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Introduction 

The notion of “exteriority” may be useful in critical psychology when it refers to 

something considered crucial, even the most crucial, but which would nevertheless 

remain outside an institutional, cultural, theoretical, ideological or psychical 

“interiority” that is presupposed, conveyed, produced or reproduced by psychology. 

This interiority may consist in that of the economic or political system, legitimate 

intellectual environments or academic institutions, Western civilization or dominant 

ideologies and hegemonic perspectives, conventional or non-critical psychological 

theories, and, especially, what such theories would be capable of knowing, 

envisaging, describing and explaining; for instance, the contents of consciousness as 

opposed to the unconscious, the inner world as separated from the outer world, and 

the individual psyche as independent from society, history and the economic system. 

It goes without saying that for each element that is conserved in psychology, at least 

some other element must be kept out. An infinite number of ideas, objects, aspects 

and circumstances that are decisive for psychology simply cannot be assimilated into 

the discipline. So they resist absorption and must be excluded from psychological 

interiority or from that which psychology conceives as “interiority”. In critical 

approaches, this interiority will be criticized, discussed or challenged from exterior 

points of view, or simply by considering exteriority, by disapproving its segregation 

and its overlooking, or –to the contrary– by denouncing totalitarian attempts to 

absorb or colonize it, by questioning the separation between interiority and 

exteriority, or even by rejecting the idea of the psychological inner world and its 

mental processes. 

  

Definition      

In psychology, the notion of “exteriority” usually refers to the state of being exterior 

to a psychic or psychological interiority. More precisely, exteriority denotes a field, 

reality, standpoint, landmark, object or quality of an object that remains either 

outside the psyche as conceived by psychology, outside the system that would govern 

mainstream psychology, or beyond the sphere, scope, accounts, representations or 

objects of psychology itself. Exteriority may simultaneously connote, in critical 

psychology, omission, isolation or marginalization from a psychological interiority, 



but also the irreducibility or resistance to this colonizing and totalitarian interiority, 

and even its concealed reality or unrecognized true nature. 
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Traditional debates 

We can distinguish at least four notions of exteriority that were elaborated outside the 

field of psychology, but were later recovered in critical approaches to the discipline. 

These notions are owed to four influential, 20th century French thinkers; namely, the 

psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, and the philosophers Michel Foucault, Gilles Deleuze 

and Emmanuel Lévinas. These four thinkers all broke with the classical negative 

conception of exteriority as that which results from a sort of alienation, estrangement 

or separation, and must be overcome by the totalitarian interiority of Hegelian 

consciousness, Marxian or Marxist historical dialectics and Heideggerian ontology.  

Contrary to Heidegger, Lévinas (1971) claims the “radical exteriority” and 

“transcendence” of an “absolute Other” who is revealed through the face of each 

individual, is unknowable, cannot be totally comprehended, and shows an ethical or 

metaphysical infinity that remains always exterior to any kind of theoretical or 

ontological totality (pp. 8-15, 24-45). Lacan, Deleuze and Foucault also privilege 

exteriority. However, in their view, exteriority does not lie in the presence of a fellow 

human being, but rather in discourse, in knowledge or in culture, as that which 

determines and embraces human beings and their relationships with each other. 

Conceiving social relations as connections between signifiers in the exteriority of 

language, Lacan (1964) focuses on this exteriority and places the essence of the 

psyche, the “unconscious” defined as “discourse of the Other”, on “the outside”, in 

the same exteriority of language that constitutes social relations (pp. 147-148). 

Foucault (1969) also focuses on this outside when he confines his “archaeology of 

knowledge” to an “analysis of statements” in “an exteriority that may be paradoxical 

since it refers to no adverse form of interiority”, either “mind” or “core of 

subjectivity” (p. 167). This Foucauldian exteriority without interiority was taken up 

and reinterpreted by Deleuze (1986), who reduced interiority to “the inside of the 

outside” or an “infolding of exteriority” (pp. 104-105), such that only exteriority 

would exist. As for interiority, it would not really be interiority at all, but a hidden 

exteriority, or a kind of deceitful illusion. This coincides with the Lacanian critical 

conception of the psychological interiority of consciousness as an imaginary 

reification of the symbolic exteriority of the unconscious.            

  



Critical debates in psychology 

Both the Lacanian and Foucauldian-Deleuzian assimilations of interiority to 

exteriority would prove fruitful in critical psychology and critical approaches to 

psychology. For instance, on the basis of Foucauldian exteriority, and drawing upon 

Deleuze’s idea of infolding, Rose (1996) assumes that “the ‘interiority’ that so many 

feel compelled to diagnose is not that of a psychological system”, but of “a kind of 

infolding of exteriority”, which “indicates a relation without an essential interior” (p. 

37). Similarly, but in a Lacanian perspective, Dunker and Parker (2009) “refuse the 

opposition between exteriority and interiority”, consider that “we can treat what is 

putatively ‘interior’ as being constructed and maintained through the operation of 

social processes”, and question the “construction of interiority”, the examination of 

which would “require a study of processes of psychologisation, perhaps at some 

moments as a form of ideology” (pp. 64-65). Dunker and Parker, like Rose, 

subordinate, and even reduce, psychological interiority to exteriority –specifically 

social exteriority–, which would be infolded or constructed as interiority through a 

process of psychologisation that would be criticized by these and many other critical 

authors (see Gordo & De Vos, 2010). 

In a different tradition, the Levinasian idea of exteriority would also leave its mark 

on critical psychology, primarily through its reinterpretation by Enrique Dussel 

(1977). This Argentinian-Mexican philosopher insists, with respect to Lévinas’s 

“metaphysic exteriority”, on its “social, historic and popular” essence, as well as its 

“unemployed, poor and oppressed” situation in peripheral countries (pp. 76-91). Here 

“exteriority” does not refer to something outside of the subjective sphere, but it 

corresponds to “the subject” in “its exteriority”, the “human being” in its “interior 

transcendentality” that is on the “periphery”, outside “the system”, beyond the 

horizon of the “capital” and its “instrumental totalisation” of the world (pp. 77-78). 

In Dussel’s vision, the imperialistic interiority of the capitalist system would be 

incapable of interiorizing, absorbing or colonizing everything contained in the 

subject, in people or in cultural groups. There would always remain something 

subjective and social outside the system, out-of-the-way, outlying or marginal, 

excluded and resisting. According to Dussel (1977), this “exteriority” would actually 

be “the only adequate field for exerting critical consciousness” (p. 240). Dusselian 

philosophy of liberation thus imparts a critical inflexion to the Levinasian conception 

of exteriority, which may then be used in critical approaches to mainstream, 

traditional, or postmodern social psychology. This is the case of the work of Maritza 

Montero (2002), with its insistence on the “acceptance of otherness” (pp. 49-50), as 

well as that of Burton and Flores Osorio (2011), who envisage a “second psychology 

of liberation” inspired by Dussel, and no longer specific to Latin America, that makes 

a special point of considering exteriority as a place of “exclusion as well as 

resistance” (p. 32). 

Flores Osorio (2007) exhorts psychologists to choose the perspective of the excluded 

and resisting exteriority and, from this perspective, oppose and question “Eurocentric 

and North-American views” of “hegemonic psychology”, which “functions as an 



instrument to perpetuate colonization” and “to make people accept conditions of 

exclusion and oppression” (pp. 46-52). This opposition and questioning should be 

made by a “critical” work understood as “a theoretical-practical and politically 

engaged investigation that seeks social transformation” (p. 35). The correlative logic 

would not be dialectical, but analectic (from the Greek root ano-, beyond), and would 

always “affirm the exteriority” (or that which is beyond) through an “ethics of 

liberation” and “critical praxis” in “psychological practice” (pp. 46-48). 

The practical focus of critical psychology would thus be consistent with both the 

Latin American tradition of liberation psychology and the conception of resisting 

exteriority offered by the Dusselian philosophy of liberation, though it would diverge 

from the more theoretical angle of those critical psychologists who draw on the 

Lacanian and Foucauldian-Deleuzian notions of exteriority as something that 

embraces both psychical and political interiorities, and transcends both the 

differences between psychical interiority and physical exteriority, and those between 

politically hegemonic interiority and marginal exteriority. In reality, without, or 

beyond, these differences, it becomes difficult to conceive an exterior practical 

resistance of critical psychologists to interior mainstream psychology, as such a 

resistance would logically require a clear and unambiguous differentiation between 

the resisted interiority and the resisting exteriority. 

To be sure, the second psychology of liberation justifies its praxis by accepting the 

Dusselian distinction between the excluding, colonizing-oppressing interiority, and 

the excluded exteriority that resists colonization and oppression. It's worth repeating 

that such a distinction might be questioned from the perspective of those critical 

psychologists whose Lacanian and Foucauldian-Deleuzian ideas of exteriority 

discard the existence of an interiority distinct from exteriority, since the latter is seen 

as the true nature of both political and psychical interiorities. This view would lead to 

theoretical discussions of how exteriority becomes the excluding, colonizing-

oppressing interiority by infolding, concealing its own exteriority, and presenting 

itself as the dubious inner world of individual psychology and global neoliberal 

ideology. Liberation psychology, in contrast, holds that we should struggle 

practically against that which cannot be discarded, i.e. the interiority of global 

neoliberal ideology, which constitutes a tangible and perceptible system that spreads 

into the outer world and partly colonizes the inner one. 

It is as if Dussel’s exteriority, or interior subjective transcendentality, were 

something that resists the intrusive objective immanence of a system that would be 

situated in what Deleuze, Foucault, Lacan and their followers in critical psychology 

call “exteriority”. Nevertheless, this Lacanian and Foucauldian-Deleuzian exteriority 

corresponds not only to what Dussel understands as the interior immanence of the 

system, but also to what he conceives as exteriority resisting the system, as the 

transcendentality of “a sex, a gender, of a generation, a social class, a race, a nation, a 

cultural group, a historical age” (Dussel, 1977, p. 83). Dusselian exteriority is thus 

inseparable from language, discourse and culture, and so cannot be severed from 

what Lacan, Foucault and Deleuze understand by exteriority, which would itself be 



divided, in the vision of Dussel and his followers in psychology, between centre and 

periphery, the system and other systems of culture, colonizing-oppressing interiority 

and resisting exteriorities, the dominant Eurocentric psychology and the psychology 

of liberation. 

However, can we still speak of “psychology” when there is only a divided exteriority, 

when this exteriority is the reality or true nature of psychological “interiority”, and 

when we resist the ideological oppressing-colonizing interiority of the system? 

Probably the best way to resist this interiority in practice is to theoretically refute and 

reject it (Pavón-Cuéllar, 2010). But how can we resist that which has been rejected? 

And what is the use of abstractly refuting that which should be effectively resisted? 

On the other hand, what is the use of resisting that which can be refuted? And how 

can we resist the colonizing-oppressing interiority of the system, which is also the 

interiority of psychology, when we assume ourselves to be psychologists? These are 

points of discrepancy between those who conceive of exteriority in a Lacanian and 

Foucauldian-Deleuzian perspective, and the liberation psychologists who adopt the 

Dusselian conception of exteriority, non-problematically assuming themselves to be 

psychologists.   
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