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The rise of psychology as a dominant force in Western culture, often termed the "therapeutic
turn," has profoundly reshaped our understanding of the self, society, and the very nature of
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human experience. This shift, while offering valuable insights into mental health and well-being,
has also become a subject of intense scrutiny by critical psychologists who question its underlying
assumptions and potential unintended consequences. This article explores this complex interplay,
examining how the therapeutic turn impacted Western culture's concepts and the subsequent
critical responses. We will delve into key areas like individualism, pathologization, the
medicalization of distress, and the commodification of mental health, analyzing their
impact and implications.

The Rise of Individualism and the Therapeutic Gaze

One of the most significant impacts of the therapeutic turn is the reinforcement of individualism.
Psychology, with its focus on individual experience and internal processes, inadvertently
contributed to a cultural emphasis on self-actualization and personal fulfillment. While seemingly
positive, this amplified individualism can overshadow the importance of social structures and
systemic inequalities. For example, experiences of poverty or discrimination might be framed as
individual failings rather than societal problems requiring collective action. This perspective
aligns with the concept of self-help culture, where individual responsibility for mental health is
prioritized over addressing broader societal factors. Critical psychology challenges this by
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highlighting the social determinants of mental health, arguing that individual therapy alone
cannot address systemic injustices.

Pathologization of Everyday Experience: Expanding the
Diagnostic Manual

The expansion of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) and its
influence on the classification of mental illness are another key aspect of the therapeutic turn.
The increasing number of diagnosable conditions has led to concerns about overdiagnosis and
the pathologization of normal human experience. Behaviors once considered part of the human
condition - grief, shyness, or even childhood rebelliousness - are now potentially classified as
mental disorders, leading to overmedication and potentially unnecessary therapeutic
interventions. Critical psychologists argue that this broadens the scope of "mental illness" and
shrinks the space for human variation and normal emotional responses. This has created a
feedback loop, where societal anxieties are reflected in an ever-expanding diagnostic landscape,
further fueling the medicalization of distress.
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The Commodification of Mental Health: Profiting from
Suffering

The therapeutic turn has also led to the commodification of mental health. The rise of the self-
help industry, private therapy practices, and pharmaceutical companies heavily invested in
mental health treatments have transformed mental health into a profitable market. This has
raised concerns about conflicts of interest, the potential for exploitation, and the prioritization of
profit over genuine care. This commodification can further exacerbate inequalities, as access to
quality mental health services remains unevenly distributed, with marginalized communities often
facing significant barriers to care. The critical lens here questions whether the focus on profit
incentivizes a system that prioritizes quick fixes and medication over holistic, preventative care
and addressing the root social causes of distress.

The Critique from Critical Psychology: Towards a More
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Holistic Approach

Critical psychology offers a powerful counter-narrative to the therapeutic turn. It challenges the
individualistic, pathologizing, and commodified aspects of mainstream psychology, advocating for
a more holistic and socially-conscious approach to mental health. This includes:

¢ Analyzing the social context: Critical psychology emphasizes the importance of
understanding mental health within its broader social, political, and economic context.

¢ Challenging power structures: It critiques the ways in which power imbalances and
social inequalities affect mental health.

¢ Promoting social justice: It advocates for policies and practices that promote social
justice and reduce inequalities.

e Embracing diversity: It highlights the importance of cultural sensitivity and inclusivity in
mental health care.

By adopting these critical perspectives, we can move beyond a solely individualistic
understanding of mental health and toward a more comprehensive and socially responsible
approach.
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Conclusion: Navigating the Complexities of the
Therapeutic Turn

The therapeutic turn has undoubtedly brought significant advancements in our understanding of
mental health, leading to increased awareness and access to treatment for many. However, its
impact extends beyond the clinical setting, profoundly shaping Western cultural concepts of the
self, individuality, and distress. Critical psychology's critique offers a valuable corrective,
prompting us to examine the potential pitfalls of an overly individualistic and potentially
exploitative approach to mental well-being. A balanced approach, acknowledging the positive
contributions while critically evaluating its limitations, is crucial for developing a more equitable
and holistic mental health system that addresses both individual needs and broader societal
challenges.

FAQ

Q1: How does the therapeutic turn relate to neoliberalism?
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Al: The therapeutic turn and neoliberalism share a significant overlap. Neoliberal emphasis on
individual responsibility and self-reliance aligns with the therapeutic focus on individual agency
and self-improvement. Both systems tend to de-emphasize collective action and societal solutions,
instead focusing on individual solutions to problems even if those problems are socially created.
This can lead to the blaming of individuals for societal issues and overlooks systemic factors
contributing to mental health struggles.

Q2: What are some examples of the pathologization of normal human experience?

A2: Examples abound. Grief reactions exceeding a certain timeframe are sometimes pathologized
as prolonged grief disorder. Normal childhood behaviors like defiance or attention-seeking can be
diagnosed as Oppositional Defiant Disorder or ADHD. Shyness or introversion can be
pathologized as social anxiety disorder. This is not to say these conditions aren't genuine or don't
require support; the critique lies in the over-extension of diagnostic categories to encompass the
spectrum of human experience.

Q3: How can we prevent the commodification of mental health?
A3: Addressing the commodification of mental health requires a multi-pronged approach. This
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includes advocating for increased public funding for mental health services, promoting ethical
guidelines for mental health professionals, reducing the influence of pharmaceutical companies
on research and clinical practice, and supporting community-based initiatives that offer
accessible and affordable mental health care. Increased transparency and regulation in the
mental health industry are crucial.

Q4: What are the key differences between mainstream psychology and critical
psychology?

A4: Mainstream psychology largely focuses on individual-level interventions and treatments
within existing social structures. Critical psychology, however, questions those structures and
their impact on mental health, advocating for social change as a key component of promoting
well-being. Critical psychology challenges the power dynamics inherent in therapeutic
relationships and the assumptions underpinning dominant psychological theories.

Q5: What are some practical implications of a critical psychology perspective?

A5: A critical psychology perspective leads to practical applications like advocating for policies
that reduce poverty and inequality, creating more inclusive and equitable access to mental health
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resources, challenging discriminatory practices within healthcare systems, and promoting
community-based mental health initiatives that address the social determinants of mental well-
being.

Q6: How does the therapeutic turn affect marginalized communities disproportionately?

A6: The therapeutic turn, with its emphasis on individualized solutions and reliance on
professionalized help, often fails to adequately address the unique mental health challenges faced
by marginalized communities. Systemic oppression, discrimination, and lack of access to
culturally sensitive care exacerbate mental health disparities. The pathologization of cultural
differences and the lack of representation within the mental health profession further
marginalizes these communities.

Q7: What role does the media play in the therapeutic turn?

A7: The media plays a significant role in shaping public understanding of mental health and
contributing to the therapeutic turn. The frequent portrayal of mental illness in simplified terms,
the promotion of quick fixes and self-help solutions, and the emphasis on individual responsibility
can both raise awareness and simultaneously perpetuate harmful stereotypes and contribute to
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the commodification of mental health services.
Q8: What are some future directions for critical psychology?

A8: Future directions for critical psychology include further developing intersectional analyses of
mental health, integrating postcolonial perspectives, deepening the exploration of the impact of
technology on mental well-being, and furthering the development of community-based and
participatory research methods to empower marginalized groups in shaping mental health
interventions and policies.

The Therapeutic Turn: How Psychology Altered Western
Culture's Concepts for Critical Psychology

The advancement of psychology as a leading discipline in the Western world has profoundly
reconfigured our understanding of the individual experience. This "therapeutic turn," a shift
towards prioritizing personal well-being and mental health, has had a significant influence on
Western culture, generating both opportunities and challenges for critical psychology. This essay
will examine this complex interplay, evaluating how the therapeutic turn has modified our
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societal understandings and shaped the development of critical approaches within the field.

The therapeutic turn's beginnings can be traced back to several elements, including the growth of
professional psychology in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The development of new
healing techniques, such as psychoanalysis and behaviorism, presented new ways to understand
and manage emotional distress. Simultaneously, societal changes, such as urbanization and
industrialization, resulted to increased levels of anxiety and mental illness, generating a greater
need for psychological services. This convergence of professional advancement and societal

needs catalyzed the rise of the therapeutic turn.

One of the key ways the therapeutic turn has modified Western culture is through its influence on
how we view typicality and irregularity. The emphasis on personal well-being and the
clinicalization of emotional distress have led to a expanded conception of psychological health
and illness. This has favorably broadened access to services for individuals facing emotional
difficulties. However, it has also possibly medicalized aspects of the individual experience that
may be better understood as common variations in behavior and feeling. This contributes to an
over-reliance on pharmaceutical and treatment, sometimes neglecting socio-cultural factors.
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The therapeutic turn has also shaped our perceptions of personality. The attention on private
experiences and internal processes has supported a more attention on self-knowledge and {self-
improvement|. This, while having favorable aspects, has also led to a culture of self-blame and
{perfectionism|, where mental distress is often viewed as a personal deficiency rather than a
potential outcome of societal systems.

Critical psychology emerged as a reaction to some of the limitations of the therapeutic turn.
Critical psychologists challenge the assumptions and power interactions inherent in mainstream
psychology. They analyze how psychological concepts and practices mirror and perpetuate
present societal differences, examining the ways mental distress is shaped by socio-cultural
elements such as poverty, racism, and sexism.

For instance, critical psychologists have emphasized the methods in which diagnostic categories
and therapeutic approaches can perpetuate oppressive influence interactions. They assert that
many mental problems are not solely private matters, but are rooted in broader cultural contexts.
This perspective encourages a comprehensive technique to understanding and treating emotional
distress that considers both the individual and the societal.
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In conclusion, the therapeutic turn has undeniably transformed Western culture's perception of
the individual experience. While it has expanded access to mental services and supported a
greater consciousness of emotional health, it has also generated challenges for critical
psychology. The opposition between the individualistic focus of the therapeutic turn and the
environmental focus of critical psychology underlines the importance of evaluating both private
and cultural elements when interpreting and managing psychological distress. A integrated
approach that includes insights from both perspectives is essential for promoting fair and
efficient mental health care.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)
Q1: What are some practical applications of critical psychology's insights?

A1: Critical psychology informs interventions that address systemic inequalities impacting mental
health, such as developing community-based programs to support marginalized groups or
advocating for policy changes to reduce social determinants of mental illness.

Q2: How does the therapeutic turn differ from a purely biomedical model of mental
health?
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A2: The therapeutic turn encompasses a broader range of approaches than the purely biomedical
model, which focuses solely on biological factors. It includes psychological and social aspects of
mental health and well-being.

Q3: Isn't self-care promoted by the therapeutic turn a positive development?

A3: While self-care is beneficial, the therapeutic turn’s emphasis on individual responsibility can
sometimes overshadow systemic issues contributing to mental health problems, thus needing a
critical perspective.

Q4: How can we balance the individual focus of therapy with the societal critiques of
critical psychology?

A4: Integrating both perspectives involves understanding how individual experiences are shaped
by social contexts, promoting community support, and advocating for policy changes to address
social determinants of mental health.
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