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‘That boy needs therapy’: Constructions of psychotherapy in popular song lyrics 

 

Abstract 

Despite a plethora of academic and clinical descriptions of psychotherapy, less research 

attention has been focused on the ways in which psychotherapy is talked about and 

represented in popular culture. This study investigates constructions of psychotherapy in the 

lyrics of popular songs and identifies the vocabularies, versions and relevant discourses that 

are invoked or crafted. A critical discourse analysis was applied to 24 songs and yielded three 

broad themes: ‘Banal therapy’, the ‘Non-therapeutic relationship’ and ‘I know therefore I 

can’. These discursive objects are examined in light of a constructionist understanding of 

knowledge and power within a discussion of how their interplay is implicated in the status of 

psychotherapeutic concepts and practices as ‘expert knowledge’. Some clinical implications 

are attended to without making claims that this study has identified ontological 

representations of psychotherapy in popular culture.  
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Introduction 

Therapeutic practitioners have directed considerable attention to exploring questions of what 

psychotherapy is, how it should be done ‘properly’ and what makes a ‘good-enough’ 

therapist. There is a wealth of texts, techniques and clinical insights on these matters (for 

example Bor & Watts, 2016; Bugental, 1992; Goodheart, Kazdin & Sternberg, 2006; 

Howard, 2010; McLeod, 2013) but such concerns may focus attention away from a 

systematic consideration of broad cultural narratives of psychotherapy. There is a relative 

lack of literature on this topic: although there are studies of client expectations, less attention 

has been paid to lay conceptions and representations of psychotherapy and how our culture 

crafts these (Furnham, 2009; Furnham & Wardley, 1990). If we accept that the contemporary 

therapeutic subject can be constituted by and become mired in conflicting categories or 

objects that are managed in discourse, there is a need to examine how these objects are 

framed and communicated through cultural resources. To extend the disciplinary 

conversation regarding the social embeddedness of therapeutic knowledge, this paper 

identifies and provides commentary on discursive objects pertaining to psychotherapy that 

are implicated in the lyrics of ‘pop songs’.  

Popular narratives of psychotherapy tend to be located within a broad climate of 

public scepticism towards the discipline of psychology (Lilienfeld, 2012). Moreover, research 

on ‘mental health literacy’ (Jorm, 2000) in Western countries has found a discrepancy 

between expert and lay understandings (Furnham, Daoud & Swami, 2009; Jorm et al., 1997; 

Olsson & Kennedy, 2010). From the analysis of questionnaires administered to a sample of 

British adults, Furnham (2009, p.525) concluded that ‘lay people show a curious pattern on 

[sic] insight, ignorance and naivety with regard to the cause and cure of mental disorders. 

They appear to have a modestly realistic but somewhat naive view of the process and efficacy 

of psychotherapy. This may influence how they react to their own and others’ mental illness.’ 
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Quantitative research using questionnaires to study popular attitudes towards 

psychotherapy has encountered various problems, such as difficulties in distinguishing 

between types and formats of therapy, but qualitative approaches are adding nuance and 

depth to findings (Coe, 2009).  The postmodern turn to language, in tandem with a scepticism 

about essentialist assumptions in psychology, has necessitated a rethinking of the relationship 

between ‘attitudes’ and ‘culture’. Edwards (1997) demonstrated how a close scrutiny of talk 

and text invites a re-examination of psychological concepts as discursive products. Instead of 

taking for granted the discipline’s capacity to uncover the building blocks of our intrapsychic 

and relational realities, we must wonder whether a parallel process is taking place: 

‘Psychology may simply elaborate…upon the conventional ways people are described in [a] 

particular society’ (Potter & Wetherell, 1987, p.103). These remarks can be seen as calling 

for an appreciation of common culture and its grounded aesthetics as a site where this occurs 

(Willis, 1990). To put it in more technical discursive psychology terms, ‘mundane culture’ 

can be seen as a fluid, dynamic site which makes available certain identity subject positions 

in relation to issues that are discursively negotiated, resisted and accomplished. 

A premise of a social constructionist outlook is that knowledge evolves in the space 

between people, ‘in the realm of the “common world” or the “common dance”’ (Hoffman, 

1992, p.8), and indeed, in this study, the ‘common song’. Willis (1990) argues that pop songs 

mobilise discourses that play back to people their own experiences whilst providing a means 

of interpreting them. He believes music is not something that people simply like and do; it 

provides a model for their involvement in a common culture. Songs containing pronouns such 

as ‘I’ or ‘we’ enable listeners to read themselves into the lyrics and more or less transiently 

inhabit relevant identity positions and discourses. Murphey and Alber (1985) postulated a 

‘pop song register’ and described it as the ‘motherese’ of adolescents, who are particularly 

prone to appropriating this ‘ghost discourse’ (Murphey, 1992), making sense of it in 
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personally associative ways. Research attention has been paid to the ways in which songs 

construct social categories and contribute to and reinforce a ‘cultural common sense’ about 

those categories. For example, McKay (2013) considered how popular music has represented 

disability. However, research has not attended in a detailed way to how songs construct 

psychotherapy, although Pfister (1997) has credited popular music with reinforcing the self-

focus of psychotherapy at a time (in the 1970s and 1980s) when the cultural profile of 

psychotherapy was raised and expanded.   

An increasingly salient commentary on psychotherapy has been woven from other 

strands of popular culture. Gabbard (2001) argues that films constitute a storehouse of 

psychological images of our times, including portrayals of therapists who ‘have endured 

cinematic depictions of their work personas that range from the buffoonish to the malevolent 

with very rare exceptions that approach what a therapist does in practice’ (Gabbard, 2002, 

p.4). TV series such as The Sopranos received attention from professional bodies, as 

evidenced by the decision of the American Psychoanalytic Association to bestow an award 

on the actress portraying the central protagonist’s therapist for incarnating ‘the most credible 

psychoanalyst ever to appear in the cinema or on television’ (Gabbard, 2002, p.6). In 

contrast, the series In Treatment (2008-2011), which portrayed a therapist in session with his 

clients and culminated each week with a window into his own analysis, did not make a 

significant impression on psychotherapeutic sensibilities or academic research.   

In light of these observations, the research presented in this paper examines how 

‘psychotherapy’ and its linguistic/conceptual derivatives are constructed in the lyrics of pop 

songs and considers the discursive affordances and implications of these constructions.  

 

 



Psychotherapy in pop song lyrics 

6 
 

Method 

Data collection 

Given the immense number of popular songs, the process of sampling called for careful 

consideration. We developed an approach to data generation that was oriented towards 

producing a data set of maximum scope and credibility. We contacted 89 music industry 

executives from the USA, the UK, Canada and Greece as these are locations with substantial 

music markets in the English-speaking world and/or where we had personal contacts with 

people in the music industry. We asked them to use their online social networks to identify 

songs that explicitly referred to psychotherapy or psychotherapists. We primed them with a 

list of related terms such as ‘psychoanalysis’, ‘psychiatry’ and ‘counselling’ as well as 

common metaphors such as ‘talking cure’. These music industry executives shared our 

request via social media, thereby seeking and obtaining input from an extensive pool of 

individuals. They then identified the most commonly-nominated songs from the responses 

they received and conveyed these to us. This can be seen as an approach to sampling via ‘key 

informants’ who had privileged access to and experience of the research context (Gilchrist, 

1992). 

We received 63 suggestions for relevant songs, 33 of which did not make an explicit 

reference to the terms we were interested in but alluded to mental illness, distress and/or 

psychoactive drugs. As a final inclusion criterion, we considered commercial availability in 

order to discard songs that have not been released by a label and where the song’s public 

profile would not have been augmented by formal marketing and promotion. As a result, 24 

songs were analysed (see Appendix for a full discography). This process was geared towards 

obtaining what conversation analysts call a ‘specimen perspective’ (see ten Have, 1999) – 
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one that recognises that, in the face of a near-limitless pool of material, the analyst’s aim 

must be to find typical rather than exceptional material (Taylor, 2001a). 

The lyrics for the selected songs were obtained through various sources such as 

artists’ webpages, online lyrics databases and CD booklets. We listened to the songs as many 

times as were required to ensure that accurate versions of lyrics were obtained. After several 

readings, we focused on the relevant passages of some songs while others necessitated a more 

holistic engagement in order to attend more fully to the discursive accomplishments at hand. 

This was determined case by case, decided by the extent to which the data were related to the 

topic of concern. Extra-textual information, such as sound effects and changes in pitch, tone 

and animator, was not attended to.  

Approach to data analysis 

In this study, we applied (most of) the stages of Foucauldian discourse analysis outlined by 

Willig (2013). This approach was chosen because of the alignment between the critical 

analytic commitments of the study and the concern of Foucauldian discourse analysis with 

‘dominant, hegemonic discourses [which] privilege versions of social reality that accord with 

and reinforce existing social structures and the networks of power relations associated with 

them’ (Coyle, 2016, p.168). For examples of research that has productively used Foucauldian 

discourse analysis, see Spohrer (2011) and Willig (2011).  

Each stage of analysis yielded insights that cumulatively built a complex analytic 

picture. The first stage involved a focus on discursive constructions, that is, the ways in 

which the discursive object (‘psychotherapy’) was constructed in the data. The second stage 

considered the wider discourses in which the discursive constructions of psychotherapy were 

located. The third stage concerned the action orientations of the discursive constructions. This 

involved asking what was being rhetorically achieved by constructing psychotherapy in 
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particular ways at particular points in the data and how these constructions related to other 

constructions in the surrounding text. In this, we drew upon Potter’s (1996) work on how the 

factuality of ‘descriptions’ is achieved. The fourth stage focused on the subject positions that 

were offered to performers and others by the discourses that were invoked in the lyrics and on 

what could be felt, thought and experienced by performers and audiences from within those 

subject positions. The fifth stage addressed practice and considered the ways in which the 

discursive constructions and the subject positions offered within them opened up or closed 

down opportunities for action. This analytic process departs from Willig’s (2013) original 

scheme only in respect of the fourth stage. The analytic focus specified above for that stage 

constitutes a separate sixth stage in Willig’s scheme but it made more sense to consider the 

nature and affordances of subject positions together in one analytic stage (and addressed 

criticisms of Willig’s sixth stage: see Walton, 2016). The kind of deconstruction undertaken 

in this paper would best be described as a strategy of reading texts which ‘aims not to devalue 

the agency of the individual subject, but to locate it’ (Parker, 1999) and is based on the 

assumption that popular cultural narratives both describe and construct psychotherapeutic 

realities which potentially influence not only clients and the wider systems they belong to but 

also psychotherapists themselves.  

Through this analytic process, we developed several themes that constituted 

discursive constructions of psychotherapy. We crafted these through a consideration of 

patterns and motifs that we developed from our close, systematic inspection of the data. We 

chose three broad, overlapping themes as the most fruitful sites of inquiry. When we 

considered the patterns and motifs that made up these themes, we saw that they related to 

existing concepts (‘banal nationalism’ and ‘the therapeutic relationship’) and deconstructive 

analytic concerns (that is, a search for how power operates in discourse) of which we were 

aware from our reading and previous research. We applied these concepts to the data patterns 



Psychotherapy in pop song lyrics 

9 
 

to generate theme titles that could relate to broader literatures while capturing local 

commonalities of construction. 

As with any (qualitative) research, the analytic foci, process and outcomes arose from 

a dynamic interplay of the data and the researchers’ subjectivities. Possibly the most relevant 

aspects of these subjectivities concern the first author’s position as a counselling psychologist 

and his former role as a product manager for a major music label and the second author’s 

position as a critical social psychologist and experienced qualitative researcher. These 

positions contributed to the generation and development of the research idea and foci. We 

both share social constructionism’s view of language and discourse as crafting some 

possibilities for practice (such as the psychotherapeutic endeavour) and closing down others, 

and have consciously brought criticality into our reading of the data. In the analytic process, 

we worked collaboratively, seeking to generate persuasive, data-grounded interpretations and 

avoid idiosyncratic readings while respecting each other’s insights and expertise. 

 

Results 

Each of the three thematic clusters that were generated will now be outlined before grounding 

them in relevant data. 

 

‘Banal therapy’  

Billig (1995, p.6) coined the term ‘banal nationalism’ to cover ‘the ideological habits which 

enable the established nations of the West to be reproduced’. He identified ostensibly benign 

common practices such as flying a flag above a post office as effectively mobilizing national 

identity and imparting a sense of naturalness to the idea of the nation. In a similar vein, the 

first theme taps into discursive practices that signpost therapy innocuously, imbuing the 
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category with a naturalizing force powerful enough to render it both sufficient and taken-for-

granted in that further elaboration seems unnecessary. Perhaps it would be peculiar to find 

popular songs delving into the specifics of different therapeutic approaches, debating their 

efficacy or extolling their virtues. Nonetheless, this should not detract from the fact that 

psychotherapy can be constructed in monolithically banal terms which rely on a plethora of 

clichés that are discordant with the landscape of contemporary practice. Given the fact that 

we have not come across any song singing the praises of psychotherapy, this discursive 

object might be the closest to a positive construction of psychotherapy in popular music.   

This theme is most evident in those songs that name-check and reproduce therapy 

without explicitly being geared towards a representation of it. The category ‘therapy’, 

including its practitioners, often appears to be marshalled in order to legitimise some sort of 

psychological issue. A pervasive discourse that facilitates the construction of ‘banal therapy’ 

finds human distress cast in pathologising terms. As the category ‘therapy’ crops up, it 

appears to be setting in motion a type of vocabulary typically associated with pejorative, 

psychiatrically-derived terms such as ‘insane’, ‘crazy’, ‘neurotic’, ‘schizoid’, and ‘paranoid’ 

among others. However, given that some of these words, most notably ‘crazy’, have entered 

the discourse of pop songs carrying connotations of romantic feelings and intense longing, it 

is best to avoid reading them in an unqualified stigmatising fashion.  

 

The ‘non-therapeutic relationship’  

Virtually every current approach to psychotherapy places substantial emphasis on the 

relationship between therapist and client. Entire disciplines, such as counselling psychology, 

have grounded their practitioners’ identities in a sustained relational and reflective 

engagement with clients, fostered by this concept. The nature of this therapeutic relationship 

has acquired a somewhat sacrosanct status within psychotherapy since it can provide grounds 
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for theoretical integration in addition to an empirically supported construct to which 

therapeutic change is attributable (Clarkson, 2003; Cooper, 2008; Wampold, 2000). The data 

are characterised by a striking absence of the therapeutic relationship. Indeed a discourse of a 

‘Non-therapeutic relationship’ between therapist and client constitutes a prominent theme. 

This could be further nuanced by attending to the facets of the ‘Non-therapeutic relationship’ 

as implicated in the data: financial exploitation, mystification, inauthenticity, omniscient 

proclamation and medicalisation are the five discursive strands that accomplish the ‘Non-

therapeutic relationship’. 

 

‘I know therefore I can’ 

The third and final discursive formation concerns intimately linked issues of knowledge and 

power and how they relate to psychic truth.  If the first theme is understood as making 

available a subject position of somebody in need of therapy and the second as crafting the 

experience of being involved in a non-therapeutic relationship, this theme creates in more or 

less explicit ways a subject bereft of power to articulate their experience from a 

phenomenological point of view. The authority of knowing and naming feeling states is 

constructed as lying in the hands of expert practitioners utilising obscure diagnostic terms, 

with a concomitant prerogative to treat or ‘correct’ them. Therapy can come across as a 

powerful, oppressive tool of an austere social order that is intent on discipline and control; as 

such, resistance is a prominent discursive accomplishment in this theme. The theme is 

facilitated by a rhetoric which is argumentative and seeks to persuade (Billig, 1997), as it 

relies heavily on criticism and justification. 

 We now turn to the specifics of the song lyrics to illustrate how these themes are 

constructed across the data that we studied. As we were unable to obtain permission from 

publishers to reproduce substantial lyric extracts here, we invite readers to consult online 
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song lyric databases to see the complete lyrics of each song. Even better, readers can consult 

‘youtube’ lyrics videos to engage with the songs as musical as well as linguistic 

compositions. In what follows, we have italicised words and phrases taken from relevant 

song lyrics.  

 

Song 1: Charlotte Church/Crazy Chick (2005)1 

In this pop love song, therapy is flagged in the first line by means of a self-referral: “I think 

I'm gonna need some therapy / Oh babe I hope you've got a PhD”. The verb “need” 

constructs therapy as something that is needed rather than a relational experience which is 

considered and chosen. It is then associated with an academic title (“PhD”) suggestive of 

power and expertise, moving towards a representation of therapy in which the practitioner is 

a recognised expert. The subject is thus divested of power to decide whether therapy is 

desirable, as knowledge of the relational qualities it entails is obscured in favour of clichés 

(“leather couch”, “professional help”, “PhD”). This song is a good example of ‘banal 

therapy’ as its unintended consequences involve a validation of therapy through un-

elaboration, thus rendering the category both natural and sufficient. A pathologising 

discourse signified by the words “insanity” and “crazy” shapes the meaning of the feelings of 

longing that the song alludes to. The category ‘therapy’ is marshalled in order to legitimize 

the artist’s distress and longing towards her love object.  

 

Song 2: T-Pain feat. Kanye West/Therapy (2008) 

This rap song only mentions therapy in the chorus of its lengthy lyrics. It constructs a subject 

who needs to talk to someone about his relationship problems before concluding: “Shorty you 

ain't gotta be scared of me, all we need is therapy”. “Shorty” is a term of endearment 

referring to his female partner and therapy is name-checked as the straightforward solution to 

their conflicts.  “All we need is therapy” imbues the category ‘therapy’ with a sense of 
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naturalness and omnipotence which both simplifies it and closes down considerations 

regarding its suitability, efficacy or complexity. Relationship problems are again legitimized 

by the mere mention of therapy, which is made banal by virtue of its un-elaboration.  

 

Song 3: James/Laid (1993) 

In this pop/rock composition we find another invocation of ‘banal therapy’, this time 

embodied by a banal therapist who appears only momentarily in the account to accomplish 

the name-checking function: “My therapist said not to see you no more /She said you’re like 

a disease without any cure / She said I’m so obsessed that I’m becoming a bore, oh no.” 

Although the song is not geared towards an elaborated representation of the female therapist, 

it constructs her as foregoing exploration of feelings by passing down a medicalised 

diagnosis and failing to foster a therapeutic relationship. The therapist omnisciently proclaims 

that the client’s incurable disease is the object of his love, towards whom this song is 

addressed, and that he is so obsessed that he is “becoming a bore”. The words “obsessed”, 

“crazy”, “disease” and “cure” cast distress in pathologising terms which render therapy 

appropriate as they invite a medical intervention. ‘Banal therapy’ in this song further 

functions to legitimize the erratic behaviours that the artist expresses later in the song.  

 

Song 4: Prince/Let’s Go Crazy (1984) 

This funk/pop song starts with a spoken segment. “Dearly beloved / We are gathered here 

today / To get through this thing called life.” “Dearly beloved” summons a grand narrative as 

it is evocative of the opening of a religious minister’s addresss. It continues: “So when u call 

up that shrink in Beverly Hills / You know the one – Dr. Everything’ll-Be-Alright / Instead of 

asking him how much of your time is left / Ask him how much of your mind, baby”. These 

lines construct the enemy, condescendingly referred to as the “shrink” whose power is 

signified by an academic/medical title (“Dr.”). The cynical description “Dr. Everything’ll-be-
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Alright” functions as a summative characterization derived from his presumed stereotypical 

responses, contingent upon a ‘Non-therapeutic relationship’, which are dismissed as 

inauthentic reassurance. Financial exploitation is worked up by “Beverly Hills”, a lavish area 

in California which invites associations with money and superficiality. The segment further 

paves the way for an unspoken omniscient proclamation in response to “how much of your 

mind [is left]”. Medicalisation is achieved with the mention of “pills”. As such, the text 

constructs the facets of the type of relationship that this wicked practitioner is accused of 

building with the “dearly beloved” who are cautioned against seeking his services.   

 This song exemplifies the third theme whereby the artist attempts to reclaim the 

power to heal by offering an alternative theory regarding human distress. A rhetorical anti-

therapy discourse is constructed on the grounds of a competing, superior framework in which 

existential issues and depressive feelings, symbolized by the descending “elevator”, can be 

addressed. This framework is one of surrealism meant to empower the audience to “go 

crazy”. Therapy is resisted as it is positioned antithetically to an attitude towards life as 

endorsed by the artist. When the artist says “hang tough children”, a discursive split is 

accomplished between the world of powerful adults and “children” who are meant to resist a 

corrupt and hegemonic power. In addressing his audience as children the artist invites 

associations with innocence and malleability, positioning himself in the role of rescuer/leader 

of the resistance and subtly inoculating himself against accusations of leading the audience 

astray instead of saving it. We later encounter in the lyrics a polemic against the authority of 

the inauthentic expert who “will make everything go wrong”. This is boosted by a rhyming 

three-part list (“Pills and thrills and daffodils will kill”), and an extreme case formulation 

(“everything”), rhetorical devices which enhance the persuasiveness of the account 

(Jefferson, 1990; Pomerantz, 1986). Mockery, criticism and surrealism are the tools that 

underpin the resister’s recalcitrant position. The text opens up two binary subject positions 
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for listeners: they can either accept the preaching of the artist or dismiss it altogether; only 

one version of therapy can be afforded the status of truth. The artist attempts to persuade his 

audience that he both knows and can offer what they need – liberation. The ‘Non-therapeutic 

relationship’ in this song accommodates the third discursive object, for why would we need 

to resist psychotherapists if they actually helped people? 

 

 

Song 5: The Ramones/Psycho Therapy (1983) 

The word ‘psychotherapy’ is a portmanteau, deriving its meaning from the Greek words for 

soul (‘psyche’) and healing (‘therapeia’). The title of this punk song splits the psychotherapy 

category, changing its meaning to imply that it is a treatment for ‘psychos’, a pejorative label 

for ‘mentally ill’ people. The song takes on an expositional, deconstructive dimension which 

is effective through its simplicity; it merely puts a gap between the two words to reveal their 

‘true’ meaning. By repeating the line “Psycho Therapy / That's what they wanna give me”, 

two categories at war are invoked: the subject vs. “they”. A pathologising discourse runs 

through the song with terms such as “schizoid”, “nuthouse”, and “psycho zone” constructing 

behaviour and experience in medical, perilous, and socially transgressive terms. “Tuinal” 

refers to a sedative that is now discontinued, which at the time was also used as a recreational 

drug. The “dope fiend” who will “burglarize your home” and “kill someone” constructs the 

subject in need of therapy as a menace to society which needs to be disciplined, punished and 

restrained through therapy. The singer’s threats engender bold declarations of mal-intent, a 

rebellion against a society and a moral order that he constructs as holding similar values to 

therapeutic practitioners. In this song, the third theme (‘I know therefore I can’) is turned on 

its head as the narrator claims knowledge of what is ‘wrong’ with him, choosing to unleash 

his power to the detriment of the status quo. 
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Song 6: The Avalanches/Frontier Psychiatrist  (2000) 

This electro song was the most frequently suggested track by the key informants whom we 

consulted. It starts with a dialogue concerning a schoolboy, Dexter, between his mother and a 

male school authority figure. Dexter’s “truancy problem” is cast in a pathologising discourse 

of insanity which is ascribed by consensus. The latter is rhetorically achieved by extreme 

case formulations afforded by repeating the word “entire”.  

The chorus is performed in a rap style and repeats the prescription “that boy needs 

therapy”, the term “psychosomatic” inviting associations with medical treatments as opposed 

to just talking. “Lie down on the couch, what does that mean? You're a nut! You're crazy in 

the coconut!” constructs the subject who lies on the couch as ‘insane’, effectively 

pathologising truancy; its meaning and emotional impact on Dexter are left unexplored. As 

“expulsion is the only answer”, the therapy that this boy needs becomes attached to a process 

of rejection/exclusion rather than containment and integration.  

In the middle eight part (an eight-bar section in the middle of a song that has a 

different melody from the rest of the song), we find a stream-of-consciousness narrative 

which is presumably Dexter’s unconscious material emerging through hypnosis. The use of 

the word “frontier” to characterise the titular psychiatrist points to the division between 

conscious and unconscious mental life. The free associations culminate in sexualised 

discourse, with a reference to genitals being suppressed. The account mystifies the 

relationship between Dexter and the psychiatrist by virtue of its narrative structure as well as 

its evocative content. It does so by drawing on psychoanalytic insights pertaining to 

sexuality, unconscious communication and hypnosis, thus fusing technique, process and 

content into an account that is hard to dispute, in part because nothing is sufficiently 

articulated. This might also constitute a banal/clichéd representation of psychoanalysis which 
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is presented in simplified and sensationalist terms, although arguably the impact of this 

construction is mediated by listeners’ familiarity with the concepts.  

The absence of Dexter’s un-hypnotized voice warrants a reading of this text as 

constitutive of a certain kind of power hierarchy. The schooling system is the site in which 

issues of therapeutic power between the world of disciplining adults and unruly children are 

played out. The school authority and the “frontier psychiatrist” hold both the power and the 

knowledge to subject Dexter to a dehumanising treatment that bears none of the features of a 

therapeutic relationship. We are not given a phenomenological account of Dexter’s 

experience, an omission that constructs a subject bereft of power to articulate thoughts and 

feelings. When Dexter eventually speaks, it appears that he has no control over what he says: 

“I promised my girlfriend I'd...violin”. Thus the account highlights issues of agency and 

resistance as it implicitly questions the extent to which he has consented to the treatment.  

Again, the ‘Non-therapeutic relationship’, this time having moved well beyond 

financial exploitation and into abusive territory, paves the way for the theme of ‘I know 

therefore I can’ as it invites the listener to inhabit one of two subject positions: to acquiesce 

in what Dexter is being subjected to or resist the power/knowledge of the ‘experts’.  

 

Song 7: Melanie Safka/Psychotherapy (1970) 

This playful folk song turns psychoanalytic discourse on its head by parodying Freudian 

drive theory and psychosexual development, and their claims to truth when it comes to 

freedom from impulses. The chorus goes: “Glory glory psychotherapy, glory glory sexuality / 

Glory glory now we can be free as the id goes marching on”. Freudian dogma, along with the 

power to reveal unconscious truths, are undermined in the chorus which mockingly glorifies 

psychoanalysis from the inside, using its own terms to critique the obscurity of its claims. 

The song is sung to the tune of the ‘Battle Hymn of the Republic’, an American Civil War-
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era marching anthem evoking patriotic feelings. This linguistic and auditory configuration 

further parodies the idea of an “id marching on” towards either freedom or truth. In this song, 

‘I know therefore I can’ refers to the singer’s ability to expose psychotherapy as nonsense by 

appropriating insider knowledge to the effect of subverting it.  

 

Discussion 

In this paper we have offered insights into the discursive possibilities that are afforded by the 

term ‘psychotherapy’ and its linguistic/conceptual derivatives in the lyrics of pop songs. The 

study has several limitations that must be acknowledged. Firstly, it has only identified 

discursive objects in the English language. Secondly, even though most genres of popular 

music are represented in the data set, the songs do not carry equal weight in terms of their 

cultural resonance and enduring recognisability. Thirdly, we have deliberately bracketed 

historical context in our analysis in order to discuss the discursive accomplishments as 

culturally available positions in an analytic present. In other words, in line with the research 

aims, we were primarily concerned with how therapy is currently constructed in popular 

music through timeless as well as contemporary songs. A genealogical approach tracing 

historical shifts in how vocabularies are galvanized by ‘psychotherapy’ in popular music 

discourse would yield insights that are more attentive to the history of psychotherapy as an 

institution. It would also be able to connect with more formal critiques of psychotherapy, 

whilst exposing the ways in which it has been fused with psychoanalysis and psychiatry 

(Laing, 1967; Szasz, 1974). These foci that were set aside in the present study offer 

potentially valuable routes for future research on the construction of psychotherapy in pop 

songs and more broadly in popular culture.  

Reflecting on the insights generated by the present study, it is worth emphasising that 

phrases such as ‘you need therapy’ or ‘seek professional help’ have become common features 
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of Western parlance. They can be uttered in diverse ways, ranging from the jovial to the 

accusatory and the stigmatising, and are indicative of an enduring image of psychotherapy as 

a legitimate avenue for tracing and ameliorating ‘psychological problems’. What is most 

interesting is that this colloquial quasi-referral can be made by anyone, including the person 

who considers themselves in need of therapy. In other words, from a popular discourse point 

of view, there is no privileged subject position, no necessary category entitlements that need 

to be worked up for someone to make this claim. Such statements, however, are intimately 

connected with the discursive practices that sustain them and are sustained by them. One 

consequence of such accounts is that a particular, albeit nebulous account of therapy is 

invoked vis-à-vis a behavioural, intrapsychic and/or interpersonal problem, which the present 

analysis has identified as ‘banal therapy’ – a ubiquitous discursive object in popular song 

discourse. This lends some validity to Furnham’s (2009) findings on lay conceptions and 

representations of psychotherapy, even as it opens up analytic space for the discursive 

exploration of ‘mental health literacy’. The pathologising discourse encountered in this theme 

resonates with the lay misuse of mental health terms: deploying the language of clinical 

diagnosis to describe everyday personality traits (Kelly & Winterman, 2013) is a common 

practice. Furthermore, the categories ‘therapy’ and ‘therapist’ spring up in the discourse of 

pop songs close to descriptions of distress rendered in pejorative, pathologising, 

psychiatrically-derived diagnostic language.  

Gabbard’s (2001) remarks on the popular representations of therapists in movies 

could also be applied to their construction in pop songs. If one understands the ‘Non-

therapeutic relationship’ as distorted exaggerations of qualities that therapists could 

conceivably demonstrate, then we should wonder whether other attributional processes are 

also at play. More specifically, given that the therapists in the data are consistently presented 

from the client’s point of view, thus obscuring their subjectivity to the point of dehumanising 
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them, it is worth considering the facets of the ‘Non-therapeutic relationship’ as projections of 

unfavourable attributes onto therapists in an effort to evacuate them from the subject that 

discursively evokes them. Interestingly, this process is often encountered in psychodynamic 

approaches, whereby the client disowns anxiety-provoking affect by locating it in the 

therapist. From a discourse analytic point of view, this is also understood as serving the 

functions of blaming and exoneration. 

The third theme, entitled ‘I know therefore I can’, suggests that two forms of power 

operate within discursive constructions of psychotherapy in pop songs. The first concerns the 

power of expertise assigned to psychotherapists which allows them to label ‘dysfunctional’ 

psychological states, with a derivative prerogative to correct them. Social sanctioning thus 

imbues psychotherapists with knowledge and power pertaining to human distress. In parallel, 

the theme further illustrates the power of the lay person to resist such ‘expert knowledge’ 

through mockery, social transgression, critique and/or rhetoric. As such, insofar as 

therapeutic knowledge is concerned, power emerges as a bilateral dynamic that involves both 

wielding and submission. Discourse analysis aligned with Foucauldian thinking outlines how 

people subjugate themselves to disciplinary forms of power, while enabling a deconstruction 

of the ways in which they allow themselves to be understood in those terms. The notion of 

‘banal therapy’ speaks volumes about how subtly the power inherent in linguistic 

constructions can extend and legitimise disciplinary control. Psychotherapy does not exist in 

a social vacuum; it is intimately linked with spheres of influence such as politics and 

education. Popular music might seem too innocuous a medium to be included in inquiries 

into the interrelatedness of the above – an inconsequential, if not variably enjoyable, speck 

against a backdrop of disciplinary regimes disseminating languages of psychological 

description. To bring forth an analogy from popular music, we understand the function of the 

discursive objects identified in this paper as hegemonic and as tantamount to that of bass 
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lines in pop songs – muted to the untrained ear and likely to be lost within the gestalt of the 

whole song and its idiosyncratic meaning for the individual listener, yet nonetheless always 

there and with surprisingly limited variation. Our analysis, thus, does not purport to have 

identified the ‘messages’ that pop music discourse conveys about psychotherapy but rather to 

have interrogated (some of) the riffs upon which such narratives are constructed. Given that 

cultural products emerging from the music industry often bear closer resemblance to the 

values of countercultures than to those of the corporate elite (Crane, 1992), their inclusion in 

social constructionist research would be a timely rectification of an analytic oversight.  

Psychoanalysis, psychiatry and generic counselling are the three discernible 

modalities in the data which are undermined through a discursively accomplished banality on 

the grounds of the non-therapeutic ways in which their practitioners operate. This observation 

suggests that insofar as popular music is concerned, differentiation between schools of 

therapy is irrelevant. Rather what subsumes and obscures the boundaries between distinct 

ways of practice is something akin to a grand narrative. This might be useful to hold in mind 

for those psychotherapists unduly concerned with popularising the nuances of their 

professional identity.  

The discursive objects identified in this paper show little sensitivity to issues of 

inconsistency and variation (Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Taylor, 2001b). Whether this is 

indicative of the monolithic positions made available by the discursive objects, suggestive of 

an analytic blindspot, or a structural feature of popular music discourse is open to debate. An 

expert consultant on the Israeli series BeTipul, which spawned the American adaptation In 

Treatment, notes: ‘I realized that the shortcomings and failures of analysts are essential to 

good drama’ (Baht, 2010, p.235). Equally, psychotherapeutic incarnations in the lyrics of 

popular songs could be read as attempts to maintain a sense of aural dramaturgy in casting 

therapists in the role of villains. The image of the expert, callous therapist is pervasive, 
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making the absence of other metaphors such as the ‘wounded healer’ (Rice, 2011) all the 

more problematic. McWilliams (2005) laments what she perceives as the devouring of 

psychotherapy by commercial culture, the very institution from which it was meant to 

maintain a critical distance. She notes how the metaphor for the therapist seems to have 

shifted from ‘healer’ to that of ‘technician’, ‘redefining the complex project of psychotherapy 

in terms of the most simple-minded notions of how one person influences another and 

subordinating the therapist’s humanity to the interests of social control and short-term cost 

saving’ (p.143). She continues: ‘even in my own practitioner-oriented graduate program, one 

encounters versions of the myth that the independent practitioner hangs out a shingle, rakes in 

the money, fosters an unnecessary dependency that keeps the cash cows coming back, and is 

accountable to no one’ (p.146). Interestingly, popular culture references also emerge in the 

consulting room, raising new clinical questions (Robinson & Gordon, 2008) and turning the 

relationship between clinical encounter and sociocultural context into a mutually constitutive 

process where both stand to be examined vis-à-vis the other.  

Popular music is not amenable to a transmission model of communication. The 

supremely interactional nature of live performances, the socio-politically attuned nature of 

music journalism as well as the proliferation of digital social media and interactive music 

platforms are some of the factors mediating the discursive objects identified in this study. 

Young and Collins (2010) point to a marked increase in participatory culture where audiences 

become producers of or collaborators in popular songs. This is also evident in the 

commentary accommodated by online music video platforms such as ‘youtube’, whereby 

snippets of ideologically pregnant discourse (comments) recreate anew, extend or resist 

disciplinary control, thereby querying whether modern audiences are the inhabitants or the 

architects of the identified subject positions. Inter-disciplinary research drawing on insights 

from psychology, sociology and cultural studies is a direction that this paper hopes to 
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encourage in an attempt to tease out how popular culture frames how psychotherapy is talked 

about in such platforms before examining how it operates in institutional settings such as 

schools and mental health services.  

In addressing constructions of psychotherapists, this paper also invoked constructions 

of clients implicated in the subject matter. The latter can occupy subject positions within a 

dualistic construction of psychotherapy, expressed along binaries such as helpful/harmful, 

empowering/oppressive and omnipotent/ irrelevant. Of course, therapeutic work should be 

able to move beyond and be creative with them. The identified discursive objects, however, 

are also triangulated with the systems that clients belong to (families, peers) and it is in that 

locale where they might thwart therapy’s curative aims by devaluing it, as it gets recreated in 

banal, non-therapeutic and disempowering terms. This especially impedes those strands of 

psychotherapy that have shifted from treating clients as the objects of intervention into 

understanding them as the subjects of experience (Danziger, 1990). It further impoverishes 

attempts to attract into training practitioners who are eager to adopt a reflexive stance of 

‘being with’ rather than ‘doing something to’ clients. If we entertain the idea of therapy as 

social construction and accord value to the position of ‘not knowing’ and its relevance to the 

notion of a therapeutic conversation (McNamee & Gergen, 1992), then this paper can 

contribute to discussions of the interplay between social and medical lexicons of human 

distress. On the other hand, from a practitioner’s point of view, there is a refreshing quality to 

these rebellious, mocking or ‘ignorant’ discourses. Irreverence might afford a discipline what, 

according to Slide (2007), political incorrectness affords a nation, that is, a sense of history to 

help us understand ourselves better. It is important to have a vehicle and a vocabulary to 

criticise, mock and deconstruct what is precious to us. Otherwise our own self-sustaining 

discourses will elevate it to an uncritical, idealised level from which it might further oppress 

those whom it purports to help.  
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Notes 

1 Artist’s name/Song title (year of original release). 
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