
One of the  highlights of the recent 20th South African Psychology 
Congress held  in Durban, KwaZulu-Natal, from 16 to 19 September 
2014 was the 1st controversial debate that formed part of the opening 
day plenary on the first day of the congress.

As the 20th Congress coincided with the 20th anniversary of South 
Africa’s multiracial democracy, PsySSA invited five prominent and 
emerging stars in psychology and other social sciences and the 
humanities to debate questions of South Africa’s young democracy 
and psychology’s contribution to it. The debate was facilitated by 
Eusebius McKaiser, then host of a popular talk show on Power FM.  
The question the organisers posed was: ‘Twenty years of democracy 
in South Africa: Is there something to celebrate and what has 
psychology’s contribution been in shaping this young democracy?’ 
In the following articles, Professor Kopano Ratele (thinking back to 
the panel) and Professor Catriona Macleod, amongst the leading 
thinkers in and about psychology in South Africa offer their respective 
responses. 

How do you integrate if you don’t count the black and females 
faces: Transforming psychology beyond the numbers game?

Kopano Ratele is professor in the Institute for Social 
and Health Sciences at the University of South 
Africa and co-director of the Medical Research 
Council-University of South Africa Violence, Injury 
and Peace Research Unit. With over 90 peer-
reviewed publications, mainly on men, boys and 
masculinities, Ratele chairs the board of Sonke 
Gender Justice. He is a regular contributor to the 

media and blogs at http://newafricanmen.wordpress.com/. Ratele is 
a former president of the Psychological Society of South Africa.

Imagine a student who signs up 
for a psychology class. From the 
moment she heard of psychology 
and what psychologists do, she 
fell in love. This is her last year 
of undergraduate studies. She 
is a bright student. She is taking 
two other majors, marketing and 
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visual Arts. She once thought she would like to work in the magazine 
industry or TV as a marketing executive or something, but later in the 
year she is going to apply for her psych honours and, perhaps, next 
year she wants to do a master’s degree. 

She wants to be a psychologist so that she can help others. She likes 
working with people. Her main interest is working with children. 

Since high school she has helped at several local community-based 
organisations. She has worked in an animal sanctuary, then a place 
that assists HIV/AIDS orphans, and now volunteers at a kindergarten 
working out of shack about 40 minutes away from varsity. 

Who is this student who is moved by a desire to do good? Seeing 
some of the readers of this esteemed newsletter are custodians of the 
organised profession of psychology, should we not try to understand 
her life experiences, her aspirations and anxieties, her strengths and 
‘issues’, all of the things that have led her to psychology? 

Why in the world would a talented young person be keen on a profession 
in psychology when she has a better chance at fame and possible 
fortune in television? Is it something we did as a body of psychologists 
and counsellors or is she over-evaluating the profession because of 
representations of psychoanalysis in A Dangerous Method or some 
such movie?

As some readers may know, during September 2014, along with a panel 
of leading and upcoming thinkers on transformation, I was invited to 
be part of an opening for the South African Psychology Congress held 
in Durban, EThekwini.  This was a big occasion for the Psychological 
Society of South Africa (PsySSA): the 20th anniversary of the Society. 
The theme of the Congress, “a time of celebration and critical reflection” 
attested to that fact. 

PsySSA invited the famous political analyst, moral philosopher, 
broadcaster, lecturer, writer Eusebius McKaiser. Besides the 
psychologists Buhle Zuma and Catriona Macleod, the panel were the 
well-known iconoclastic sociologists Ashwin Desai and the scholar 
and journalist Christi van der Westhuizen who regularly writes on race, 
gender and democracy in the media. 

The question behind the transformation panel was whether, after twenty 
years of democracy in South Africa, there is something to celebrate. 
The organisers also wanted for us to talk about what psychology’s 
contribution has been in shaping democracy in the country.

My experience of the panel was positive. The facilitator was sharp. 
The panellists were prepared and incisive. Nobody threatened anyone 
with violence or anything of the sort, even when there were some 
disagreements. It was all very civilised and democratic.
 
I spoke of my disappointment about the stuckness of transformation 
within South African psychology and PsySSA as an organisation.  
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I have also written in newspapers about why I am losing heart about 
transformation. There is no disagreement with the historic mission 
to establish an organisation that would represent all psychologists 
and psychology students, black and white. Like many organisations 
which have sought to liberate us and then make real what we dreamt 
before 1994, PsySSA was born out of a need to change society by 
uniting us under one representative organisation. We don’t have to 
play down the efforts by anti-racist psychologists and mental health 
workers that went into building the Society. The resistance by whites-
only bodies of psychologists was real and often nasty. We shouldn’t 
be shy to celebrate the death of organised apartheid psychology.

We have gotten stuck though. As a Society and as a nation-still-in-
the-making we are in a jam because of the choice we made about the 
main avenue through which we approach(ed) transformation. 

When we consider transformation there are a number of roads we 
can take to approach it. The road of representivity is one of these. It 
is not the only one. It is also far from the best one. 

An obsession with representivity means we get trapped, sooner 
or later, in the numbers game. If the numerical representativeness 
of our bodies is what we want to achieve, we will be driven by the 
need to know if the number of people in the organisation, institution, 
department or space represent the demographics of the country, 
province or city. We will look at how many white women, black women, 
black men, or the disabled are part of the organisation. 

We are often forced to do this, it seems, because of the need for a 
quick fix and the apparent difficulty of changing the ruling regimes.

But what happens if the numbers of white women and black people 
start to get close to the levels we aspire to? Do we hug each other 
and live happily ever after? More disturbingly, what do we do if the 
numbers of female and black bodies are perfect but the structure 
remains male and white? 

Increasing numbers of observers have started to realise that 
transformation was never just about the numbers. The statistics are 
important, don’t get me wrong – but up to a point. And numbers can 
damn lie. You put garbage in, you get garbage out.   

This is not how utopia is realised. You know why heaven is such a 
powerful utopic metaphor? Because it is said it doesn’t matter what 
class you belong to, what sex or gender you identify with, with whom 
you sleep, or your skin colour, so long as you believe and pray, well 
heaven will open its gates for you. 

Transformation is something like heaven on earth, about a possible 
world different from the one we find ourselves in. When we say 
transformation we are expressing a possible vision of a future unlike 
the present. We want to go beyond the current forms of existence with 
which we are entangled. Transformation calls for the long play. Within 
the psychological body and more widely, the process of transformation 
is supposed to feed our dreams of a different structure, changed 
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relationships, conviviality. It should help us strengthen our being and 
multiply our talents. When we are transformed we are meant to be 
in a position where our brokenness is repaired or we can repair it, 
something psychologists are supposed to be best placed to appreciate.
The student who wants to study postgraduate psychology has no 
clue what the actual experience of being a psychologist will entail. 
She wants to be transformed. All she knows is, this is the vehicle to 
realise her dreams of doing good and perhaps having a rewarding life. 
She does not know if choosing to study psychology over marketing 
will answer her life questions and offer her a worthy life. 

As a body that seeks to serve psychology practitioners, PsySSA 
should keep the dreams of such a student in the foreground.  
Of course it does not mean we have to be blasé about the aspirations 
of a young psychologist who is about to start out. It may be that they 
need PsySSA as much as the student. And don’t make the mistake 
of ignoring the experiences of the established psychologist: the old 
have dreams too, and a few aces beside. 
 
Once again, I propose we let ourselves dream the dream again 
and imagine the Society we want and what it can be. Sod it: let us 
find out from the student what are the dreams that brought her to 
psychology.  This then is my first proposal how to make practicable 
the idea of transforming psychology beyond the numbers game. 
PsySSA, in collaboration with interested psychology departments 
and researchers, should ask psychology students, from first year to 
masters (and maybe doctoral candidates too), about their dreams 

of the future, strengths, attitudes, experiences, anxieties, knowledge 
of what psychologists do, aspirations. Perhaps we can also include 
psychology teachers, researchers and therapists in a different survey 
about their work and if they still dream, their dreams, and when do 
they achieve flow? 

The survey has to be detailed, extensive, and well thought-out and 
well-executed if it is going to help us in our quest to understand what 
we need to be doing for the next 20 to 50 years. We have to plan for 
the long term. The second practical proposal I want to make is for 
PsySSA to persuade, encourage, induce or do anything possible to 
have psychology departments, undertake a project on curricula in 
collaboration with the Society. This is going to be hard work. There 
is unlikely to be an easy win. But if we can get 10 or all university 
departments to look at and transform what the students of psychology 
are taught, it will be one of our most significant achievements. The 
curriculum is where the desire for the past sleeps with one eye 
open. Conduct a rigorous study into the psychology curriculum at a 
significant number of universities, and persuade psychology teachers 
and departments to change what they teach, then we will move further 
away from apartheid psychology than we have so far managed. 

The third proposal is for the leadership of PsySSA to decide on 
where to put their money and expertise to transform South Africa. 
The collaboration of psychologists in private practice, in the public 
sector, at universities and everywhere else where they may be found 
would be nice. Choose an issue. Sexual violence comes to mind. 
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Or the facts underpinning dropout in basic and higher education; 
building hope and resilience; family strengthening; housing and 
mental health to; getting more people married; getting more young 
people delay marriage and having children; child maltreatment; or 
gratitude. Whatever the Society and its collaborators settle on, it 
should be a massive intervention. It doesn’t have to be one project, 
actually. But the interventions have to be large, bold and imaginative, 
attract funding, and, when they are done and we are old, leave us 
transformed. 

Through such interventions, the effects of PsySSA leading our country 
to understand its psychology and transform itself are bound to be 
manifold, including changing how PsySSA sees itself and is seen by 
South Africans and the world.

Why not a category of labour psychologist and organisational 
psychology graduates who work for community based 
organisations rather than management?

Catriona Macleod is Professor of Psychology and 
SARChI Chair of the Critical Studies in Sexualities 
and Reproduction research programme at Rhodes 
University. Her major scholastic contributions have 
been in the areas of critical sexual and reproductive 
health psychology, discursive methodology, and 
feminist theory in psychology. She is author of the 

multi-award winning book ‘Adolescence’, pregnancy and abortion: 

constructing a threat of degeneration (published by Routledge) and 
is editor-in-chief of the international journal Feminism & Psychology.

The courage to take bold moves in directions that sees psychology 
contributing to an on-going and liberatory democratic project.

Democracy is a slippery term and means different things to different 
people. So the question whether there is something to celebrate 
depends on your definition of ‘democracy’. In order to engage with 
what I consider to be the more important question of this debate 
(what psychology’s contribution has been), I lay the premises for my 
understanding of democracy, an understanding that draws on my 
readings of feminist and queer citizenship theory. 

Democracy should be a social system that goes beyond the declaration 
of set of human rights; it needs to be system wherein an ethics of 
justice (in particular distributive and restorative justice) is carefully 
balanced with an ethics of care; in which the politics of the recognition 
of status of citizenship is inclusive and attuned to people’s situated 
agency; in which the politics of redistribution is keenly aware of the 
range of injustices and disaffections that occur; in which formal and 
informal citizenship practices are encouraged and acknowledged; 
where the interstice of the private and public are understood.
 
Moving to the answer to the question ‘what has psychology’s 
contribution been?’ – this depends, again, on the perspective from 
which the question is being asked. If we ask the question from the 
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standpoint of ‘this young democracy’, the answer, I am afraid, is 
disappointing. I base this conclusion on situational analyses that I 
conducted on knowledge production in South African Psychology 
over two five year periods: 1999 to 2003 and 2007 to 2012. In each 
of these analyses, articles appearing in the South African Journal 
of Psychology (SAJP) and abstracts in PsycINFO with the keyword 
‘South Africa’ over a 5 year period were analysed. Traditional topics 
of assessment, stress and psychopathology dominate South African 
psychological knowledge production. Social issues such as housing, 
land reform, labour disputes, development programmes, water 
resources, sanitation, and socio-economic inequities are largely 
ignored. Most research is conducted in the three wealthiest provinces, 
Gauteng, KwaZulu-Natal and the Western Cape, predominantly with 
adult, urban-based, middle-class participants, sourced mainly from 
universities, hospitals or clinics and schools. We know little about 
people from other provinces, from rural areas, from lower socio-
economic status, the elderly – in particular – and children. Collaborations 
or comparisons with other African, Asian, South American and Middle 
East countries have decreased. These trends, I argue in the papers 
in which this research is reported, represent challenges that require 
systematic attention.

On the other hand, and more positively, if we ask the question ‘What has 
psychology’s contribution been?’ From the perspective of the discipline 
of psychology, we get a different answer. Psychology as a discipline has 
it roots, as has been pointed out by many critical psychology scholars, 
in an individualist model that simultaneously masks and perpetuates 

colonialist, racialized, gendered and heteronormative power relations. 
Given this, the remarkable work that has been done in psychology 
in South Africa in a range of areas is to be applauded. The research 
on race conducted in this country is nuanced, critical and intricate, 
highlighting complexities and refusing easy answers. There is a  
growing community of scholars working in the area of African Psychology, 
bringing to the fore grounded theories and interventions. Gender and 
sexualities are strong areas of focus, with much excellent intersectional 
work being conducted. Disabilities studies, newly started as a focus in 
psychology, shows much promise. The work on violence and the work 
on HIV/Aids has for a long time been cutting edge. Community mental 
health and community psychology have found excellent traction both 
in research and in practice. All of these are excellent developments in 
the discipline of psychology, and South African psychologists can be 
justifiably proud of the work done in these fields.

So, how do we move forward, given these two contradictory answers? 

I believe it is time for us to pose some critical questions as 
psychologists. I have no particular answers to these questions, but I 
will pose them here for on-going discussion.

Firstly, is it time that we weaned ourselves from the received 
categories of psychologists – clinical, counselling, industrial/
organisational, educational, research, and now neuro and forensic. 
Do these categories pre-define us and our work in ways that preclude 
our even thinking of asking certain questions or engaging in certain 
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Controversial debate panel (left to right):  

Kopano Ratele - Panelist, Buhle Zuma - Panelist,  

Eusebius McKaiser - Facilitator,  Ashwin Desia - Panelist, 

Christi van der Westhuizen - Panelist and  

Catriona Macleod - Panelist,

practices? How about the category of labour psychologist? Or 
gender psychologist? Or critical social issues psychologist? Could 
we conceive of a body that registers psychologists outside of the 
framework of a medical or health model?

Secondly, in evaluating our curriculum, should we be engaging  
tracer studies that ask questions regarding our students actually land 
up doing? How many of our organisational psychology graduates 
work for trade unions or community based organisations rather than 
management? How many of our educational psychologists are really 
involved in whole school development and inclusive education? Do 
clinical and counselling psychologists really get to do preventive and 

promotive mental health care or do most land up doing tertiary and 
private care? 

We should not be afraid to ask ourselves hard questions. And we 
should, I believe, have the courage to take bold moves in directions 
that sees psychology in South Africa fully contributing to an on-going 
and liberatory democratic project.


