerges when individual
thought and behavior are seen in wider context, and when psychology is
placed in the service of addressing the healing of individuals within this larger
frame. When conservative and heteronormative gender roles were challenged
in the United States, for example, symptoms that were once seen as deviant
were reinterpreted as signs of protest against restrictive social roles. In other
arenas, when massive immigration, economic development, state terror, or
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war interrupt previously stable customs, those who hold on to older norms
may come to be seen as rigid, unrelated, and repetitive, while those who
evolve outside of them might be interpreted as resilient and resourceful.

Rather than searching for stereotypical norms, liberation psychologies place
stress on identifying, supporting, and nurturing the psychological attempts
of individuals and groups alike to re-author their own sense of identity. This
requires a critical analysis of oppressive power relations, including those
within psychology itself. Psychologies of liberation gather together resources
to help people understand possibilities for multiple layers of interpretation
through which the world that has been imposed on them can be understood
and reorganized. With embodied practices, people are able to evolve ways to
resymbolize their worlds through creative conversation and activity in the
arts. They are able to commit to transformative efforts through social and
political action. Liberation psychologies develop the research and practices
that lead to understanding and supporting such directions.

Contrary to a universalizing approach, we have set about learning prac-
tices of psychological liberation that are like wellsprings erupting out of the
ground in many places throughout the world, each marked by its own cul-
ture and location. We recognize these practices when they focus on the
well-being and self-organization of people and their communities, when
they promote critical reflection and transformation in local arenas, and
when their goal is not the imposition of a prescribed yardstick of develop-
ment but an opening toward greater freedom in imaging the goals of life.
This opening is based on the interrelatedness of individuals, communities,
cultures, histories, and environments. For many of the projects we have
studied, the recollection of a repressed or denied history is a key element in
reclaiming vitality. Most of these projects involve learning the skills of
dialogue and reconciliation across different points of view in order to build
new solidarities. Such work tends to proceed slowly over months or years as
people learn to let go of fixed ideas and to allow new symbols, emotions,
and relationships to enter their lives. Often it begins in small groups that
develop ways of speaking about and symbolizing elements of the local
environment that slowly seep out into the larger culture and begin to affect
community discourses.

Our focus on psychologies of liberation has emerged from prolonged
wrestling with psychotherapeutic and research paradigms, critiquing main-
stream approaches to psychology, and researching liberatory psychological
practices in different parts of the world. We are both trained in depth psy-
chology, that is, the psychologies of the unconconscious set out by Freud,
Jung, Klein, Horney, Hillman, Lacan, Kristeva, and others, and we draw from
these approaches in our understandings of possibilities for individual trans-
formation. Our working understandings have led us to place psychodynamic
clinical theories and individual treatment within historical and cultural
context. We have increasingly understood the needed healing potentials of
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family, small group, and community-based dialogical approaches to psy-
chological well-being. We have moved increasingly toward participatory
research and the importance of the arts for both individual and community
expression and visioning.

We have collaborated in developing a graduate program in psychology
that respects the interdependence of psyche, family, social and economic
arrangements, culture, and environment. Students spend two years plan-
ning and carrying out experimental community and ecological fieldwork
and research while studying the compass points of liberation psychology
(Community/Ecological Fieldwork and Research, n.d.). Our students convene
groups or apprentice themselves to pre-existing settings such as hospices,
schools, prisons, juvenile halls, theaters, centers for community arts, envi-
ronmental projects, and centers for creative aging. They learn and practice
the dialogical and collaborative approaches to group and community restora-
tive work that we will be presenting in this book: liberation arts, council,
dialogue, appreciative inquiry, participatory research, imaginal work,
Theater of the Oppressed, and public conversation. Learning as much from
failures as from successes, we use a participatory research model through
which we collaboratively study the dark sides of our hopes, the limitations
of our vision, and the impasses in truly listening. Each year we have reor-
ganized the curriculum and rewritten research guidelines based on what
we have experienced. This book presents a summation of this process of
collaborative learning.

Each of us has arrived at this book slowly over decades, coming from
differing directions. For one of us, Mary Watkins, this work has involved a
deconstruction of and divestiture from much of her formal training in psy-
chotherapy and psychological research. Her early education as a Quaker
attuned her to issues of social justice and to respectful, nonhierarchical, col-
laborative relational practices that honor the sacred in each person. Coming
to understand the broad historical, cultural, political, and economic con-
texts of the psychological theories and practices in which she was schooled
allowed her to take a critical distance from psychiatric diagnosis, individ-
ualistic understandings of human suffering, normative ideas of family and
child development, and hierarchical and disempowering clinical and research
relations. Her earlier work was rooted in depth psychology’s emphasis on
the vital role of imagination in interrupting internalized norms and in
suggesting alternative ways of being. Discovering the community and cul-
tural work of Freire and Martin-Bar6, and the feminist developmental work
of Gilligan and Belenky provided paths to understanding psychological
suffering in historical and cultural context. For her, psychological healing
has become indelibly linked with community and ecological restoration.
The abiding connecting thread between these domains is the development
of dialogical relations.
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Helene Shulman was educated in a conservative Jewish community
deeply affected by the Holocaust and profoundly aware of the wounds and
dangers of social exclusion. She began to develop new ideas about commu-
nity dialogue and transformation as a graduate student studying philoso-
phy and phenomenology while participating simultaneously in the Civil
Rights Movement in Louisiana. In the 1970s and 1980s, she enjoyed an
inspiring period of work in community building, solidarity efforts, and
cultural arts in collaboration with Latin American and Native American
organizations in California and Latin America. Eventually, hard lessons in
the difficulties of effecting social change that were being learned by politi-
cal movements all over the Americas drove her to study depth psychology
formally as well as critically, searching for new ways to understand psycho-
logical and cultural factors in individual and social transformation.

Our authorship is fully shared. Each of us wrote a draft of half of the
chapters. A process of multiple revisions allowed us to interlace our words
and thoughts, a process we have enjoyed for ten years of writing and teach-
ing together. For both of us, a re-thinking of our academic disciplines has
required years of sifting through psychological and cultural work and
imagining both anew. In our efforts to re-orient depth psychological theory
and practice toward liberatory ends, we hold a common vision of what it
might be like if students of psychology and cultural workers could collabo-
rate at the convergence of these several paths—a place where what is needed
from psychology has been winnowed out and wed to creative efforts of
individual and community regeneration.

During the decade of our work together, culture wars have been raging in
the academic world. Debates within the field of psychology have arisen over
whose point of view and whose culture will be represented and voiced within
the curriculum. We found it necessary to re-orient psychological theory so
that universalism, Eurocentrism, sexism, and racism can be challenged and
disrupted in order to realign psychology’s work in this century with pressing
needs for individual, community, ecological, and cultural liberation. We have
experienced directly the forces of resistance to such goals.

Thus this book is not a naive offering; neither is it meek in its ambitions.
We are aware of the price that is paid for challenging paradigms and for
transgressing disciplinary boundaries. As a result, we have been heartened
by, and devoted to, work happening throughout the world that understands
interdependence, and that turns its efforts toward nourishing needed criti-
cal insight, and toward developing capacities for dialogue, imagination, and
creative action. Is it possible for more of psychology to align itself with and
support these efforts to contribute to a peaceful and just society? Just how
would it need to re-orient? How might those working psychologically with
individuals and those working with groups and communities explore where
the other’s work is crucial to their own, creating improvisations of healing
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at multiple sites in addition to and beyond psychotherapy on the one hand
and social action groups on the other? This is the task to which we turn,
encouraging sharing of the springs of community regeneration and individ-
ual restoration that have surfaced. Our hope is to contribute to their suste-
nance and vitality.

* k k *

This book is organized into four parts: Part I: Compass Points; Part II:
Psychic Wounds of Colonialism and Globalization; Part III: Springs for
Creative Restoration; and Part IV: Participatory Practices of Liberation
Psychologies. They address the following unfolding questions. Part I: What
are the goals of liberation psychologies? What does one need to “unthink”
from mainstream psychology and developmental theory in order to
re-orient toward liberatory work? Part II: What are the psychological frame-
works that have allowed people to adapt to and identify with dysfunctional
cultural arrangements? How does social location affect experience and from
what do people suffer psychologically as a result—as bystanders, perpetra-
tors, victims, and witnesses? Part III: How are people able to change their
points of view? How does one learn to host the liminal spaces that are
created through rupture and trauma? How can one nurture capacities for
dialogue that will assist in the restoration of communities, cultures, envi-
ronments, and individuals? Part IV: Finally, in communities, and between
communities, in research and in healing work, what are the participatory
practices one can create that flow from new understandings of social
pathologies?

The idea of liberation psychology evolved in Latin America as a critique of
the tendency of mainstream psychologies to shore up the status quo. Like
liberation theology, it asked “Whom does this work serve?” Deeply indebted
to Latin American models for psychologies of liberation (Hollander, 1997;
Martin-Bar6, 1994; Montero, 1996), we have also sought out kindred mod-
els in Africa, Asia, the Pacific Islands, Europe, and the United States. We
speak of “liberation psychologies” in the plural because our hope is that the
work will be seen as dynamic, ongoing, never to be finally achieved, and
never capable of being taught from above. To work in the pluralism of
liberation psychologies is to state our sense that we must always be involved
in the seeing through of psychological theory, putting it into conversation
with other disciplines, working interculturally, learning from resonant prac-
tices, and deepening our reflections on where we are standing and placing
our advocacies. In their diverse locations and cultures of origin, the streams
of thought we consider to be thematically linked are called by many differ-
ent names. They need not share a common name, but we hope that they
can more often come together in dialogue that contributes to their long-
term sustenance and catalytic vitality.



Part I Compass Points

At the heart of every major approach to psychological theory, research, and
practice, we encounter a description of what we suffer from psychologically,
an analysis of the causes of this suffering, and a proposal for practices of
healing. These are oriented by values—announced or unannounced—about
the preferred goals and hopes for human development, such as capacities for
work and love, individuation, psychic differentiation and integration, and
interdependent relations (Kaplan, 1983a, 1983b). They are also oriented by
the level of explanation the approach favors: community, familial, intrapsy-
chic, or biochemical. Our efforts at understanding and addressing human
suffering embody favored focal points and explanatory narratives arising
from our milieus of origin. They also encompass our milieus’ blind spots
and patterns of avoidance. Over time, the suffering that is avoided and not
seen, and the suffering that is misunderstood and reduced to inadequate
formulations, accumulates in the shadows and begins to demand to be seen,
named, understood, and addressed. The dominant explanatory narratives
start to break down under the weight of the problems they did not see or
assumed they could avoid. Such is the situation today as the savage income
inequalities of a globally triumphant capitalism make impossible for most
persons on earth the personal healing and wholeness sought by present-day
Euro-American psychotherapies. This has long been true for those largely
left out of mainstream psychology’s focus: the economically marginalized in
the global South and in the postindustrialized North as well. Mainstream
psychologies have failed to account for the widespread psychological distress
being endured even in fairly privileged communities: drug and alcohol
dependence, social isolation, depression, and experiences of meaningless-
ness and futility. We are confronted on our own doorstep with the need for
liberation psychologies that include within their circle of concerns the
social, economic, and environmental circumstances of their subjects.

Like other psychologies, psychologies of liberation also describe what is
being suffered psychologically, analyze the causes of this suffering, and pro-
pose healing practices. Yet liberation psychologies emphasize that these

9
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descriptions, analyses, and practices reflect the local conditions under which
they are forged, while at the same time responding to the ongoing crisis of
corporate globalization that envelops all of our lives in different ways. Like
other psychologies, liberation psychologies are guided by a vision of the
telos of human existence. But their distinctive vision is of individuals-in-
community working toward justice and peace, through which the contem-
porary Euro-American emphasis on an isolated self cedes place to a full
inclusion of others.

While working to understand the interdependent relations between the
intrapsychic, interpersonal, community, economic, and environmental
contributions to the structure of experience, liberation psychologies turn
to the larger frames of culture and history in which these are embedded.
Here the psychological legacy of 500 years of colonialism and its evolution
into transnational capitalism, and then twenty-first-century globalization
weighs heavily in the analysis. Such psychologies turn as well to the partic-
ular social and ecological location of individuals and their communities.
Resolutely working from an interdependent paradigm, they seek to ground
us both in the global waves of history during the last 500 years and in the
specific location where the legacies of this history are experienced in the
present. The strands of individual, community, cultural, and ecological well-
being are held tightly together, and are seen to be necessary to one another.
Psychological health is understood to emerge as capacities to create mean-
ing are reignited, hopes are rekindled, and actions forged for achieving peace
and economic and social justice. As the chains of racism and economic
oppression are cast off, it will be possible to more deeply reclaim cultural
histories, traditions, and languages. The hope for peaceful, just, and ecolog-
ically vibrant communities that support psychological well-being inspires a
set of practices that seek to nourish capacities for dialogue, complex and
multifaceted identity formation, critical analysis and action.

For psychology to be part of the efforts of confronting and healing the
traumatic effects of colonialism and transnational globalization, there has to
be an explicit re-orientation in its values, and in the ways it approaches psy-
chological suffering and healing. In Part I, we will articulate the compass
points that orient the necessarily interdisciplinary approach to psychology
that we have embarked on describing and that we feel is needed at this time.
Much of this approach involves rethinking fundamentals, reworking basic
assumptions and starting points. In Chapter 1, we show how a search for
universal psychological truths can be replaced by evolving local, situated
understandings. We discuss sample projects that illustrate the compass points
of liberation psychologies, articulating the ways that they draw out possibil-
ities for re-subjectification and resymbolization on the path to developing
the sense of agency needed to transform human communities. In Chapter 2,
we focus on the work of Martin-Bar6, the social psychologist in El Salvador,
who first coined the term “liberation psychology.” We will consider ways in
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which psychology has supported the status quo, and ask what would have
to be given up in order to think about psychology differently. In Chapter 3,
we critique an approach to development that has reflected and further
induced myopia regarding the effects of economic and ecological degradation
on psychological well-being. We show how post-development and counter-
development theorizing yield an understanding of the interdependence of
psychological suffering and well-being with community, economic, and
ecological well-being (Prilleltensky & Fox, 1997). To make this shift to an
interdependent model of understanding requires a critique of the way devel-
opment has ordinarily been understood within conventional psychological
and economic theories. In this chapter, we demonstrate a convergence
between new ideas about the effectiveness of participatory communication
in development projects and ideas of participatory process in liberation
psychologies.



1

Beyond Universals: Local
Regeneration

By revolution of the mind, I mean not merely a refusal of
victim status. I am talking about an unleashing of the
mind’s most creative capacities, catalyzed by participation
in struggles for change.

(Robin Kelley, 2002a, p. 191)

To talk of psychology in the singular has always been inaccurate. From its
beginnings the proper focus for psychology has been contested, resulting in
multiple approaches to theories and practices, or to what we are calling
“psychologies” in the plural. While certain approaches undoubtedly have
prevailed in creating what could be called a mainstream, holding the bulk
of institutional funding and positions, many alternate approaches to psy-
chology have thrived in small pockets. Those psychologically minded peo-
ple who have been schooled in the mainstream, and have been later able to
improvise and join the kinds of cultural work needed to transform colonial
and (post)colonial legacies, have undergone a re-orientation in how they
approach psychological suffering and healing. Of what does this re-orientation
consist?

In this chapter, we will discuss some of the inadequacies of the current
models of mainstream psychology, and propose an alternative approach. We
will give several examples of successful liberation psychology projects and
discern what they accomplished and what they have in common.

Inadequacy of current psychological models

Though we have been trained as psychologists, we have each found it nec-
essary to defect from professional interpretations focused entirely on indi-
viduals and families, and on mental constructs separated from the cultural,
social, and economic worlds in which they are embedded. We do not want
to assume that the role of psychology is to help individuals and families
adapt to the status quo when this present order contributes so massively to

13
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human misery, psychological and otherwise. Our psychology should not
exist in a vacuum of disconnected theory where classrooms, research, and
clinical encounters are considered apart from conflicts and suffering in
society, where personal history is severed from the historical context and
social institutions one has inherited.

Individual psychology began in the early twentieth century and flour-
ished in the United States within a medical model that framed the profes-
sional psychologist as a quasi-medical expert who could work with issues
too problematic, repetitive, or taboo to discuss casually with friends. For
those who could afford individual treatment on an ongoing basis, and who
lived in cultural contexts where various sorts of silencing made visits to a
psychotherapist a healing strategy, the process could be extremely helpful.
Many still benefit from individual therapy. However, the situation surround-
ing therapy and its original foci has changed dramatically. Incest, child
abuse, domestic violence, sexuality, and drug and alcohol abuse are more
widely discussed. Many see such issues not only as individual matters, but
also as linked to issues of normalized power structures, gender relations, and
ongoing cultural trauma. Further, the incidence of issues of collective
trauma, where the victim is not a sole individual but a whole group, has
grown astronomically. Here, sheer numbers make individual work impractical.
Psychological scars and post-traumatic stress from war, violence, terror,
genocide, sudden toxic pollution, natural disaster, and resultant displace-
ment and forced migration have led to a need for psychological practices
that can repair the bonds among people as well as the narrative threads of
an individual life history. Lost rituals, social networks, beliefs, and trust are
not only individual but collective issues, and cannot be rebuilt in private
spaces alone. Other forms of ongoing group trauma, such as racism, sexism,
and homophobia, affecting vast numbers of people who no longer need to
be silent about their suffering, can perhaps best be dealt with in public
rather than private settings, milieus where people can recognize that their
suffering has common roots and is shared. Additionally, there are issues con-
nected with historical memory and amnesia, the refusal of national discourses
to properly honor and teach the history of such events as slavery and the
Native American genocide in the United States, the dictatorships and terror
in Latin America, or the Holocaust in Europe. These require a public settling
of psychological accounts that far exceeds the capacities of the individual
clinical encounter.

Redrawing disciplinary boundaries

There are important psychologists and activists around the world who are
improvising new practices and theories in order to cope with this climactic
change. They are often ignored by more mainstream professionals and fund-
ing sources. Much of psychology, because it aspires to be a science, lacks a
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connection to related contemporary interdisciplinary work in the humani-
ties as well as to innovative projects being carried out by progressive cultural
workers who are not professional psychologists. This artificial damming of
potential tributaries to psychology has left a desert surrounding a discipline
which has hoped to see itself as a scientific rather than an interdisciplinary
and interpretive endeavor.

When rivers are dammed, whole areas are deprived of nourishment while
others are flooded over. Biodiversity is diminished, and often a single invad-
ing species colonizes what was once a rich forest or wetlands environment
where many species flourished. In psychology, the process of damming off
examples of transformation from activist communities and questions from
interdisciplinary and critical theory has led to a situation where universalist
and Eurocentric ideas have crowded out the possibility of multiple indigenous
psychologies that could be linked in enriching dialogues. We find ourselves
often trying to break the dam surrounding the academic discipline of psy-
chology, linking psychological theories, research, and practices to community
and arts projects around the world. Working in this desert border area we have
found assisted regeneration—a model from environmental restoration—help-
ful in thinking about restorative psychological and community work.

Practices of assisted regeneration

Contemporary environmentalists speak of assisted regeneration, a process
by which humans collaborate to serve biodiversity within devastated
environments. The idea of assisted regeneration serves as a metaphor for
the work we want to do in psychology and in this book. Grounded in a
sense of place, differing according to location, local culture, and social
fabric, assisted regeneration in ecology must mean different things in dif-
ferent ecosystems.

Eileen and Joan Bradley invented the Bradley Method of bush regenera-
tion in Australia. The method is applicable in places where overgrazing or
clear-cutting has produced tracts of land that are stripped of life and turn-
ing into desert. It is also useful in places where exotic plants or lawns have
been imported and now require large amounts of water, which is no longer
affordable. The method requires that we search for areas where there are still
elements remaining of the local biodiversity we wish to foster. The first step
may be to fence off an area to work with, to keep cows, goats, or people at
bay. We need to be able to identify all the species of plants that are present,
and be able to recognize them both in their mature form and as seedlings.
Then gradually over time, we strengthen the diversity of sustainable species,
even new and hybrid species that begin to emerge, while cutting back on
invading or colonizing species. The method is based on a deep trust in the
regenerative capacities of nature, and the patience to wait for small changes
to create larger ones (Seed, 2001). Ideally, each year more species emerge,
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and some begin a succession that creates conditions for others to appear.
The microclimate gradually changes as some species begin to repair the soil
with shade and leaf mulch, and then eventually climax species may begin
to emerge that have not been seen in the area for hundreds of years.

We want to strengthen efforts of assisted regeneration for the theorizing
and practice of psychology, focusing on areas at the edge of the discipline
where new conversations might develop. What we are attempting to uproot
are Western and universalizing assumptions that include the notion that
experts trained in the traditions where these assumptions go unquestioned
can be placed in charge of the well-being of others. In practice, what we are
attempting to protect and build on are cases where individuals and com-
munities have found local, creative, and participatory solutions to problem-
atic conditions and institutions by transforming their psychological
relationships to self and other, sometimes in dialogue with psychologists
who are transgressing academic boundaries. These projects are ones that
regenerate hope and a sense of agency through the birthing of novel psy-
chological spaces for creative dialogue. We want to be able to recognize such
efforts both as seedlings just beginning and in their more mature form,
where they have begun processes of transformation which begin to affect
whole communities and regions, even national policies and governments.

Association of Maya Ixil Women, Guatemala

An example of the sort of project we have been studying is one that has been
created in the aftermath of many years of war and violence in Guatemala by
a group of women in the Ixil region, who formed an organization called
Association of Maya Ixil Women—New Dawn (ADMI). In dialogue with var-
ious consultants, public educators, cultural workers, and activists, including
peace psychologist M. Brinton Lykes, the group created and coordinated a
library, several development projects, an educational program for children,
and an ongoing participatory action research project to collect testimony
about the effects of the war on women and children in their region. As the
women met to document their lives with photographs and share their his-
tories and stories, their voices constructed a community narrative that went
beyond a report on “facts”:

They embed their register of the number of deaths in a set of interroga-
tions that situate their understanding of the event within the context of
their rights as human beings and as indigenous peoples. They express
sorrow and outrage alongside their solidarity with those who were killed
and their families. The innocence of the victims starkly implicates the
murderers in an unjust war. Equally important, the women analysts tell
us about their rituals for mourning their losses and commemorating the
lives of the deceased families, rituals that were also disrupted by the war.
Thus the “facts” are embedded in past practices and reflect the symbolic
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systems that are ruptured in the war’s wake. The women of ADMI stand
with those who have been killed while affirming their commitment to
struggle for a better and more just peace. The end of the war was an occa-
sion to recover lost bodies and to rethread ritual practices within a con-
temporary context, thereby reclaiming not only loved ones but also the
stories of the past and the challenges they pose for the future.

(Lykes, Blanche, & Hamber, 2003, p. 4)

This work with women suffering from the impact of war went far beyond an
attempt to treat individual victims suffering from trauma. It began to heal rifts
in the community, and reconstitute a sense of value in a shared future. Some
women involved with the project learned new skills in technology, became
consultants in other communities, spoke publicly in national forums, wrote
grant proposals, began economic development projects, and joined national
and regional efforts to build a more just society. In an environment notable
for rigid class and ethnic boundaries, this work has created a transnational
rupture through which the technologies of social science research, and some
of the privileges of the elite to participate in international human rights dis-
course, have been claimed by rural women with only a fifth- or sixth-grade
education. Their voices have evolved through engagement with international
media, and are not simply “authentic” testimonies of the “marginalized” but
the outcome of an unfolding collaborative process of dialogue and represen-
tation. While violence and repression continues against individuals and com-
munities doing human rights work in Guatemala, ADMI publicly bears
witness in the international arena to its effects.

The Green Belt Movement, Kenya

Wangari Maathai and the Green Belt Movement instituted a very different
project with similar values in Kenya. The Green Belt Movement began with
the fortunate encounter in 1977 of Maathai, working with a group of
Kenyans interested in environmental issues, and the National Council
of Women of Kenya (NCWK). The NCWK had emerged from the period of
colonialism as an organization representing all sectors of Kenyan women
that had previously been segregated along racial and ethnic lines.
Discussions and seminars were being arranged by the organization through
which Kenyan women could begin to critically analyze their own situation.
Rural women identified their needs for firewood, clean drinking water, bal-
anced diets, shelter, and income. This signaled the dwindling of resources to
sustain their families. Maathai, a biologist, was invited to speak to the group
about problems of deforestation and desertification in Kenya that had con-
cerned her for years, and was then elected to work on the Executive
Committee on issues of environment and habitat. During a NCWK seminar
attended by Maathai, members of the group discussed the growing problems
of malnutrition in Kenya due to the transition to a globalized market
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economy in rural areas, where less and less food for domestic consumption
was being grown. A process of discussion, experimentation, and innovation
within the NCWK led to a national campaign of tree planting to begin to
address the needs identified by the rural women. Through the careful learn-
ing of cultivation, planting, and tending of seedlings, many uneducated
rural women were able to earn an income.

Part of the initial difficulty of inertia in embracing the work was
psychological. Many of the poor women felt they lacked not only capital
but also knowledge and skills to address their challenges. They were
conditioned to believe that solutions to their problems must come from
outside. They had located the source of power outside of themselves, but
had not yet understood the larger context that was affecting their daily
lives. Becoming aware of the injustices in international economic arrange-
ments allowed them to see the connection between their dwindling food
supplies and economic policies that were not taking their well-being into
account. Their development of critical consciousness in citizen education
programs importantly included a growing awareness about the link
between environmental degradation and increased poverty and violence.
Critical consciousness involves decoding the social lies that naturalize the
status quo, while searching for alternative interpretations of one’s situation.
Maathai understood that the planting of trees could also be the planting
of ideas and the development of understanding. “When you have the
understanding,” says Maathai, “you have the energy, you are restless.
When you don't, you go to sleep” (2003).

The campaign was embedded within a tradition of historic cultural pride,
taking the term “harambee spirit,” which had been popularized during the first
government after independence means “let’s all pull together.” Each year they
organized a “Save the Land Harambee” celebration. In the first, and many
other such local celebrations, trees were planted in honor of local and national
leaders who had made important contributions to the liberation of Kenya but
whose historic roles were not being honored and taught. The empowering
activity of tree planting and tending allowed the women to connect their
actions with the solving of the issues they had identified as problematic. In
addition to holding their governments accountable for abuses of power, cor-
ruption, and environmental mismanagement, they made a shift in holding
themselves accountable to bring into being the leadership values of justice,
integrity, and trust that they wished to see in their national leaders.

Today, the women of the Green Belt Movement have planted and nur-
tured over 30 million trees, created 6000 income-producing tree-nurseries in
Kenya, and provided jobs for 100,000 people, mostly women. The project is
an international model being replicated all over the world. When Maathai
won a Nobel Prize in 2004 for her work, she communicated the reciprocal
relation between healing the earth and healing ourselves: “We are called to
assist the Earth to heal her wounds and in the process heal our own.”
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Restoration of the environment proceeded hand in hand with psycho-
logical, community, and political restoration. The Green Belt Movement
includes as its accomplishments the empowerment of thousands of individ-
uals and rural communities, community mobilization and inspiration, an
improved image of the capacities of women, increased advocacy and net-
working activities, survival of the movement in spite of political persecu-
tion, extensive historical documentation and recognition of its work, and
movement toward democracy. The Green Belt Movement proceeded toward
a deeper understanding of the interdependence of environmental preserva-
tion with democratic and peaceful processes of government, and was part of
laying the foundation for a peaceful transition to democracy in Kenya in
2002. Maathai and her collaborators call on African leaders to build fair,
democratic, and just societies, in which the creativity and energy of their
citizens can flourish, linking macropolitical context with the intimate well-
being of each person. Maathai survived beatings, imprisonment, divorce,
and death threats, all occasioned by her activism. In 2002 she was elected to
the Kenyan parliament with 98 per cent of the vote.

Dynamics of liberatory work

When we look at these two different projects through the lens of liberation
psychology we can see a series of related values and themes emerge inflected
by local conditions. Each project has organized a psychological space on
multiple fronts that opens a dialogue through and beyond individual
suffering. Each project evolved in its scope and purpose as the experience
and identities of the women participating in it began to transform.
Beginning with an analysis of the history, needs, and conditions of daily life
for women in the past and present, the work continued with an interroga-
tion of causes and a critical analysis of political, religious, economic, and
gender dynamics impacting personal history. Photography, monuments,
performance, theater, art, media, and other forms of documentation were
utilized to begin to give voice to issues haunting the present that have not
yet found a public articulation (see Chapter 12). New relationships were
formed, as well as new possibilities and hope for community and solidarity.
Discussions evolved toward economic projects that could affect survival and