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FELEVANCE: A POSER FOR
INDIAN PSYCHOLOGY AT THE CROSSROADS

WHai Pareek

This year (1976) the Iniian Psychological Association has
celebrated its Silver Jubilee while the oldest department of psychdlogy
was established in the country more than 60 years back. These are
significant indjicators of the establishment of Psychology as a dis-
cipline in India. Howsver, little has been discussed about the problems
of psychalogy emerging as a discipline and the issues which psychology
faces today. Nandy (1974) wrote an insightful piece of analysis on
the current crisis in Indian psychalogy, andonly ane Yesponse to this
critical analysis was seen &as a letter to the editor to the Indian

Journal of Psychology. While Nandy (1974) amd Agrawal (1975) have

been highly critical of several aspects of psychalogy, Sinha (1973a
and 1975) has raised some issues for making psychology more usaable for

Indian problems.

The Crisis in Indian Psychology

The crisis in Indian psychology is apparent from an ironical
combination of high degree of unemployment and nmmpl‘ojt.ﬁlity amongst
the students of prychology who have completed their Masters and
Doctoral programmes. Those who are concerned with ge»tting good research

~

staff for various projects share this ironical situation. While a large
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number of students are seeking jobs, very few of them are fourd
suitable for resecarch projects. This shows the deep crisis in the
teaching and preparation of students in Psychology. The recent
decision by the Ministry of Deferce to reduce the status of the
Directorate of Psychological hesearch to a lower grade, apparently
based on the assessment of work done in the Directorate, is another
indication of the dissatisfaction taking its tcll in qualitative
terms in the field of psychalogy. And yct, with some exceptions,
psychologists have nct been moved to discuss this problem as a

serious ore.

Very few psychologists are concerned with the profeasional
problems and development of psychology in India., Ganguly (1971) has
reviewed the growth and present status of psychclogical research
in India. He analysed research publications during 1920 to 1967.
He finds psychalogists in India as more purposive, but lacking in

conceptual rigour.

There havc been a few good reviews on some specific aspecte
of psychclogy. Gensuly (1971) has reviowed the r-scareh effort in
industrial psychology during the years 1920-1967. Teaching of
psychalogy at the Im;‘tversity Jevel started as early as 1920 but
resag;arch in irﬁustr‘ial psychology started only after post—inde;;endence
periad. Ganguly reviewed 156 industrial psychological researches
during 47 years amd analysed the models on which the researchers
based their studies. He also analysed the total research effort in

psychology which comprised 1959 publications for the years 1920 to



1967. He found five most important areas of work in order of
importance . social (15.9%), experimental (13.7%), mental testing
(13.0%); general (10.6%) and industrial (3.6%). The most neglected
areas were - phyei-logical psychology, education and psychological
statistics and child psychology. At the end, Ganguli analysed the
research trerds in various sub-areas of industrial psychology and
discussed the reasons for these, which lie not only in the training?
and laboratory facilities ava‘ilable to the Indian psychologists bub
also in the development of new nceds in industry itself. He concluled
by commenting on the social climate for industrial psychology research
in India which, according to him, shall remain favourable so long as
state policy continues to be ome of ushering in social change with

consent ard without coercion.

Daftuar (1969) also reviewed the published ldterature in
industrial psychology between 1960 and mid-1968. He concluded that
there had been main concentration on problems related to job-satisfaction

and industrial morale, evalwation and organisational climate.

Some other branches of psychology have also been reviewed.
For example, Sharma, Ojha and Vagrecha (1975) have published a
survey of clinical psyshologists. Such small efforts are visible’
for other branches of psychology also. Kaushik (1972), for example,
has };leaded for le.rning from other than western sources for the

developrent of educational psychology in India.
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The University Grants Commission has naturally been concerned
with the problem of raieing the standard of teauching of psychology, am
regional workshops have been held on the syllabus of psychology. One
ma jor problem in'dealing with such issues in India is the eagerness
to searcn universal solutions for sucu issues. The same has happened
in the teaching of psychology. Such universal solutions camnot help
much, since the malady may lie in the organisation of the university
system, the Department of Psychology, and the style of working of the
teachers. It may certainly be useful to discuss the issues, but attempts
for unpiversal solutions in the hope of resolving these on a mass
scale may not be fruitful. UGS and other agencies have fallen into
the trap of this simplistic approach to problem solving. Individual
universities interested in trying out new experiments in the teachirg of

psychology should be encouraged, and such individual and bold attempts
may help not cnly in raising the standards of the discipline and the

profession, but may also stimulute others to innovate and try new ideas.
Zne good attempt in the innovation of teaching of psychology was

made at the iUniversity of UWaipwr, where modular approach was tried

out, developing several modules integrating conceptual frameworks,
experimental approach, and the applicacion vv iouiaun  prodlems. IL
is a great pity that ip the meetings of the Indian Psychological
Association and other‘forums like the Indian Science Congress, there
is no excitenment in sharing such innovations which are likely to
influence the next generation of psychologists. Since the Tniversities
alone have the multiplying capability, it may be worthwhile to

encoﬁra.ge not only experimentation and imnovation but critical sharing

of these for mutual learming and for taking new stri’es in this



Relevance: A Multidimensional Framework

The crisis through which Indian psychology is currently
passing poses a big question to those who are concerned with the
profession. Such a question can pbe framed in several ways. One frame-
work for this question is relevance. How relevant is psychology today
in our country? What is making it less relevant? The term relevance
has been used quite frequently in recent years. Nandy (‘197_2—19’74.)
uses the term in a very narrod, cynical and self-defined meaning, when
we mention that "psychology in India very soon became uncompromisingly
relevant". Obviously, relev:nce has to have a referrent. hkelevanece to

what? And in this sense, it is 2 multidimensional fremework.

Relevance hus most ofeten been used with reference to the
society. However,'them are several referrents for a science. Moreover,
relevance is a complex concept, ILet us propose one dafinition which
may help to understand and operationalise reievance. Felevance of a
science can be defined as its sensitivity to and concern for a referrent,
and its capability to respond to its needs, resulting in a better
ingight into the problems and a contribution to the research for
solutions. In this definition there are five elements of relevance,
and absence of one 10;‘ more of these may reduce relevance of a spience.
Sensitivity to the referrent is the basic element, without which the
other aspects may be superficial.' For example, psychology cannot have
cultural relevance unless it is sensitive to the culture. Equally
important is the concern for the referrent, Relevance is not possible
with a disinterested attitude, Some involvement is necessary. This is

likely to lead to a tendency to respond. However, the capability of



& 8cience respording to the needs of the referrent is alsA necessary
for its relevance. Such responsiveness should lead to both a better
insight into the problems of the referrent, as well as to the research
of solutions. These end results should be perceived by those who are
concerned with the reterenv. In this meaning 1elevance 1s both an

attitudinal as well as an 'enabling' concept.

There are several referrents for psychology. And so there are
several dimensions of relevance, These are: (1) the.ry and éoncepts
of psychdlogy, (2) methoddlogy used in research and other professional
endeavours, (3) profession itself, (4) Indian culture, and (5) Indian
society. These referrents are used here to discuss the problem of
relevance of Indian psychology. Sharing of these may probably help
in a wider discussion of the dilemmas Indian psychology is facing

today.

The problem of relevance cannot be solwed by simple approaches
like preparing a list of priorities in the area of psychology. Such a
sirple approach may lead to what Nandy (1974) calls the 'gambit! of x
relevance. as Sinha (1973-76) points out mere prioritisation may not
solve the problem. Relevance has to be treated and used as a mal ti-

dimensional cancept.

Conceptual kelevVance

Concepbur.l relevance would require more rigorous approach to

theory building. Meinly two aspects are involved,



.Integration and growth: The new concepts being generated by

research should get integrated with and build on the concepts which

have already beezl-l. proposed and discussed. In this way, the theoretical
frameworks being suggested by research amd new contributions will not
hang locse but will get integrated with the frameworks already suggested
by other researches. It is important to build on the already accumulated
knowledge. This may help in building relevant conceptual systems. Dhaliwal
(1973) calls it 'architecctonic' growth and regrets that it is not

happening.

Search for models: Indian pc}chology has been very weak in terms of

developing theoretical frameworks. Mukherjee in this volume has dealt
with this aspect in more details. Each research worker should try to
conceptualise his findings amd test such a framework with the results
he obtains. Conceptual relevance in Indian psychology may increase if
conceptual madels are used to design research, and research results
are used to validate the comceptual models. Such mutual reinforcement

may lead to the improvement of various aspects of psychology.

Methodological kelevance

Psychology nas been the strongest social science in research
methodology and technology. However, research methodology in India has
degencrated into an uncreative ritual of following some set standard of
corducting research. There is a need of re juvinatioﬁ of psychology
is needed on this aspect. Methodological relevance can be considered

in three aspects.
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Multi-method approach: It has been demonstrated by several studies
on validity use of several methods of data collection rather than to
reliance only on one may be much more useful. Web et al (1970) have
strongly suggested this. This is particularly true in psychology where
various methods may yield different levels of data. 4 multi-method

approach will certainly increase validity of results.

Me thodologiczl innovations: We have becen greatly limited to the methodo-

logy usuwally followed in the West. Agarwal (1975) and Nandy (1974) are
quite right in accusing Indian psychology of imitation. Misra (197R)

has also commented on the imitative tendency in Indian social sciences.
Methodological imnovations are needed much more in view of new areas of
research being attempted in India, Unobtrusive meszsures (Web et al, 1970)
may help in making research methedology innovative and creative, Similarly,
use of new ways of analysing qualitative data may be developed. We have
been heavily relying on paper and pencil tests or p_rojective tests. It

may be useful to explore other forms of expression and use these for

measuring psychological variables.

Developmental strategy: Researches should te conducted to develop a

particular‘ area. In many cases, as Nandy (1974) rightly points out,

a psychologist works ‘Sﬁ one topic for some time amd then moves on to
another tc;pic , without folliowing a strategy of developing the total
area. The same is true about the various institutes and departments of
psychology in the (hiversities. A deliberate plan to develop one area

may help in increasing methodological relevance.



Professional Rslevance

Psychology funetions both as a profession and a field of
discipline. It has several specialisations within, as well as it
functions in relation to other behavioural sciences. Professional

relevance has several aspects.

Interdisciplinary lim ages: One source of decreased

relevance of psychology is a tendency toward isalatiod: Psychalogy
being a science of human behaviour, has interface with other behavi-
oural sciences which equally contribute to the urﬂerstarxi:ihg of human
behaviour. For an effective rale, and for a high level of competence,
psychology cannot escape the respcnsibility of building linkages

with such sister sciences. Socioclogy amd Anthropclogy on the one

hand, and biological sciences relating like neurology amd ‘physiology
on the other are two dimensions which require sueh interdisciplinary
linkages., These linkages will help in evolving a common language and
in developing some common strategies of urderstarding human vehaviour..
Building of such Jinkages is possible when t};e concerned agencies attain
maturity so that the initial threat and feeling of insecurity in the
absence of a clear identity no lenger comes in the way of buildiné
such linkages. This seems to be the right moment for psychology t

teke necessary steps in this direction.

Intra-disciplinary linkages and utilisation: Equally
important are linkages amongst various sSpecialisations in psychology
itself. There is wry little evidence of using several approaches from

different sub~systems of psychology to work on the same problem.
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Some prohlems may require collaboration amongst clinical and social
psychologists., Similarly a combination of clinical and experimental

sociil psychological approaches may yield creative results.

One major limitation has been the lack of self-worth
amongst psychologists., It is often said that psychologists in India
do not quote researches dore in this country, am such researches
do not get the attention of their colleagues unless these ére noticed
by Western psychologists. This is often attributed to lack of commu-
nication may itself be a dependent variable and may be caused by our
lack ot rcspect for each other, and our lack of willingness to give
credit to our own colleagues. As Nandy (1974) has said, ™he clue
to what we nhave done to Indian psychology lies in what we have done
to the art of cregtive.thinking cn the one hand, and to ourselves on
the other". It may be useful for us to examine these issues by having
critical debates to analyse the cultural probl;ams of this kind resulting
in the crisis in the Indian psychology. We have not built the tradition
of sharing personal concerns, experiences, processes of growth and
conflicts. This may not done for fear of this being branded as
subjective contribution. One attempt was made to start a series of
autobiographical essaysa by psychologists in India, but this , the
attempt, soon died ou:. Such insightful subjective amd qualitative
writings may contribute a great deal to the development of healthy

tradition of open sharing with and learning from each other,

Improving communication: Lack of communication can

certainly be attributed to lack of source material in psychology.
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Professor laj Narain initiative compiliation of a directory cf
Indian psychologists, and three editions werepublished by lManagayan.
Unfortunately this uscful publication has been discontimued. Bombay
Psychological association (1972) has published a directory of psycho-

logists in Maharasntra. Indian Psychological wsscGialiou should aike

a lead in this regard. Indian Council of Social Science Research has

taken praiseworthy steps in filling this major gap. Indian Psychological
Abstracts, a quarterly journal, sponsored by the ICSSR, has made some
attempts in systematising the dissemination of informatioﬁ on psycho-
logioai writings both in India and those appearing outside the country
on Indiaa problems. However, it is a great pity that in spite of

Indian Psychological Abstracts having published 10 volumes, has a limited

circulation and almost at the end of 1976 only.JO0 Uhiversity libraries amd
no department :

of Psychology are subscribing to this service made available by IGSSR

at such a low price. Cntributions by Buch (1974), Pareek (1969, 1970,
1971y, ard Pareek and Fao (197%) to the documentation of researches

and measuring instruments nsve helped in syst;zmatising information

on various uspects of psychology. Various other abstracting and indexing
juarnals and other public:tion have also helped this proc:ss. However,

the main problem is their use in teaching, plaming researoh, writing

textbocks etc.

<

o :
Professional ethics: Psychology, being a profession also,

needs to developr code of ethics for different aspects of the profession.
Clinical psychology obviously needs such a code. However, with
increasing cmphasis on intervention resecurch, attention to professional

ethics is needed more 'wrgently. With increasing use of group dynamics
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(leaming or Trazining Groups, Awareness or Confrontation Laboratories,
ete.) guidelines for those using suf:h ianterventions has become necessary,
Some signs are already visible that some interventisnists have been
using such methods cither without any adequate traiming or preparation,
or without sharing the purpose aaxd nature of the interventicus. This
-may result in manipulation by and increase of dependency of the client
groups on the interventionist., It is high time thet we paid attention
to this aspect. snother =2spect of ethics relates to walues the iater-
veations promote. Some basic values like freedom of the individual,
interdependence, non~exploitation, communal harmony, help to the socially
underprivileged etc., should prcvide the necessary framework for inter-
vention researches. dn open debate on the etmical issues may lead to
development of such guidelines, Indian Psychological Association may

be the proper forum for this.

Dislogue, debate, and reflection: The Indisn tradition has

been rich in debates amd reflection. We have lost that useful tradition,
The practice of open dialogue on important issues should be revived.
Nandy (1974) has pleaded for "an open psychology and an atmosphere of
professional debate. Social conseguetices of some aspects of psychclo-
gical researches and practices need to be debated, anmdl the various
implication can be tested through research. Debate, however, should grow
out of and lead to dialog?:ing, rather than degenéra;cing into mpud-
slinging. Simdlarly, a healthy tradition of reflection on what has

been done, and if necessary self-criticism for new steps to take may
help in increasing relevance of psychology. Only a person of a high

stature of Pablo lNeruda can frankly criticise and denounce his own
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past works. We have the tradition of only sharing one successes
(and in some cages we suppress information raising dowbts abait
wmquslified success). Sharing of failures may be as valuation as

(and sometimes more than) successes.

Socio-cultural Relevance

Psychol ogy functions in the socio-cultural framework and
in the absence of actively belonging to this framework, it may lose
its relsvance., Several dimensions of socio-cultural relevance need

attention,

Uging the reritags of knowledge: Isdia has had a long heritage of

knowledge about self, and hes had rich of epistomolegical traditions.
For a meaningful recle pf psychology in India, it will be necessary
to use this tradition, by searching psychological concepts in this
tradition, and interpreting the old concepts in modern psychological
framework, Sinhe (7965) has discussed several elements if Indian
thougnt and theix relevance to modern psychclogy, especially those

related to the nature of men.

Using secordary sol;r_ceﬁ‘da‘ba: Paychologists have primarily been concerned
with coliecting first hand data, Special devices are used for thivs
purposs. However, this has elso become a limitation of psychology.

In the sagemess to collect d.ta for a particular purpose the use

of relevant indicotors and data available for secondary sources are

not properly utilised. Various behavioural dita in terms of what is

happening in a commmunity, and what may be avsilable in the recomds
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is not properly utilised. wawﬁmly, observational skill, which
"is one of the basic skills psychologists have used over ages, has
not been properly developed and used. By making careful observatinns
of social phenomena, we can derive a grezt deal of meaningful amd

valid conclusions.

Creative use of historiecal material: India is full of rich historieal

material, both in the form of literature in all languages, as well as
in various other forms. Such data can be used more creatively by
psychologists. XClelland has demcnstrated how creatively historical
data availzble in the form of literature and in other art forms can
be used to urderstand the motivztional dynamics as well as develop
new theories of motivation. We have great scope for such creatiwe
vethods in shderstanding the cultural dynamics and psychic reality

in the culture.

Use of cultural material : Indian culture has had an unbroken tradition

for thousands of years. Cultural material are availsble in varion® fmms
and at various levels of the ewclution of the society:¥rom pre~historical
to the mocaern urban lewvel. Psychologists have a great opportunity,

along with socic-historians =2nd anthropologists, to eontribute to the
urderstanding of the iv'"'olution of the Indian society, and the basic

psychic themes underlying present—Cay behaviour.

Search for Indian psyche: The main thrust of cultu_ral relevance of

psychology may be in the search of Indian psyche, the underlying
psychic dynamics in the Indian culture. Such 2n urderstanding can

help in unraveling some puzzling and complex experiences in the Indian
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society, and in developing insights into broader aspects of the
Indian persomality, Socio-historical insights (a brilliant example
is reflected in Chattopadhyay, ), philosophical perspective, and
clinical unde¢rstanding méy help in developing cultural relevance of
peychology. Historiographical a2nalysis may contribute a great deal
in such 2n effort. a recent attempt by Kakar (1977) in analysing the
life forces of Vivekunand is a good example of such an approach.
Iraining in such inter-disciplinary and creative methodology should be

developed in same centres.

Socistal Relevance

The term relevance Las been most widely used in the sense
of relevance to the society. Certainly any behavioural science should
he‘sreiewant tc the society to which the behaviourzl scientists belong,
The concept of value-free or culture~free behavioural science and

research leads to lack of relevance. .

Keeping in touch with social reality: One could not agree more with

Nandy (1974) when he says "all our pretensions to relevance notwith-
standing, it is our grasp on socicl reality which has been repeatedly
shown to be shaky". Nandy (1974} sees two main reasons for these, First,
we have never cared toﬁegnceptualise the external world in psychologi-
cally meaningful terms, we beve temded te work with crude molecular
conceptions of the social realities which impinge on and become part

of the individual. Secord, we have frequently gone into fashionable
subjects of research not because we were intrinsically interested

in them, but because such research paid high non-academic dividerds.
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Work on urgent issues: Tocday India is seriously concerned with

accelerating the pace of change. According to Sinmha (1973}, it
imvolves the process of 'telescopic! or 'temporal compression! of
change within the span of a gemcration or so. This involves, according
to Sinha, "not eniy the building of a certain economic infrastructure,
but also an ali-round modernmizing in the social structure, families,
attitude ‘and valune systewms - in fact, a large scale programme of
social change, To achieve this, all forces that aid the process need
to be mobilized and resictances impeding it have to be overcome. Not
only technolo-ical changes are involved but alsc changes on psychological
dimensions." Ore should not expect these psychological changes to come
about automatically following economic transgf.rmation, but there should
be a conceuntrated etffort to irduce changes in all sectors including

the psychological one.

Sinha feels thalt psychologists in India should shift in their
researches fran Yresearch for prestige" to "research for poliey". &
should have an increasing concern for social applicability of research.
He cbserves that psychologists so far have been largely abseut from the
arena of social change. Their ewphasis is more on the personal
characteristics of individual actors rather than on social-structaural
factors involved in chaPge. dccording to him (1973b) psychology shoﬁd

be related to the process of planning amd the process of planned change.

Sinha (1975) spells out the new orientation needed in
psychology in India to mect the new challenge: problem-oriented

approach, interdisciplinary perspective, greater emphasis on
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'macrosmic' approach, eultural sensitivity and relevance and commit-

ment (in a limited sensc).

Interventicn researches: Psychology has a great potential for
develeping special intervention strategies to contribute to the
solution of social and group problers, besides resgolving individual
problems which clinical psychclogy has been coing. Increasing awareness
of the importance of process in the designing of social change provides
such an opportunity to psychologists. China is a good example where
work on the process, along with the structure seems to have initiated
a new interpretation of Marxism, and a new creative design »~f social
change strategy. Such & bi-pranged approach may be needed more in
future (Pareck, 1968 ). In recent years a number of intervention
rescarches have been tried for influencing behaviour in groups. in
excellent sxample of such research is provided by the experiments of
iehta (1975) on influenciné achicvement motivation of tcachers and
pupils, Parecek am /?13?3 conducted 2 similar sxperiment using
anothsr interve ntion strategy. 4 evaluation of a motivational change
strategy to influence effectiveness of entrepremeurs by Shoh et al
(1974) has shown the =ffectiveness of ths intervention stratcgy.

Dayal (1972) has ]_:-le;a‘déd Tor an zctive role of social scientists in
social action. wore intervention researches are nseded to develop

strategies of effective change in the society.

Knowledge utilisatisn: One of the problums of communication for

achieving results (influsnce) is what has been termed knowledge utili-

sation (KU). Knowledge utilisation ressarches are lacking, although
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some gignificant work has been done on this aspect in agriculturzl
field, laroq has discussed this uaspect in a chapter in this volume.
Pareek (1975) in a note has cutlined 3 conceptual model of knowledge

utilisation, epuggesting areas re quiring systemctic research.

Beyond Felevance: Concera and Commitment

The role of psychalogists is not confined to their
professionz]l roles only. They are members of a soc\iety, and like
other enlightencd citizerns, their concern for social issues and
comnitment to some basic values and social goals is equally important.
ﬁalue—free position is only a myth and self-deception. If a social
scientist doe¢s not commit bimsclf consciously, he gets camritted to
some values without his awareness. 4 pSychologists conceran for social
issues, his insight into social reality, and his commitment to some
value position does not necessarily mean that he works on the problems.
whenever there are some urgent social issues in the country, sociclogists
take initiative in issuing statements and showing concern. How many
psychologiste haw be.n concerned with such problems? How can a
discipline and a profession achieve relevance if its members and those
who are doing resexrch, are not concerned about the social issues and
pretend to be valuﬁ-fre‘et and aneoncerned with such matters? The gquestion.
of relevance of the diseipline and the profession cannot be divorced
from the commtment of its members to the social reality amd valwes
in the society. ot only the teachers, resczrchers and other profess-

ionals in psychology be concerned with such issues and take stand on
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them, but ia many cases, their involvement in the solution of such
iséues in the country is also necessary. Sinha (1975) sees only a
limited role of psychologists for such commitment. The virtue in the
Indian cultwre is to go wp to a point, and not beyond, because going
beyord is malc ng comuitment and taking risks! Indian culture by and
large has been a2 culture of non-commitment, and psychologists are
no exception., But this ostrich-like approach cannot help us te
avert the storms ahead, and we have to take stan;d on scme issues, and
many of us hive even to participate as activists as far as social
action is cencerned, Only by sticking our neck out can we achieve

relevance for psychoclogy.
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