
Psychology Science and Society Lecture Notes  

Lecture 1: Martha’s Section (Chapter 1: Introduction)  

Social Cognition: Concerned with the study of how people perceive, interpret and make sense of the world and their place within 

it. Currently, the most dominant perspective in social psychology. 

Cognitive Revolution in Psychology:  

 Began in the 1960s, following disillusion with behaviorism. 

 Emergence and development of information processing theories and models on how people acquire knowledge and 

interpret sensory input.  

 Information processing models grounded in ‘perceptual cognitivism’ – ‘reality’ is apprehended on the basis of schematic 

abstractions of the regularities of experience. 

Perceptual Cognitivism:  

 Flourished largely in response to the computer age. 

 The metaphor of the person as a computer which receives, recognizes, and programs incoming information has been 

extremely influential in cognitive science and psychology. 

 We speak of input-output operations, memory storage and retrieval (things that computers do) as central human cognitive 

processes. 

Cognitivism:  

 Associated with its own excesses. 

 ‘Social’ is a misnomer – the only thing social about social cognition is the objects of study – people, groups, events. 

 Individualistic in orientation, ignoring that the contents of the mind (cognition) originate in social life, social interaction and 

communication.  

 Focus is on internal mental processes at the expense of content and context. 

Social Cognition:  

 Searches internally within the perceptual and cognitive domain of the person (the mind) to understand social phenomena 

such as: 

o Attitudes 

o Stereotypes 

o Attributions 

o Identity 

o Prejudice 

3 Different Theoretical Traditions:  

 Contrast to social cognition – intra and inter-individual level 

1. Social identity – intergroup level 

2. Social representations theory – collective and cultural level 

3. Discursive psychology – dialogic and rhetorical level 

o Largely consistent with Doise’s 4 levels of explanation in social psychology 

Core Principles of Social Cognition:  

 Experimentation 

 Information processing metaphor of the person – person as a ‘naïve scientist’ 

 Perceptual-cognitive metatheory – ‘reality’ is directly perceived through our senses and these inputs are then worked 

upon by internal cognitive computational processes 

 Mental representations – mental structures such as schemas, attitudes and attributions organize knowledge, evaluations 

and expectations about objects in the world 

Social Identity Theory (SIT) and Self Categorisation theory (SCT):  

 People are viewed first and foremost as social beings, deriving a sense of who they are and how they see the world from 

their social group memberships. 

 Society is comprised of a complex web of intergroup relations. 

 SIT reinstates the social (or group) within the individual. 

 Originating in Europe but widely adopted in North American and Australasian social psychology. 



Social Representations theory (SRT): How the stock of common sense theories and shared knowledge which derive from social 

interaction and communication shape both individual and collective perception – distinctly European perspective. 

Discursive Psychology:  

 Emphasizes the centrality of discourse and rhetoric in everyday social life and interaction. 

 Talk and conversation are basic and fundamental to social life. Traditionally this most primary of human activities has 

been largely ignored. 

 Fundamentally challenges cognitivist assumptions underlying social cognition models, and to a lesser extent SIT and 

SRT. 

Lecture 2: (Chapter 2, pg. 26-36)  

Social Identity Theory (SIT) 

Traditional Psychology – social cognition models:  

 Explain and account for categorization, stereotyping and prejudice by examining cognitive perceptual processes within the 

individual  

 Such models have been criticised for neglecting social and contextual factors 

SIT in contrast: analyse group memberships and social conditions that frame intergroup relations at any given time to understand 

the social perception of self and others including the processes of categorization, stereotyping and prejudice.  

Minimal Group Studies (tajfel et al. 1971):  

 SIT and SCT grew out of seminal findings of these studies  

 Designed to identify minimal conditions under which intergroup discrimination would occur – attempted to establish a no 

discrimination baseline.  

 Ss randomly assigned to meaningless groups characterized by: 

o No contact 

o No knowledge of other group members 

o Thus no history of conflict or hostility 

 Plan was to then systematically add other variables which would produce discrimination 

 Divided a classroom of Bristol schoolboys into two groups supposedly on basis of preference for two artists Klee or 

Kandinsky 

 In reality were randomly allocated into 2 arbitrary groups 

 Boys were told only what group they belonged to – Klee or Kandinsky 

Findings were completely unexpected:  

 Tajfel expected to establish a baseline of no competition/ discrimination  

 Mere awareness of belonging to one group as opposed to another is sufficient enough to produce intergroup 

differentiation  

 Robust experimental phenomenon  

An explanation for this effect:  

 Tajfel and Turner introduced the concept of social identity to account for this effect  

 In such experiments, Ss infuse meaningless categories provided by the experimenter with meaning and social 

significance. 

 Ss identify with these assigned categories which become significant for self-definition and self-categorisation as a group 

member.  

Festinger’s social comparison theory:  

 People seek a positive identity and positive self-esteem  

 We do the same for groups to which we belong – we strive towards differentiating our groups positively from others  

 The need to establish positive distinctiveness along valued dimensions – Tajfel  

Two central processes implicated MG experiments:  

 Social categorization – accentuates the similarities between self and other in-group members and exaggerates 

differences between the self and outgroup – this produces two distinct groups  



 Social comparison – by favouring own group on dimensions of comparison, Ss differentiate their own group positively 

from the other group.  

Accentuation Effect:  

 When objects are categorised, similarities among members of one category are perceived as greater than they actually 

are, and differences between members of different categories are perceived to be greater than they actually are.  

 Tajfel and Wilkes (1963) – accentuation effect in the judgement of lines – when 8 lines of different length were present to 

Ss and four shortest were always labelled A, and the four longest were B, Ss overestimated the difference between A and 

B lines.  

Effect is also found in social stimuli:  

 White participants were showed series of photos of people and asked to rate them along racial criteria  

 Once categorised in this way, participants tended to accentuate within group similarities and between group differences.  

Social Comparison:  

 Positive distinctiveness between groups is achieved and so self-esteem of in-group members is enhanced.  

 Strong motivation to evaluate group memberships positively so as to enhance social identity.  

Pervasive misunderstanding of these experiments:  

 Commonly used as evidence to suggest the mere presence of 2 groups is enough to trigger discrimination – prejudice and 

group conflict therefore inevitable.  

 SIT rejects this – discrimination not inevitable but dependent on:  

o Whether participants define themselves as in-group members  

o Whether outgroup is a relevant comparison  

o Whether the comparative dimension is important and relevant to the intergroup comparison 

Intergroup Differentiation:  

 Complex processes and does not always follow that in-group favouritism and outgroup derogation co-occur though this is 

common  

 In-group favouritism varies with:  
o Strength of in-group identification  
o In-group size relevant to the out-group  
o Perceived group threat 



Lecture 13: Amanda’s Section 

 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.   

A critical study of the discipline of psychology:  

 Psychology as a science is conducted by objective scientists where they seek to find the truth about human nature and 

behaviour through experimentation and research.  

 Critical psychology questions information that is generally taken for granted and asks how people arrive at certain 

conclusions.  

 Examination of how dominant accounts of psychology operate ideologically and in the service of power: It takes 

the idea that psychology operates politically and in the process of power as it helps people in authority predict or control 

certain outcomes. For example, taking IQ or ability tests as part of a job selection process is a method that helps 

managers and bosses decide whether a person gets a particular job position.  

 Study of the ways in which all varieties of psychology are culturally and historically constructed: The knowledge 

we research is based on what is deemed relevant according to history and culture. So, what was taught and learnt in 

psychology would be different 20 years ago, from what is being taught and learned now. Thus, psychology is a knowledge 

that is a product of its time, which is influenced by the broader interests of society.  

 Study of forms of surveillance and self-regulation in everyday life and the ways in which psychological culture 

operates beyond the boundaries of academic and professional practice: Everyone is aware of the impact of being 

good/ ethical/ reasonable/ normal people and we self-regulate ourselves to fit the norms of society. (E.g. do certain things 

like being good mothers, ethical businesspeople or reasonable drinkers, to make ourselves acceptable to society). Many 

of the ideas around good behaviour is rooted in knowledge claims within psychology that force us to self-regulate our 

behaviour. “We are always under surveillance to be normal”.  

In the study of science, which has recently taken over religion as the authority, we look at how science distinguishes itself from other 

forms of knowledge and how philosophers of science challenge these original norms and definitions of science.  

In research: we use the scientific method  

In Clinical Psychology: We use the Scientist –practitioner model: The APS College of Clinical Psychologists endorses the 

longstanding policy of the Australian Psychological Society that the preparation of clinical psychologists should be based on the 

“scientist-practitioner” model.  The education and training of professional psychologists according to the scientist- practitioner model 

[involves]…  a constant effort to increase the component of psychological practice that is based firmly on scientific principles and 

evidence, and to decrease the component that is based on unsubstantiated speculation, unanalysed experience, intuition or art.  It 

is recognised however that science progresses by a fusion of these types of cognitive processes, i.e., hypothesis generation often 

involves intuition and creative speculation followed by experimental justification of these hypotheses.    

Science as an institution, as well as scientific evidence has a lot of power and prestige… 

Lecture 14:  

Ken Gergen: It is important to look at psychology, historically as our current theories and methods don’t stand out in history. The 

way we study psychology today is not the ONLY way of doing it, just the way we have decided to. Therefore, we need to think about 

where our current understandings have come from.  

Many of our current understandings in psychology only came about recently, if we are speaking in historical terms. E.g. emotional 

intelligence, romantic love, maternal bonding are all concepts which have only arisen very recently in the 21st century. These new 

ideas invite further investigations into history, just because things have only emerged recently, they don’t necessarily reflect factual 

understandings, just current ones which are likely to wax and wane with time. Hence, we are not necessarily more scientifically 

advanced, these things just happen to be more important to us now than they have historically. Remember that what is deemed 

important NOW is a product of historical and cultural influences.   

Philosophy of science: History of science:  



The study of the nature of science itself. What is science? Is the question we are seeking to answer. What sorts of theories and 

methods are used by those producers of knowledge claims who call themselves scientists? What makes certain claims scientific and 

what isn’t? There are different ways of producing knowledge but only some claims of knowledge are described as scientific.  

Topics in the philosophy of science:  

1. What is the relationship between theory and data – how do we get from collecting data to making theories? We need to 

know if these claims are valid.  

2. What is the general structure of scientific theories?  

3. What criteria govern the acceptance of scientific theories?  

4. What exactly is involved in notions of scientific progress? How do we know that science is making a better future for us? 

Epistemology: The study of how we know what we know – the studies of theories of knowledge. It is concerned with providing a 

philosophical grounding for deciding what kinds of knowledge are possible and how we can ensure that this knowledge is legitimate. 

 What is knowledge?  

 Validity of various claims of knowledge  

 Whether we know if certain knowledge claims are legitimate 

 Many forms of knowledge are non-scientific 

Ontology: concerned with the structure of reality and refers to what kinds of things there are to know about. How we distinguish 

between the various kinds of things that exist.  

Combining epistemology and ontology: Every theoretical perspective in Psychology, or in any field, embodies a certain way of 

understanding what is (ontology) as well as a certain way of understanding what it means to know (epistemology). Basically; how do 

we know what we know is reality and what does it mean to know?  

What is science? 

 Many people still argue about this. There are many debates, answers, meaning and definitions people are yet to agree on.  

Philosophers of science: draw distinctions between science and non-science. Science and Pseudo-science. For example, we 

consider religion as a form of knowledge, however it is not scientific, neither is witchcraft. However, there are things which have some 

form of method and we call these pseudo-sciences. They can include things such as astrology, phrenology (the study of grooves on 

the skull), anthropology etc. These forms of knowledge are ways of predicting how the world will work and what will happen, so they 

are not really classified as science, but they are still methodical and predictive. Phrenology was once a ‘big deal’ and had scientific 

roots, but it was eventually de-bunked and is now seen as pseudo-science. There are also non-sciences like art and literature, movies 

for example deal with the same things social psychologists are interested in, they provide very interesting insights to the human 

condition even though there are not based on scientific findings. So how do we distinguish between science, non-science and pseudo-

science? There was suddenly a need for a definition of science…   

 Objects in the natural world are objective and real and they enjoy an existence independent of human beings. Human 

agency is basically incidental to the objective character of the world out there  

 It follows from this that scientific knowledge is determined by the actual character of the physical world  

 Science comprises a unitary set of methods and procedures, concerning which there is, by and large, a consensus  

 Science is an activity that is individualistic and mentalistic  

*** By the end of the course, make sure you understand the nature of the debate or argument that goes on around these four 

common-sense assumptions about science.  

 


