
Psychology, Science and Society Exam Notes 
 
Learning outcomes for this part of the course 

• Describe, discuss and critically evaluate the nature of various approaches in the philosophy of science to the 
question “what is science?” 

• Describe, discuss and critically evaluate various sociological and discourse-analytic approaches to the same 
question 

• Compare and contrast the value of traditional and constructionist approaches to the study of scientific and 
psychological knowledge claims 

• Evaluate the application of critical and constructionist approaches to specific issues/problems of concern in 
Psychology  

 
THE PHILOSPHY OF SCIENCE   
Philosophy of science is the study of the nature of science itself and asks questions about what is science, what sorts of 
methods and theories are used by those producers of knowledge claims who call themselves scientists? Important to note 
the distinction between;  
 

Epistemology Ontology 
Study of the theories of knowledge Study of the existence of things in various states 

A way of understanding what it means to know A way of understanding what is 
 
There are two key epistemologies or perspectives in the philosophy of science 
 

Realist View Constructionist View 
The world described by science is the real world 

as it is (things that cannot be denied) 
Scientific knowledge about the world is 
constructed by the scientific community  

 
History: The Beginnings of Modern Science 
Ancient Greek philosophers were initially concerned with questions of ontology (the nature of things) and mathematics 
(measurement)  
  
Founding Fathers of Science (16th and 17th Centuries - 'Natural Philosophers')   
• Nicholas Copernicus (Polish Astronomer) 	
• Galileo	
• Johannes Kepler	
• Isaac Newton	

These stories of the founding fathers of science highlight the early power struggle of science in its emergence – compare 
with peer review today, modern day version of denouncing other people's knowledge claims - need to be published to 
advance/communicate science  

• Who are the people who review journal articles serving? 	
o Are they just trying to maintain orthodoxy? (conforming to an established doctrine) - more likely to be 

published if supporting existing work. Reviewers tend to not want newer papers to take away the 
authoritativeness of existing papers  	

  
Late 17th Century - need for a definition of science 
• Philosophy still going strong at this point	
• Distinction made between scientific and non-scientific knowledge (religion and philosophy) 	

 
Bacon: Importance of the Scientific Method, Observation, Experiment and Induction 

• Francis Bacon proposed that what defined science and separated it from other forms of knowledge (religion and 
philosophy) was its method (collecting data and experimenting), empirical observation, experiment and induction 

o Science is a form of inquiry that relies on empirical observation and experiment (making measurements 
and collecting data)  

o Data gained from observation and experiment could be used by scientists to infer general laws of nature 
by the process of induction  

• Induction is a process by which you go from making particular observations in an experiment to 
making general or universal laws about nature  

o A scientific theory has to be capable of being confirmed or refuted by observational evidence (we then 
generate universal laws based on these observations) 	

	
	



SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY  
 
Social psychology aims to understand the social nature of being human 	
	
Social psychologists are concerned with understanding the same social phenomena, but there are divergences in how they 
describe and understand these phenomena. Four major perspectives are used; 
 

 Social Cognition Social Identity 
Theory 

Social 
Representations 

Theory 

Discursive 
Psychology 

Area of Focus Cognitive processes in 
social phenomena 

Group memberships 
and identity 

Common-sense 
theories of the social 

world	

Discourse and its 
construction of the 

social world 
Level of Focus Intra and inter-

individual level 
Intergroup level Collective and cultural 

level 
Dialogic and rhetorical 

level 
Categorization Categorization results 

from cognitive 
overload and leads to 

bias 

Categorization requires 
perceivers to draw on 
their knowledge and 

beliefs in order to 
infuse categories with 
meaning and relevance 

 Categories are 
discursive resources 

used to perform social 
actions 

Attributions  Group memberships, 
social identifications 

and intergroup 
relations affect what 
sort of attributions 

people make 
 

Events in everyday life 
can be explained by the 

cultural meaning 
systems embodied in 

SR’s 

 

 
Social Cognition 

• Concerned with how people perceive, interpret and make sense of the world and their place in it (most dominant 
view in social psych at the moment)  

• Focus on cognitive processes (eg; attitudes, stereotypes, attributions, identity and prejudice) and neural substrates 
of the brain, at the expense of content and context  

• Core principles 
o Perceptual-cognitive metatheory = reality is directly perceived through our senses and these inputs are 

then worked upon by internal cognitive computational processes  
o Mental representations = mental structures such as schemas, attitudes and attributions organize 

knowledge, evaluations and expectations about objects in the world 
 

Social Identity Theory (SIT) 
Aims to analyse group memberships and social conditions that frame intergroup relations to understand the social 
perception of self and others. Provides analysis of identity based on group belongingness and intergroup behaviour 
• People derive a sense of identity, how they should behave and what they should believe from group memberships	
• Society is comprised of a complex web of intergroup relations	
• SIT reinstates the social (or group) within the individual	

  
Distinction between personal and social identity 
• Personal identity = the qualities and characteristics we see in ourselves which are strictly individual	
• Social identity = the part of an individual's self-concept which derives from their knowledge of their membership 

of a social group, together with the value and emotional significance of that membership 	
  
A theory of intergroup behaviour (behaviour is seen as falling on a continuum from interindividual to intergroup)  
• Interindividual behaviour involves individuals interacting with one another solely on the basis of their respective 

qualities as individuals. Any groups they may belong to are irrelevant to the interaction	
• Intergroup behaviour is exemplified by interactions among people which are primarily governed by their 

respective group memberships and not by any individual qualities they may display 	
   
 
 
 


