
Durham E-Theses

Ordinary explanations as discourse: a critical

analysis

Michael, Michael

How t o cite:

Michael, Michael (1986). Ordinary explanations as discourse: a c ritical analysis , Durham e-Theses.
http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/7059 /

Use p olicy

The full-text may b e used and/or repro duced, and given to third parties in any format or medium, without prior p ermission or
charge, for p ersonal research or study, ed ucational, or not-for -pro�t purp os es provided that:

� a full bibliographic reference is made to the original source

� a link is made to the metadat a record in Durham E-Theses

� the full-text is not changed in any way

The full-text must not b e sold in any for mat or medium without the formal p ermission of the copyright holders.

Please consult the full Durham E-Theses p olicy for further details.

Academic Supp ort O�ce, T he Palatine Centre, Durham University, S to ckt on Road , Durham, DH1 3LE
e-mail: e-theses.admin@durham.ac.uk Tel: +44 0191 334 6 107

http://eth es es.d ur.ac.uk

https://www.durham.ac.uk
http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/7059/
 http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/7059/ 
http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/policies/
http://etheses.dur.ac.uk


ORDINARY EXPLANATIONS AS DISCOURSE: 

A CRITICAL ANALYSIS 

Michael Micheel 

The copyright of this thesis rests with the author. 

No quotation from it should be published without 

his prior written consent and information derived 

from it should be acknowledged. 

Thesis submitted for the degree of Doctor of at 
the University of Durham. Depertment of PsycholOB¥· 

December9 1.985. 
(Resubmitted June. 1986.) 



PAGE i 

I declare that the work contained in this thesis has not 
been previously submitted for any other 

The of this thesis rests with the author. No 
quotation from it should be published without prior 
written consent and information derived from it should be 



PAGE ii 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I would like to mv supervisor. Jim Good. for ell his 
advice. help end encouragement. Mis patient insightful 

of preliminary assays earlier drafts of this 
thesis provided a much-needed critical counterpoint to my 
wayward enthusiasms. If it were not for his keen sense of 
the practical and the sensible. it is unlikely that this 
thesis would have ever been completed. 

I am indebted to numerous friends. colleagues end 
relatives who. in more or less relevant conversations. 
helped me forooulate my idees end practice. Of these. I 
would especially like to thank Carol Youngson. Dee 
Martin. Mandy Mall. Chris Todd. Arthur Still. Mick Larkin 

Katerine Michael end Elrond Kitty. 

Thanks are also due to the following people for practical 
assistenceg Malcolm Rollings. Irven. Rob Briner and 
David Kleinman for help with word Cathy 
Thompson and David Kleinman for help with 
Carol Youngson end Rob Briner for proof-reeding. 

I em grateful to 
Findlay for the 

Professor Pet Rabbitt end Dr. John 
use of the facilities at the Psychology 

I acknowledge the financial assistance of the ESRC. 

Finally. I wish to thank my parents. the Michael clan and 
mv friends who. for ell the misunderstandings. unfailingly 
provided a wealth of support. 



Page iii 

CONTENTS 

Declaration •......................................... i 
Ackowledgemen ts ...................................... ii 
Contents ............................................. iii 
Tables and Figures ................................... vi 
Abstract ... , ......................................... vii 

Introduction ..... o •••••••••••• o •••••••••••••••••••••• 1 
1. Preamble. o ••••••••••••••••••• o ••••••••••••••••••••• 1 
2.Genesis and History ............................... . l! 
3.Chapter 1- 8: An Overview ......................... 8 

PART I 
Chapter One: Attribution Theory and Lay 

Explanations ........................... 12 
Introduction ......................................... 12 
!.Critique of KelleyQs Covariation Model ............. 11! 
2. Models ............................................. 22 
3.Reasons, Causes and the Individual ................. 26 
l!.Explanation, Behaviour and Praxis .................. 33 
5.Discourse and Explanation .......................... 38 
6.Explanation, Discourse and Scripts ................. 42 
7. Power and Control .................................. 57 

Chapter Two: Lay Explanations and Cognitive 
Processes .............................. 67 

Introduction ....... o ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 67 
1.Cognitive Psychology and Attribution Theory ........ 68 

a. The Fundamental Attribution Error ............. 71 
i. Perceptual Salience ......................... 75 
ii.Informational Availability ................. 76 

b. The Neglect of Consensus and Baserates ........ 77 
c.Theory Perseverance ........................... 81 

2.A Critique of Cognitive Social Psychology .......... 83 
a. Preamble ...................................... 83 
b.Epistemic Processes and Society ............... 85 
c.Critical Adventures ........................... 89 
d. Internal Critique ............................. 91 
e.Knowledge Critique ............................ 92 

3.Three Cognitive Heuristics ......................... 99 
a.Availability (Salience) ....................... 99 
b.Representativeness Heuristics ................. 107 
c. Theory Perseverance ........................... 111 

Chapter Three: Groups, Roles and Lay Explanations .... 121 
Introduction ......................................... 121 
1.Role Theory and Explanations ....................... 123 

a. Role Theory ................................... 123 
b.Roles and Explanations ........................ 133 

2.Intergroup Theory and Explanation .................. 138 
&.Intergroup Theory ............................. 139 
b.Groups and Explanations ....................... 150 

3. Roles and Groups ................................... 160 



Page iv 

a.Groups, Roles and the Individual .............. 160 
b.Groups Yielding Roles ......................... 163 
c.Roles Yielding Groups ......................... 166 

Chapter Four: Ideology and Rationality ............... 170 
Introduction ......................................... 170 
!.Social Psychology 9 s Treatment of Ideology .......... 171 
2.Ideology and Discourse ............................. 186 

a.Traditional Marxism ........................... 186 
b.Althusserian Formulations ..................... 188 
c. Critical Theory and Ideology .................. 190 
d. Foucault, Discourse and Ideology .............. 19a 

3.Rationality and Relativism ......................... 198 
&.Ideology, Rationality and Ordinary Explanations .... 208 

Chapter Five: Bridging Theory and Practice ........... 213 
Introduction ......................................... 213 
l.A Restatement of Aims .............................. 215 
2.What Happened to the Dependent and Independent 
Variables'? ........................................... 218 
3. The Ideal Type ..................................... 223 
a.connections in Chapters 1, 2, 3, and a ............. 227 
5.0rganization of Chapters 6,7 and B ................ . 233 

PART II 
Chapter Six: Women and Men ........................... 236 
Introduction ......................................... 236 
l.The Sociological Relation of the Sexes ............. 237 
2.Images of Women and Men: Surface Stereotypes ....... 2Ul 
3.Images of Women and Men: Embedded Stereotypes ...... 2&8 

a.Women as Objects .............................. 253 
b. Instability and Irrationality ................. 262 
c.Judgements of Competence ...................... 267 
d.Otherness and Evil ............................ 270 
e. Sexuality .................................... . 

Chapter Seven: The Explanation of Rape ............... 278 
Introduction ......................................... 278 
1. Dimensional and Typological Explanations .......... 280 
2. Rape, Mythology, Explanation ...................... 28a 
3. Rape Explanations, Ideal Types and Pay-offs ....... 293 

a.Dimensional Explanations and Feminism ......... 29a 
i. History and Rape ............................ 295 
ii.Rape and Anthropology ...................... 298 
iii. Contemporary Evidence for Men 9 s Pay-offs .. 299 

b. Typological and Schismatic Explanations ....... 310 
i.Clinical Typologies ......................... 310 
ii. P:sychological Typologies ................... 312 
iii.Rape Myths and Everyday Discourse ......... 315 

U. Lay Explanations of Rape .......................... 326 
a.Rape Explanation Research ..................... 327 
b.Rape Myth Acceptance .......................... 332 
c. Interviews .................................... 33U 

5. Conclusion ........................................ 363 



Page v 

Chapter Eight: Policemen 9 s Explanation of Rape ....... 365 
Introduction. • ....................................... 365 
1. The Police Role ................................... 367 

a. Preamb;te ..... · ................................. 367 
b. Police Culture ................................ 370 
c.Sexism in the Police Role ..................... 381 

2. The Police and Women Victims ...................... 385 
3. Policemen 9 s Explanation of Rape ................... 397 
4. Cognition in Policemen 9 s Explanation of Rape ...... 415 

a. The Internal Attribution Bias (Salience) ...... 415 
b.Theor¥ Persereance ............................ 420 
c.Consensus and Baserate Information ............ 423 

Conclusion ........................................... 428 
1. Summary and Overall Conclusions ................... 428 
2. Practical Implications ............................ 238 
3. Shortcomings and Avenues .......................... 442 

Appendix: The Glasgow Rape Case ...................... 452 

References ........................................... 460 



PAGE vi 

LIST OF TABLES 

PAGE 
Chapter 1: Research into Explanations .••............. 

.Chapter 6: Summary of Smith 0 s ( 1985) Gender 
Stereotypes ............. 

Chapter 7: Details of Interviews .••......•.........•. 338 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Chapter 1: Two Models of Attribution •.•..•......•..•. 35 

Conclusion: Fig. 1- Simplified Model of Role ...... 
Fig. 2 - Simplified Model of 

Policeman Role ........•.... 



PAGE vii 

ABSTRACT 

Extending recent advances in attribution theory, this 
thesis aims to develop and apply an analytic framework 
within which the social constitution of explanations 
might be better accommodated. To this end, Part I draws on 
three theoretical trends: generative social psychology; 
critical theory: and Foucauldian discourse analysis. 
Respectively, these provide: the rationale for the 
critique of and the alternatives to orthodox social 
psychology, critical reflection on the social field, and 
the means to locate and analyze ordinary explanations. It 
is shown how: conventional cognitivist analyses tend to 
ignore the social contingency of explanations; 
intergroup theory cannot adequately deal with the 
influence of role; script theory does not address 
explanations 9 mediation of power. By contrast, the present 
thesis analyzes explanations in the context of numerous 
intertwined factors, including role, intergroup and power 
relations, and institutional, representational and 
material influences. 

In this, 9 role 9 , constituted in a network of discourses 
and practices, is the principal conceptual tool. Packaged 
with a repertoire of explanations, identities 
and functions. role interacts with situational factors to 
shape explanations. It is suggested that, through their 
mediation of power, explanations serve to reproduce the 
explainer 0 s role and related roles and structures. 

Part II applies this approach to the explanation of rape. 
Detailed analysis of gender stereotypes. rape myths, the 
the professional, polemical and lay explanation of rape 
produced three ideal types: the dimensional, typological 
and schismatic. These served to tie particular explanatory 
forms to their corresponding frameworks of 
discourse/practice and to role. The function of such rape 
explanations was further explored with respect to 
0 traditional' and 0 anti-sexist 0 male roles, and to the 
role of policeman. In the latter case, it was shown that 
explanations tended to distance rape from 0 normal 9 

sexuality, thereby recursively conditioning the police 
role and its legal, and cultural 
delineants. 
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INTRODUCTION 

1. Preamble. 

As this thesis began to take shape it became apparent 

that there would not be a conventional introduction - a 

delineation of research field. an outline of the problems 

that bedevil it and an overview of the proposed solutions. 

This was partly because the areas concerned are too broad; 

an introduction in each chapter will serve this purpose. 

Further. 

adopted. 

Chapter 5. in addition to expounding the methods 

makes explicit certain connections between 

preceding chapters that it would be premature to outline 

at this early stage. prior to the critigues contained in 

those chapters. Indeed. the interwovenness of these 

chapters has somewhat hampered attempts at a neat 

exposition the tendency towards restatement (but 

hopefully not redundancy) and the almost interminable 

cross-referencing through the text amply attests to this. 

Had I been more courageous. or rather more talented. I 

would have made positive use of this problem and written 

(for want of a better expression). 

In this. a bald statement of the thesis (with little or no 

effort to explain terminology or method) is followed by an 

examination of that thesis from a variety of vantage 

points; despite the initial agonies of incomprehension and 

given sufficient time and stamina. things eventually vfall 
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into 19lace 9 • Instead, I will remain eaitheul to my 

Anglo-Saxon heritage and share the blame for the turgidity 

and stuffiness oe this text with it. 

It had originally been my intention to go into some 

detail over the doing and writing of a PhD, but, over and 

above the self-indulgence of such an exercise (though it 

is important to reflect on some of the material 

antecedents of 19ostgraduate research), S19a.ce militated 

against an in-del9th consideration. I will restrict my 

remarks to the following: In writing a PhD one is 19laced 

under a variety of constraints from the intellectual to 

the financial that lead to a series of interlocking 

choices through which one must fumble and com19romise. This 

state of affairs is 19articularly acute for a thesis in 

which a number of disparate 19ers19ectives are brought to 

bear on social psychological 19henomena. This very 

dis19arateness can lead to the charge of dilettantism. I 

am not es19ecially concerned to rebut this (though I 

SUI9190Se I could call it eclecticism), other than, perhaps 

immodestly, point to the fact that some of the more 

influential thinkers have been accused of, and openly 

lauded, their dilettantism. Thus Feyerabend notes that 

Einstein ..• regarded themselves as dilettantes and 

often said so 00 p40,1978). Similarly Mannheim (1936) 19oints 

to a tradition of synthesists who in drawing on a 

range of theories produce partial rather than absolute 

solutions. That is all I claim here: formally, this 
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tenuousness is embodied in the research strategy of 

constructing an idea1-type ana1ysis of rape exp1anations. 

More s1ighting is the charge that my research is an 

examp1e of opportunism: I have jumped onto, and within 

socia1 psycho1ogy maybe given an additional nudge to, the 

New Wave Bandwagon. Once again this charge is not 

unfounded. 'though I think I have approached the 

cri.tica11y. Anyway. opportunism is inevitab1e 1atter 

given that: even the most orthodox research can be 

construed conservative1y opportunistic. Important1y, 

both my and my opportunism have been guided 

by exp1icit po1itics.1 and generative interests (see be1ow; 

Ch. 5). 

This brings on to the next compromise. th.at between 

(intel1ectua1/inc1inationa1) honesty and expedience. If I 

had fo11owed my hunches more fu11y this thesis might we11 

have been about the re1ation between Hegelianism. De1euze 

and schizoana1ysis. mascu1inity and Eastern 

re1igions. such pretensions wou1d have set me even further 

beyond the bounds of socia1 psycho1ogica1 orthodoxy. The 

point is that I have had to 1imit my interests for the 

sake of this again marks the essentia1ly 

provisional nature of this work. 

In sum then. ·.it is important to be mindfu1 of the 

background factors that condition research. Of course, 
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their existence does not undermine the validit¥ or 

usefulness of a theor¥. However, such factors can serve to 

impart a 9 truth 9 or power to a given theory. In this sense 

it is to trace out the uses to which such 

power/truth can be turned. As I argue, man¥ theories have, 

at present, conservative implications; I hope that 

this thesis 9 contribution is emancipatory. 

2. Genesis and History. 

In the next few pages I will briefly describe the 

development .of this thesis. Though I dare say an element 

of autobiagraphica1 backslapping has crept in, my main 

aim is to shqw how this work is still animated b¥ the 

specific concerns of generative social psycholog¥ 

(Gergen,1.978. 1.982). Foucauldian 9 discourse theor¥ 9 

(Foucau1t,1.979a; Poster,1.98ll; Henriques et a1,1.98ll), 

Critical theory (He1d,1.980; Geuss,1.982). Needless to sa¥ 

this summary, can barely do full justice to the 

confusion, dead-ends and misguided enthusiasms I have led 

ncy'self into, ·nor to the uninformed rubbish that I have 

produced and continue to produce. 

A naive in attribution theor¥. and particu1ar1¥ 

actor/observer differences (cf Ch.l.), and some elementar¥ 

reading in th¢ories of ideology suggested to me that a 

connection cou+d be forged between the two which placed 

explanations in a more social context than I had at that 
I 

point encountered. 
I 

Fortuna tel¥ initial research 
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proposal was pre-empted by the work of Furnham (cf Ch.4). 

An interest in generative social psychology led to a 

survey of what might have been generative methodologies in 

which alternative behaviours and theories of behaviours 

are articulated. Gergen(1982) has outlined four heuristics 

which he supposes will spearhead the generative thrust: 

the articulation of minority response, extension of theory 

to the borders of absurdity, the production of 

antithetical theses. and the production of alternative 

metaphors. I attempted to concretize these suggestions 

into specifiq methods that illustrated. and thereby gave 

substance to. the alternatives generated by theory (this 

was as 

strategy). 

much a pragmatic/propaganda as an analytic 

Of the various methodologies I considered. 

those concerned with evoking alternative responses and 

extending behavioural repetoires suffered the typical 

problem facing Quasi-therapies. namely that of follow-up 

(Gergen. personal communication). Eventually. I settled 

for a version of the articulation of minority response. 

Balking at the condescension implicit in this strategy. I 

decided to adopt a minority response against which to 

contrast mainstream response. The response I looked at was 

the explanation of rape. A pilot study was carried out in 

which the explanations of 9 orthodox 9 subjects were to have 

been compared with radical feminist and socialist or 

libertarian feminist explanations. Unfortunately. one of 

the main subject groups refused to co-operate (because I 

was a man and therefore suspect). In abandoning this 
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project I had, however, garnered the materials the 

thesis as it now stands (or the role ideology 

on explanations; the role of groups the pilot study 

one of the hypotheses was that the radical feminist group, 

partly driven by intergroup processes would go beyond 

system blame to man/rapist blame. In a sense they 

imagined); 

this expectation more than I 

the importance roles in the shaping 

explanations. 

Gergen(1982) proposed that a number paradigms could be 

subsumed under 9 generative social psychology 9 • These 

included ethogenics and critical theory. The latter 

appealed to me particularly because its explicit 

political and sociological sensibilities. This led to an 

analysis ideology a critical theoretical 

critique perspective (cf Ch.4); and likewise a 

cognitive social psychology that entailed the production 

of antithetical theses (cf Ch.2) and which placed 

cognitive processes in the context of wider social 

phenomena such as immediate situation, normative 

expectations and the economic infrastructure. My reading 

of Foucault 9 s later works (1979a.1981; cf Ch.l) suggested 

that explanations could be treated in the same way as 

discourses, embedded in practical/discursive networks 

which gave them practical substance. Also, it dawned on me 

that Foucault 9 s work could be placed under the rubric of 

critical theory. a view subseQuently supported by various 
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{cf Ch.U). This coincided with the interest 

in the explanation of rape which. under the appropriate 

circumstances {in the right discursive/practical 

matrix). represented an exercises of power par excellence 

(cf Ch.7). It was now a question of tracing out that 

matrix in sqme detail. in exploring the uses to which such 

explanations and power could be put. This entailed placing 

these explanations in a tangible context. specifically 

explanations produced by policemen. Of major concern would 

be the ways in which conventional rape explanations, as 

modes of sexism. serviced the masculine role {or that of 

policeman) and. thereby. police and patriarchal/capitalist 

institutions (cf Ch.8). Correspondingly. to undercut any 

potentially suffocating decline into functionalism {a 

charge. that has been levelled at FoucauLt 9 s work), it was 

necessary to set this against the struggle over the 

definition and explanation of rape that is being 

systematically waged by feminists and spontaneously by 

some victims and their relatives {cf Chs.6,7). 

(1982) use of Giddens 9 (1976.1979) theory of 

structuration. in showing how {discursive) practices serve 

to re/constitute the individual subject, seemed to me to 

be a promising means of linking explanations {discursive 

practice) to the actor (role despite Giddens 9 aversion 

to it) and structure. The pay-off, from the opposite 

direction as it were, would be, given the dialectical 

relations of these elements. an analysis of the way that 

psychological factors were shaped in a discrete social 
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context. In effect. this was a means of concretel¥ 

questioning the assumed causal of 

cognitive processes. 

This. then. is the (too neatl¥) reconstituted histor¥ of 

thi.s thesis. It has culminated in an anal¥sis of ordinar¥ 

that. in its sensitivit¥ to context. aims to 

access the social bases of the form. and content 

of and. in the use of 

explanations in the mediation of 

3. 1 8: An Overview. 

This thesis falls into two parts. Part I is comprised of 

critiques of several areas within social psychology and 

their relation to lay explanations. The aim is to derive 

an alternative theoretical framework within which to 

anal¥ze explanations. Part II is concerned with a case 

study of the lay of particularly those 

of policemen. It is an attempt to put the findings of Part 

I into practice. Thus explanations are considered 

from a socio-historical perspective with particular 

emphasis on the way they these mediate power. As a result 

it is possible to see how social psychological accounts of 

such explana'tions that do not consider this implication 

can serve to support it. 

Chapter 1 t.radi tional attribution theory. Via a 

critique of Ke1le¥ 9 S Covariation model enters into the 
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social embeddedness and practical potency of explanations. 

Through a consideration of praxis. explanations are 

conceived as a .part of a practical/discursive matrix. In 

addition I consider the emerging use of script theory in 

t.he lay explanation research. I suggest that. for this to 

be useful. it has to be related to the role position of 

actors where that role encompasses the social and 

ideological functions of scripts/explanations. Finally. I 

consider the underlying role of control and power in 

social psychological accounts of explanation. 

Chapter 2 is a critique of cognitive social psychological 

approaches to explanations. It is argued that these 

approaches do not take into proper account 

socio-historical conditions as they relate to cognitive 

processes themselves (eg theory perseverance). Chapter 3 

takes up the theme of the relation of explanations to 

role. This is developed in the light of recent advances in 

intergroup theory. The main purpose is to moderate the 

latter 9 s reliance on the pivotal status of cognitive 

factors. Recasting intergroup processes in terms of role. 

a 9 group member 9 is conceived as a particular type of role 

in its own specific milieu. Chapter 4 explores some of the 

debates surrounding the theoretical status of ideology and 

rationality. In typical critical theoretical fashion. I 

opt for a version of these concepts in 

which their ascription to behaviour is heavily contingent 

upon (perceptions of) historical conditions and 
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domination. 

Chapter 5 is meant to bridge Parts I and II. It 

brings together some of the links between chapters 1 - 4, 

and presents an outline of the approach used in Part II. 

As regards the latter, given the breadth (perhaps spread 

would be a more appropriate term) of the thesis, our 

project is consigned to the more speculative end of 

research. This is accommodated by theoretically 

structuring Part II around the Weberian notion of the 

ideal type. There are three ideal types developed in Part 

II; they link role (p;>oliceman, man), 

(patriarchY c. p;>olice institution, group 

ideology, etc) and the explanation of rape. 

environment 

antagonism, 

Part II is a detailed study of the exp;>lanation of rape. 

In a sense this entails a reversal of the usual procedure 

employed in the study of lay explanations. ConventionallY. 

the explanation is the dependent variable - the result 

that the researcher captures, measures and characterizes. 

Here, however, I effectively take the explanation as a 

starting point and -trace out its 9 corre1ates 9 in their. 

complex interrelations thus the distinction between 

independent and dependent variable blurs. Chapter 6 looks 

into the material and discursive bases of rape and rape 

explanations at the broadest level. That is, the 

perceptions and interactions of men and women are 

considered from a general feminist perspective. On the 
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basis of tne study of the abnorma1 psycho1ogy 1iterature, 

rape mytho1ogy. 1ega1 definitions and perceptions of rape. 

and interviews with Chapter 7 deve1ops and app1ied 

three idea1 types of rape exp1anation. The dimensiona1 is 

re1ated to feminist-sympathetic consciousness and is 

evidenced in feminist writings and 9 anti-sexist 9 men's 

ta1k; it is concerned to estab1ish the continuity between 

rape and norma1ity. The typo1ogica1, by comparison, aims 

to set out and dep1oy the criteria by which to distinguish 

rape from norma1ity. Whi1e the 1atter passes no comment on 

continuity, the schismatic type is geared towards its 

denia1. The shift from typo1ogica1 to schismatic is a very 

subt1e and context-bound phenomenon - it is considered in 

interview and c1inica1 materia1. It is argued that the 

dimensiona1, in this context, has generative/critica1 

status. In Chapter 8 these types are exp1ored in re1ation 

to exp1anation of rape; they are viewed in 

1ight of the comp1ex1y defined demands of that ro1e. 

Fina11y, exp1anations are ana1yzed from the 

standpoint of their supposed cognitive constituents. In 

the conc1ui:Jion, the findings of Parts I and II are 

summarized and severa1 of the practica1 ramifications for 

mascu1inity, gender re1ations and the po1ice treatment of 

rape victims are fo11owed through. Fina11y. the perceived 

weaknesses of the thesis are out1ined (eg the neg1ect of 

memory). 

reviewed. 

and some imp1ications for future research are 



Page 12 

PART I 

CHAPTER ONE 

ATTRIBUTION THEORY AND LAY EXPLANATIONS. 

Introduction •. 

In this cha&ter I hope to analyze the limitations of 

Attribution Theory. This critique will address itself both 

to the major early formulation. namely that of Kelley, and 

to some of the more recent models, in particular those 

making use of the concept of cognitive scripts. My central 

aim is to sAow how these approaches fundamentally ignore 

the element of power that explanations incorporate and 

the relation of this to behaviour. In the process of 

this analysis. it will be suggested that explanations (and 

accounts generally) are more closely related to behaviour 

than is usually allowed for. The purpose of giving 

explanations this material edge is to better understand 

their role as mediators of power. 

We will carry out this analysis in the following way: 

Firstly we will examine Kelley 9 s ANOVA model showing that 

its apparent exclusive concern with process in fact 

covertly relies on content-laden consensus information. 

Thus it emerges that attribution and lay explanations 

generally. which involve the internal/external dichotomy 
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of causal locus, make an implicit appeal to concrete 

social knowledge. It is suggested that, rather than seeing 

explanations as simple statements of the causes of (or 

reasons behind) events, they should be considered as 

types of acts, dynamically interacting with the explainer, 

the object of the explanation, and their social 

environment. In other words, explanations can be conceived 

as glosses on perceived points of intervention (ie in 

apprehending an event one also apprehends one 9 s power 

relation to it - how one might influence, control, ignore, 

avoid, etc that event - and identifies the elements 

one must engage in order to achieve those things. An 

explanation is a gloss insofar as it, more or less 

explicitly, addresses those elements or points of 

This is illustrated in a brief 

consideration of that range of explanations we call social 

psychological theories of Attribution and Lay Explanation. 

This is further explored with respect to the cause-reason 

debate. It is suggested that many explanations specify 

their point of intervention only implicitly. To discover 

what this might be, it is necessary to analyze 

explanations in a matrix of other connected explanations 

(both proximal and distal), mpre or less related lay 

theories, behaviours, roles and power. Following this, the 

links between explanation and practice are considered with 

particular reference to the Marxian concept of Praxis and 

the Foucauldian couplet of discourse/practice. Thus 

explanations are seen as complex expressions of complex 
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webs of discourses and practices. In discussing this, we 

will remark on the recent applications of schema theory to 

the study o,f lay explanations suggesting that schemas (or 

discourses or myths) are not universal but can be attached 

to roles and ideological interests. 

l.. A Critique of Kelley 9 s Covariation Model. 

Attribution Theory (AT) has its roots in Heider 9 s 1958 

seminal text. The Psychology of Interpersonal Behaviour. 

Of the three models that sprang from that work (Jones and 

Davis.1965; Ke11ey.1967.72a.72b.73o Weiner et a1.1972) we 

shall be primarily concerned with Kelley 9 s ANOVA theory 

and the various theoretical and empirical outcrops that it 

has engender.ed. 

Following Lalljee (1981) we can characterize AT by: (i) 

its focus on the causal concerns of lay explanations; (ii) 

its internal/external dichotomy through which attributions 

are made either to the individual actor (or some aspect 

thereof) or to the environment or situation (or to some 

aspect thereof). 

Kruglanski.1975.9; 

Numerous authors (eg 

Locke and Pend1eton.1982: 

Buss.1978; 

Winer and 

Kelley.1982; McC1ure.198ll.) have noted that causality is 

not the sole generative motor of events that subjects 

appeal to. Firstly. causality is not a unitary concept in 

that it can be conceptualized in a number a ways 

(Bunge.1959). Moreover a cause can be decomposed along at 

least two dimensions: the temporal. every cause is also an 
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effect (Brickman et al.1975): and a dimension concerned 

with the causal weight that is attached to a 

cause (in Gergen and Gergen°s (1982) terms a distinction 

needs to be drawn between the enabling and empowering 

:force of a cause or causal locus). In addition there is 

the uncertain causal status of reasons (see below). 

The internal/external dichotomy can also be criticized 

for its relative crudeness. Firstly. there is accumulating 

evidence that actors do not always deploy it in a 

clear-cut way. to use a combination of 

internal and external factors (eg & 

Fincham.1983; Monson.1983; Antaki.1985). This latter 

fits in with the multi-dimensional notion of cause. More 

however are intrusive with 

this dichotomy. These problems have been derived from the 

idea of In essence. 

refers to the of the actor to external 

factors. (As a tantalizing aside. it can be mentioned 

that this analysis can be linked to the Gibsonian 

(Gibson.1979) 

associations 

are 

of affordance. though such 

will not be developed here. ) Now, if 

aware of susceptibilities. they will be 

sensitive to the orderliness of social behavior. This 

leads us on to an analysis of in terms of 

scripts (eg Eiser.1983: Lalljee and Abelson,1983i 

Turnbull,in within which the internal/external 

dichotomy is shown to be unsound (see below). 
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I now wish to explore the problematic status of 

interna1/e:x;terna1 with res!;>ect to 

covariational parameters. It will be shown that 

distinctiveness and are not content-free 

parameters but connected to the consensus 

information S!;>ecific to the behaviour that is being 

explained. 

Distinctiveness is the degree to which a given behaviour 

is stimulus/circumstance bound. When Jim compliments 

Mike 9 s the question distinctiveness asks is: does 

Jim compliment all or Mike 9 s? If the latter, 

then Jim 9 s res!;>onse is distinctive to Mike 9 s and 

therefore it is something in Mike 9 s that prompted 

Jim 9 s response. In other words an external attribution is 

made. Now. if we the notion of •. for 

Jim to com!;>liment Mike 9 s he must first be 

susceptible to it (the must 9 afford 9 Jim something -

pleasure. intellectual stimulation. or whatever). 

on this evidence alone. we can no longer assign 

causal !;>rimacv either to the actor (Jim) or the stimulus 

(Mike 9 s seems to reverberate between the 

two. What. we must ask. gives distinctiveness its 

power? It is suggested that it is the 

consensus information in distinctiveness. If 

can reflect on either stimulus 

or actor. it becomes to look at the nature of 
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the stimulus (the essa.v). Thus we ere forced out of the 

decontextua1ized, content-emr;>ty realm of Kelley an 

Attribution. If the essay can be said to be 'good', then 

Jim 9 s distinctive, favourable resr;>onse to it can be said 

to be a to the stimulus; 

reflects on his oddness. However. the terms 'bad' 

and 'good' are in fact shorthand for consensus 

information. Thus a 'good' 

people respond favourably; 

essay is one to which most 

conversely when Jim responds 

essay he is acting against the 

consensus. Of course, things are not as simple as we have 

presented them. As Intergroup and Conflict Theorists (eg 

Marx and Engels,1967; Tajfel.1981) point out. society is 

fractured into numerous of varying ascendancies. 

When we of generally' we are referring in 

this case 'to academics of a 19articular and hegemonic 

persuasion. (Malcolm Bradbury's novel 'The History Man' 

contains a neat illustration of the relative nature of 

'good' and 'bad' essays. ) In empirical studies where 

distinctiveness information has been shown to be used by 

subjects 

s19eculate 

'paleness' 

(though by no means spontaneously), we might 

that 

of 

subjects have compensated for the 

the subject-matter assigning a 

consensus-value to the situation, the circumstance and the 

response. The internal-external problematic is thus 

resolved in exr;>lanations of this type through an imr;>licit 

reference to consensus information which covertly infuses 

distinctiveness with a social content. 
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There is a parallel process at work in the consistency 

parameter. When an actor acts in the same way over time 

and modality. the consistency parameter directs that we 

should infer that the observed behaviour is a 

manifestation of a trait appropriate to that behaviour. 

That is. we make an internal attribution. Let us take 

another example: S consistently behaves in an unfriendly 

manner across time and in different ways (verbally. 

physically. etc). Under these. admittedly simplistic, 

circumstances we infer that S is an unfriendly person. In 

addition to the fact that the ANOVA formulation tends 

to ignore antecedents in svs biography. it seems to assume 

that behaviour occurs in a vacuum or only in time. But 

behaviour is necessarily context-related: consistent 

behaviour does not occur simply over time. it must occur 

from situation to situation. Consistency as an attribution 

parameter is an abstraction from various instances of the 

target behaviour occurring in specific situations. 

Moreover these situations must differ sufficiently from 

each other to warrant a judgement of consistency: the 

more disparate the situations in which the target 

behaviour occurs. the more importance that .must be 

attached to consistency information. Let us assume that in 

each of these situations there is an element which the 

actor responds to (ie is susceptible to) and which in some 

way triggers his/her unfriendly behaviour. It will be 

apparent that we have re-cast consistency in terms of 
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distinctiveness our actor is responding distinctively 

to a particular element in the environment. The 

counter-argume,nt. that there is no such common stimulus 

across disparate situations, is in fact a statement of 

consensus information: most people do not perceive that 

stimulus and therefore fail to respond consistently across 

those situations. The target actor's 'active 

susceptibility' is judged eccentric and draws an internal 

attribution because 'most others' do not exhibit the same 

Once again we find the operation of . a 

normative consensus giving substance this time to 

consistency information. Here the internal/external 

problematic is resolved in the internal direction because 

of the implicit anti-consensual nature of the target 

actor's behaviour. 

The importance of normative consensus. in this context. 

lies in the fact that, despite its underpinning role 

within distitictiveness and consistency, it is itself open 

to the same .critique. As an attributional parameter it 

cannot logically distinguish between internal and external 

causal loci. an individual deviates from the popular 

behavioural norm, this does not automatically guarantee an 

internal attribution. Firstly, the population from which 

the actor is drawn can also be judged in terms of its 

deviance what the observer considers to be 

'normal' behavior. Thus attribution to a deviant 
' 

population sulch a Nazi Germany. might invoke an internal 
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attribution for that of a Jewish 

conspiracy. This is where the Intergroup work on 

attribution (eg Hewstone and Ch 3) has the 

advantage in that it takes this into account .by 

p1ura1izing attributiona1 vantage points. Converse1y, the 

individua1 who conforms to the consensua1 response pattern 

to a given stimu1us does so because of interna1 factors 

such as the need for the positive socia1 identity (eg 

Turner, 1982), that his/her in-group satisfies (however, 

cf Ch.J). In orthodox individua1 attribution research, 

when an actor deviates from the consensus the interna1 

attribution that they are supposed to receive is set 

against an abso1ute consensus. If the consensus is broken 

up, if the target actor is seen to be a member of a group, 

then any attributiona1 judgement must take into account 

the consensus that pertains within that group (its 

baserate properties). Subsequent1y, that consensus is 

judged against a broader consensus or norma1ity, one which 

is most 1ike1y to be drawn from, or is acceptab1e to, the 

observer 0 s in-group. In a11 this, there is necessari1y 

recourse to concrete background know1edge. This cannot be 

escaped however supposed1y the 

attribution research might c1aim to be 

Sch1eifer,1983). 

materia1s of 

(cf Shu1tz and 

The question now becomes: what inf1uences the form of an 

attribution if it is not consensus, consistency, or 

{or any combination of these) per se? 
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Phrasing this slightly differently: what sort of content 

as regards consensus. consistency and distinctiveness will 

effect attributions? 

I will begin with a &rovisional outline of the conce&tion 

of attribution and lay ex&lanation that will be employed 

in this thesis. Essentially. explanations are conceived as 

glosses on perceived points of intervention in which 

they. explicitly or im&licitly demarcate what needs to be 

done to what in order to solve a problem or answer a 

question (this is irres&ective of whether actual 

intervention is carried out or not• &assivity is 

considered an authentic outcome of an ex&lanation. as is 

contradictory behaviour). When an internal attribution is 

made. the individual is the &oint of intervention. This is 

t.he case for AT and &sychology generally (es&eciallv in 

their more cognitivistic guises) when considered as 

explanatory edifices. Good examples of this are the 

de biasing techniques for individual limitations in 

statistical processing that have been developed by various 

researchers (eg Anderson.1982o cf Ch.2). If explanations 

are glosses on points of intervention. they both announce 

and entail the exercise .of &ower. As a result ex&lanations 

must be considered in terms of their power-constitution. 

For the moment it will suffice to say that such &ower is 

multi-faceted and multi-directional. Explanations exert 

power not only over the object of explanation but also 

over the explainer him/herself and his/her social 
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surroundings; that is. explanations are repercussive. The 

resemblance between this reformulation of explanations and 

the Foucauldian notion of discourse is not accidental. 

This reconception of explanations can be applied to 

social theories themselves. In particular, I 

will consider a number of the models of the 

attributer/explainer currently available in the light of 

their implicit internal interventionism. 

2. Models. 

Models within AT are used. as in most sciences 

(Harre.1972). to generate hypotheses. in this case as 

regards what sort of information is required and how it is 

used in the construction of explanations. These models 

are primarily concerned with process. OriginallY 

Heider(1958) provided us with 9 man as naive psychologist 9 

(in those days there were only men. nowadays there are 

mostly men). Kelley (eg 1967) has generalized this to 9 man 

the lay or intuitive scientist 9 • However his scientist was 

limited to (covariational) inference; the attributer as 

scientist has now been modernized to take into account 

hypothesis-testing procedures (eg Snyder and 

Gangestad.1979; Lalljee et al.1984). In addition to the 

lay scientist. we have the amateur scientist (Moscovici 

and Hewstone. 1983) into whom has diffused the ethic of 

science via the medium of social representations. In 

related fields we have the attributer as historian 
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as Fincham and 

Jaspers.1980; as actor 

(Harre.1981a,b): as interpreter (Shotter,1981). 

It needs out that these are 

drawn from the As far as I am 

aware there are no derived from the 

or we do not find 

of the as or housewife. (This 9 bias 9 is 

bound to any that does not ground cognition in 

the routine of concrete behaviour). Indeed we 

have a here with the preoccupation 

that (1979) has detected in cognitive dissonance 

research. But in this case these at the 

of theory. the division of and 

In the same way that this division the 

(or rather nature of theory. 

so too these of the attributer the fact 

that an embodies both and 

Qomponents. 

Less than the preceding are those of 

the attributer as a information processor (eg 

Ross.1977; Nisbett and Ross.1980)o as a defensive egoist 

(eg Shaver.1970; Lerner and 

than these models are those that 

cast the attributer as group member or seeker of positive 

identity (eg Hews tone and Jaspers.1982, 
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1983: Deschamps,1983: Mann and 

Various points can be made about this variety of 

things are more of these 

and some attempt to address different 

types of However, this fragmentation seems 

to me to indicate the of content over 

process. At the concrete this is evident in the 

way that derived from are a 

combination of these The precise 

configuration of be specified by the type 

(content) of that is studied and the context 

in which it is produced. At a more abstract content 

through the fact that these models 

have a tendency to merge into one another. Thus 

are reknowned for their histrionic expertise: their 

arguments and are shaped by the reQuirements 

of their audience, judge, jury and the 

(Toner, 1982). Scientists are also 

defensive egoists and opportunists (Lemaine,1984). It 

seem that. rather than start off from a from 

which are derived, 

explanation types. 

more 

deviation 

or 

from which is labelled 

9 bias 9 , is preferable to study explanations in vivo, 

deriving a model or an ideal-type from these. Naturally, 

in vivo refers to the broad and historical context 

of these explanations and thus necessitates some degree of 

social analysis. This the project undertaken in the 
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second part of this thesis. Under such a theoretica1 

9 unreasonab1e 9 exp1anation for a 

rape event does not indicate that he is a bad intuitive 

scientist or a poor 1awyer. 

po1iceman. 

but that he is a 9 good 9 

Another re1ated set of points deals with the fact that 

these individualistic mode1s filter out the socia1 

components in the structure of exp1anations. As Hallway 

(1982) notes. an interest in content necessarily feeds off 

and into the social: as a result the distinction common1y 

drawn between individua1 and society. and internal and 

external. becomes problematic. These models presuppose a 

neat division: they are by and large directed at internal 

processes reified as cognitive structures. We do not deny 

that there are internal structures but insist that these 

must be properly examined; their existence needs to be 

traced beyond the cognitive and biological to the social 

and historical (Chs.2 and 3). 

The internalist impetus of these models persists despite 

the avowed intentions of researchers who overtly endorse 

an external style of attribution. This is neat1y brought 

out by Billig (1982) who shows how Nisbett. a major 

proponent of both bias and the generically 

superior accuracy of external attributions. is caught in a 

contradiction. simultaneously exhorting us to external 

attributions while himself. as a professional observer. 
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indu1ging in extreme interna1 attribution .. As noted above. 

this ref1.ects the fact that. for psycho1ogy. the 

individua1 constitutes the point of intervention. and this 

intervention very often takes the form of a techno1ogy. 

Debiasing techniQues are just such a techno1ogy; dressed 

up as training. they are a means towards correcting a 

fau1ty mechanism that is safe1y and secure1y 1ocked up 

within the individua1 (cf Shotter.1975). For writers such 

as Shotter (Gau1d and Shotter.1976: Harre and Secord.1972: 

"' Harre.1979: Buss.1978.1979a). it is the reason and agency 

of actors that socia1 psycho1ogica1 theory must account 

for and 'which 1ay exp1ainers regu1ar1y if not 

predominantly appea1 to in their exp1anations. However, as 

it wi11 be contended in the next section. even these 

approaches resort to a simi1ar form of individua1ism. 

3. Reasons. Causes and the Individua1. 

The debate regarding the attribution of causes and 

reasons. prompted by Buss (1978) and deve1oped by 

Buss ( 1979a. ; Krug1anski.1979; Locke and Pend1eton,1982; 

McC1ure. 198U} , has addr.essed the re1ative merits and 

importance of cause- versus reason-exp1anations and the 

possib1e re1ationship between the two. Here I wi11 dea1 

only with McC1ure 9 s contribution as a way of high1ighting 

the persisting individuaristic conception of the 

attributer in this 9 a1ternative' mode of research. 

McC1ure provides some te11ing criticisms of the recent 
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cause-reason controvers¥. but his central concern is to 

divest these terms of their presuppositional baggage b¥ 

defining them operationa11¥. Thus: 

express a motive or rationale for an 
action and can be operationa11¥ defined as the 
(t¥Pe of) response. if one is given. to such 
questions as 9 Wh¥ are (or were. will) ¥OU (or 
they) performing this action? 9 

comprise a mechanical explanation of a 
behaviour and can operationally be defined as 
the (type of) response. if one is given. to 
such as 9 What is (or was/will) making 
you (or they) do this? 9 in reference to an act 
or behaviour. 99 

(McC1ure.1984.p131-132) 

The immediate point to make is that any such 

characterization of an explanation must be drawn up in 

vivo. with specific reference to the implications that it 

has for the behaviour of the explainer. If. for the 

moment. we follow Heider. Kelley. Wortman (1976). Fors¥th 

(1980) and (1983) in assuming that prediction and 

control are the overriding motives behind the production 

of explanati,on (this will be heavily qualified in the 

following sections). we must judge the t¥Pe of explanation 

in terms of its implications for control/prediction (ie 

the implicit point of intervention). It is these 

implications that must be talten into account when 

characterizing an explanation. That is. the classification 

of an explanation into a cause- or reason- explanation 

should depend on how that explanation is used. Let us 

suppose that reason explanations make direct reference to 

the rationale of the actor and thus locate the point of 

intervention' in the actor. then they also specif¥ the 



Page 28 

nature of that intervention. name1y communication of some 

sort. persuasion or whatever. In other words. reason 

exp1anations point towards an intersubjective form of 

intervention. In contrast. cause exp1anations refer to a 

mechanica1 mode of intervention. This is the case whatever 

the actua1 form the exp1anation takes. whether it is in 

reponse to or a question of the type 

suggested by McC1ure. 

Such a 'use-definition' (Wittgenstein.1958) of cause- and 

reason-exp1anations has the partia1 advantage of. at 

1east. giving exp1anations a function. of potentia11y 

p1acing them in a proper1y socia1 context rather than 

iso1ating them in some a priori haven. However. to 

.re-emphasize. as our ana1ysis stands it is sti11 on1y a 

qua1ified improvement: what is gained in functiona1ity is 

1ost in c1arity. C1arity wi11 on1y be estab1ished in 

concrete ana1yses of exp1anations appropriate1y 

contextua1ized. Moreover such a contextua1ization must 

make use of a de-individua1ized notion of contro1. 

Our. a1beit superficia1. discussion of the re1ation of 

contro1 to the point of intervention contained by an 

exp1anation. has 1arge1y ignored the mu1ti-facetted nature 

of these contro1 needs. 1 Contro1' does not simp1y concern 

the object of the exp1anation but a1so other 'objects' 

that surround the actor. In particu1ar. actors are 

interested in contro11ing their socia1 wor1d; that is. 
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moving through it as favourably as possible. They 

control themselves. Also, we must be sensitive to 

subtleties in these modes of control. For a start, very 

often in the literature on the control functions of 

explanations (and this includes intergroup research), the 

type of control (need) that is handled is a very active, 

directed form, both individualistic and masculine. There 

are many cases where control/prediction may be achieved 

more 9 passively 9 or collectively. Helplessness or 

dependency in women in certain social and practical 

spheres (men have their own versions of these. in areas of 

expression or emotionality. cf Seidler.1985). reflected in 

women 9 s denigration of their own performance (eg 

Deaux. 1976). invites control/predictive competence to be 

experienced vicariously through the explanations and 

actions of men. This point. itself a reflection of gender 

bias/blindness in much social psychological research, will 

be developed throughout the thesis in particular with 

reference to the propensity towards intergroup processes 

that the genders manifest {Chs 3.6). 

Further. it is important to counter the accent on 

individual control needs. whether that be individually or 

collectively attained. in order to analyze the ways that 

explanations. or more precisesly the discourses of which 

they are a part. exert control over the individual or 

collective explainer. Within science. this can be seen in 

the way that a paradigm {Kuhn.1970) constrains what a 
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scientist is both able to do and think. Thus some 

discourses yiel:d explanations that direct intersubjective 

intervention (eg the Liberal emphasis on education per se 

a mode of social change), while others p-roject mechanical 

intervention (eg the vulgar Marxist focus on the economic 

base as the prime mover of history and thus the primary 

point of intervention). 

To restate case: any cause (as defined by McClure) 

located either internally or externally, can in the 

appropriate context be re-interpreted as a reason. This 

can be with reference to the Just World 

Hypothesis (Lerner,l970) in which accidents, which should 

entail external causal factors only, are transmuted, for 

the purposes of explanation and equanimity, to structural 

reasons: that is, accidental events are perceived as 

teleologically driven, shaped by a reason. Conversely, 

given the always already presence of history, ie the 

preceding social conditions of any behaviour (Berger and 

Althusser,l971) any reason can be traced 

back to its causal antecedents. We cannot simply assume 

that when-people talk of reasons or causes they are not in 

fact referring back to prior or parallel causes and 

reasons. The that attach to their. explanations 

should be judged according to their. locations within a 

discursive and the control/prediction that such a 

network permitst In other words, we can understand an 

explanation in of the discourses which have yielded 
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it through their action on the actor. 

Another Furnham.1982b. has outlined explanations 

for unemployment that refer either to the 

economic conditions or to the indolence of the 

unemployed; the former is a cause explanation. the latter 

a reason explanation. The latter can easily be rephrased 

as a cause explanation: willful indolence readily 

translates into the state or trait (which. as McClure 

points out. is somewhere between a cause and a reason} of 

1aziness. which in turn can take on full causal status by 

being interpreted as a genetic/genotypic substrate that is 

behavioural1Y/9henotypical1Y manifested as unemployment or 

scrounging. interesting is the way that a cause can 

incorporate a reason. In Marxist analysis of capitalist 

crisis. unemployment is the outcome of a downward economic 

spira1 triggered by over-accumulation (Armstrong et 

a1.1984). over-capacity (Mandel.1978} induced by a boom. 

or some complex mixture of factors (Sutcliffe.1983}. which 

cut profits. leads to lay-offs. This explanation is 

set in . purely mechanistic terms; as Marx(1970} insisted. 

there is no recburse to the reasons of capitalists in this 

framework. However. this discourse can be infused with 

others which make reference to the reasons of individual 

caJPitalists (or corporations or the bourgeousie). Thus 

unemployment can be traced to reasons of capitalists - say 

the 0 over-caution of investors 0 or 0 greed - multinationals 

can procure bigger profits from production in the Third 
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World 9 • 

This example should demonstrate that there is a 9arallel 

between reason and cause explanations; each contains the 

kernel .af the other. Reasons. as productions of a 

consciousness are also distal 9roductions of the social 

conditions 

Hollway,l982; 

that shaped 

Henriques et 

that consciousness (eg 

al,l984; Foucault,l979; 

Giddens,l976.19793 Poster,1978). Likewise causes are 

mediated by reasons. The question: 99.How are we to 

determine on which side of the cause/reason divide a 

particular explanation has in a sense becomes 

meaningless. What is important is how this explanation, 

whatever its outward appearance, is used. As mentioned 

above. this is a complex function of its location within a 

discursive/practical matrix and its immanent point of 

intervention. The immanent point of intervention is that 

which is directly, that is, !ogically, implied by an 

explanation and is usually directed at the object of 

explanation. However, as we have pointed out, there are 

other points of intervention which might or might not bear 

a relation to that object. An explanation can be wielded 

in a variety of ways and aimed at a variety of objects. 

This is a point tnat has come more and more to the fore in 

research on attribution and lay explanations, though it 

remains 

between 

In particular, the relation 

explanation and behaviour remains largely 

unexplored. We will treat this in a relatively novel way 
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by considering the relation between consciousness and 

practical social activity accessed through the of 

Praxis. 

4. Explanations, Behaviour, and Praxis. 

One of the main with the of Praxis is its 

slipperiness. Different authors wi11 use it to mean 

different things (cf Bernstein.l.983). The clearest 

definition I have come across is Jounousek 1 s(l.972): 

19The concept of Praxis in Marxism refers to the 
activity of man which aims at transforming the 
world as we11 as aiding his own self-development. 
Man is not a passive product of external. 
influences. but instead participates. through his 
own practical. activity. in changing the 
conditions of his existence. It is through these 
conditions •... that his personality is formed. The 
transformed environment does not lose its 
determining influence on Man. Thus, practical. 
.transformation of the world includes shaping as 

as changing the human mind and 
consciousness 99 

(Janousek.P279.l.972) 

The relation between consciousness and practice can be 

considered at various 1eve1s. At the political. 1eve1. the 

recent fragmentation of political. resistance into numerous 

9 pressure groups 9 has resulted in a mood of resignation 

toward the decoup1ing of political theory and practice, 

the latter. always being subject to material exigency which 

theory cannot foresee. Thus theory may pinpoint a 

particular point of intervention and yet be unable to 

approach it in practice. The point being made here 

is that, at this 1eve1. an explanation need not have any 

direct for behaviour where that behaviour is 

constrained by circumstance. However. where that theory 
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turns into a means of prec1uding intervention. then theory 

(or exp1anation) has had a behavioura1 effect by virtue of 

ensuring an absence of behaviour. or passivity. Here. 

theory can take on an ideo1ogica1 ro1e. We sha11 examine 

this in considerab1e detai1 in Chapter 4. 

In this section. the re1ation between theory and 

practice. and particu1ar1y exp1anation and behaviour. is 

of a more phi1osophical nature. Specifical_ly. we are 

concerned with the ways in which theory and practice are 

fused. in the sense that every theory is embedded within 

and partia11y incorporates a matrix of practice and vice 

versa. What I wi11 therefore do is first1y out1ine a 

recent examination of the re1ation .between explanation and 

behaviour. then critcize it through the concept of praxis. 

in the process of which I wi11 elaborate on the 1atter. 

Figure One 

Two Mode1s of Attribution 

Ke1ley and M±chela (1980) 

Antecedents Attributions 
Information Perceived 
Be1iefs -----------> causes 
Motivation 

Attribution theories 

Eiser (1983) 

Attributions 

/ " 
/ " 

Consequences 
Behavior 

--------> Affect 
Expectancy 

Attributional theories 

Antecedents- - - -
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Eiser (1983) has the between 

and behaviour. echoing and 

(1980) concern with the of investigation into the 

of in the production of behaviour (as 

well as affect and expectancy). However. Eiser also goes 

on to make the point that given that in the real 

can produce cognitive changes that are as much 

antecedents as consequences of attributions 99 then 99 The 

distinction between 9 information. belief and motivation 9 

on the one hand and 9 behavior. affect and expectancy 9 on 

the other becomes harder and harder to draw .••. In short. 

the division that Kelley and Michele. (1980) propose 

between attribution research and attributional research 

.has become less and less helpful and less and less 

defensible 99 
( p167) (see Figure 1). Thus 99 a more broadly 

attributional approach which looks at the 

interaction between social cognition and behaviour99 {p169) 

is essential. Of course I agree with Eiser 9 s suggestion 

but would like to differentiate between Eiser 9 s 

development of the Kelley and Michela schema and the 

notion of 9 point of intervention 9
• In merging 9 behaviour. 

affect and ex19ectancy 9 with 9 information. belief and 

motivation v, it seems that Eiser has turned Kelley and 

Michela 9 s modeA a linear to circular We 

propose a web of interactions; in this we are making 

explicit what is iml9licit in Eiser 9 s treatment. More 

fundamentally. we observe that attribution is more closely 

aligned with behaviour than even Eiser recognizes. 
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Various authors have argued that the distinction between 

theory and is a false one. For 

Feyerabend that: 

99What is called v reason 9 and 9 v are 
therefore two different of practice the 
difference being that the one clearly 
exhibits and easily formal 
aspects thus making us forget the complex and 
hardly understood properties that guarantee the 
simplicity and produci.bility. while the other 
drowns the formal aspects under a great variety 
of accidental 

Similarly. Poster (1984) in reviewing Foucault 9 s later 

work remarks that he has brought theory and ever 

closer by coining the discourse/practice and 

power/knowledge (see below). 

According to Marx in the Theses on Feuerbach the 

human condition is characterized by the fact that 

engage in sensuous human activity incorporating both 

theory or consciousness and practice. ie Praxis. In 

Bernstein 9 s(1971). as with Janousek 9 s. we are 

presented with a view of consciousness as something 

intrinsically practical. having been infused with and 

shaped by the social activity of agents responding to 

objective conditions which have themselves been partially 

determined by the activity of agents. Immediately. the 

importance of history comes to the fore; as Janousek 

stresses. historically concrete study is vital.(This is 

what Part II addresses.) so. for Bernstein consciousness 

is not something other than sensuous human activity or 
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praxis: it is an aspect or moment of itself and at 

the same time embodies within it elements. When 

Eiser out that explanations do not simply yield 

behaviour. etc but also attitudes. etc. he does not 

address this This is because Eiser seems to hold 

to an individualist version of the attributer as 

cognitive 19rocessor: information impinges on a cognitive 

mechanism which processes it to yield an 

which. in turn. might or might not effect behaviour. In 

contrast. the notion of praxis implies that this mechanism 

is. within broad limits. not absolute and ahistorical. 

but constituted through human action and objective forces 

acting upon humans. Eiser 9 s talk of the 99 interaction 

between social. coa:ni tion and behaviour99 does not seem to 

include the potential of these two elements to constitute 

one another. That is. the objective circumstances which 

constrain behaviour also serve to shape. through social 

activity. the form and function of cognition. Moreover the 

specificity of those circumstances needs to be considered. 

Janousek examined the possible influence of the conditions 

of production and exchange; we will look at the 

effect of commodification (Ch.2.3.c). Whereas explanations 

are seen by social psychology as individual or personal 

solutions. 

solutions. 

for praxis they are also practico-social 

This is exemplified by Gidden 9 s idea (1979) of 

the recu:r:>sive effects of action: behaviour and 

explanations can work back on the agent (as well as 

others) to consolidate his/he:r:> identity/role and thereby 
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the institutions and social structures in which these are 

embedded and which are constitued by them. In other words. 

exr;;>lana.tions are a form of rehearsal with r;;>r.ofound effects 

for the explainer and the system of which s/he is a part. 

However. as we have said. they have wider ramifications. 

Not only they affect the exr;;>lainer. they will also 

influence other more or less proximal agents; they can 

also shape the identities of others. A stereotype does not 

construct the image of the other. it can also serve 

to the self-perception and ultimately the 

constitution of the other. The likelihood of this 

happening is pror;;>ortional to the power invested in that 

exr;;>l.anation. or rather the complex array of institutions 

and discourses that are the conditions of emergence for 

that exr;;>lanation. Foucault (1982) has outl.ined how this 

r;;>ower can only be historically and concretel.y traced. We 

will il.lustrate this in the latter half of this thesis 

with to the power of rar;;>e mythologies. This 

concrete analysis must trace the multir;;>licity of 

connections that tie an explanation to the world. ranging 

from the {eg processes of categorization) to the 

historical (Chs.6.798). 

5. Discourses and Explanations. 

MY attempt to characterize both explanations and the 

study of has leaned on a number of factors. 

FirstlY there is the notion of 9 r;;>oints of interventionv 



Page 39 

that an exp1anation is supposed to embody whether 

exp1icit1y imp1icit1y. In attempting to unrave1 these. 

it is necfi1ssary :to 1ocate the exp1anation in a 

discursive/practica1 matrix. 

Now. at 1ast. we can turn to a consideration of 

Discourse Theory (1oose1y ca11ed) has 

been deve1oped since the ear1y seventies by Miche1 

Foucaul.t i,n his historica1 studies of knowl.edges 

{particu1ar1y those human sciences concerned with 

discip1ine and sexual.ity). and their dep1oyment in the 

construction of peop1e as objects (sets of 

characteristics). These know1edges have been devel.oped by 

and app1ied through a variety of agencies inc1uding the 

po1ice. prisons. social. work. hospita1s (eg Foucau1t. 

1979a.1981o Donze1ot.1979). 

Drawing on Henriques et a1 (1984). we can provide the 

fo1l.owing description of discourse: Discourses are what 

peop1e say and are thus content-oriented. though al.so 

sensitive to the interp1ay between content and process. 

Discourses are conceived as systematic and regul.ated. 

governed by ru1es of combination and difference with other 

discourses. Thus tradi tional.l.y there is l.i ttl.e cros.sover 

between science and l.iteratureo or a discourse on the 

fundamental.. irrationality of women is regu1ated. 

and grounded by drawing on Quasi-scientific 

discourses 'such as psychoanal.ysis and sexology (cf Ch.7). 
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and distinguishing i tse1:f :f.rom :feministic discourses. 

These rules demarcate what is sayable therefore. Moreover 

discourses are not comprised of ideas: they emerge 

in and through of which are material 

(say. in the way that men treat women) and 

discursive (say. in the of sexist ideas 

through macho talk. advertising). Every 

discourse is thus of a complex; it is locked into an 

intricate web of and discourses. Discourses 

gain their currency by claiming to embody truth: one 

way of this status is through the exercise of 

(eg the institutional of the or of 

academic :fashion - the rise of discourse theory must also 

be in the context of critical reflection. 

especially s:iven its somewhat 

implications.). 

The between our notion of the of 

intervention and the of discourses 

should be clear. For example. discourse theory excels at 

conceptualizing the of points of intervention 

through a discourse (or 

web of discourses and 

take various 

practices. Distal 

:forms: :from the 

in a 

points of 

expressive 

interventions that an 

allows to of intervention of which the 

is not necessarily consciously aware (though 

s/he might. have a practica1 consciousness of it. 
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Giddens.1979). To illustrate: masculinity. linked as it is 

to rationality has an edge which is itself 

practical - not only does it serve to express masculine 

status. it also practically consolidates the supposed 

irrationality or 9 otherness 9 of women 

undermining/denigrating the common activities of women 

(eg through sex discrimination at work). The historic&! 

dynamic that .propels this process is so . embedded in 

consciousness that only recently has it been recognized by 

its practitionersg at the same time. without this 

constant repetition of masculinity. there is a 

possibility this dynamic would dissipate. Certain 

explanations are part of that repetition. and hence are 

involved in the oppression of women. and the disabling of 

men. Discourse theory. by its complex concern with 

multiplicity and detail. seems particularly suited to 

pinpointing this broader social role of explanations. 

Using such an approach is not possible to abstract in the 

same way that a cognitivist analysis would do. Rather. we 

have to look at the minutae of each explanation. tracing 

it historically. in its dis.cursive and r;;>ractical 

manifestations. unravelling the threads that it draws upon 

and which constitute it and its prowess. In this way we 

can compose .a historical and social. as well as a 

cognitive and personal. picture of the function and 

constitution df explanations. Moreover. we can consider 

the ways that these factors shape one another. 
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Expl.anations are thus not seen as the property of the 

individual. •. but of a given system which has interactivel.y 

constituted that individual.. 

6. Expl.anations. Discourses and Scripts. 

If expl.anations are seen to be compl.ex expressions of 

compl.ex webs of discourses and practices. how are we to 

usefu11y enter into this compl.exity? I want to answer this 

question by 1ooking at a recent deve1opment within AT. 

name1y the appl.ication of script theory (Schank and 

Abe1son. 1977). and 

functional.ist anal.ysis 

its 

of 

re1ation to the (weak) 

expl.anation suggested by 

Jaspars.Hewstone and Fincham (1983) and Hewstone (1983). 

By doing this I hope to show that the theoretica1 

indeterminacy of what script is app1icab1e to what events 

is sol.ved bv assessing the functional.ity of that script 

for the ro1e .in which the expl.ainer is situtated. 

The introduction of Schank and Abe1son's(1977) script 

theory into the study of how and why peop1e construct 

exp1anations needs to be distinguished from the causa1 

schemas origina11y outl.ined by Ke1l.ey (1971) (eg 

mul.tipl.e sufficient causes) and further devel.oped in his 

1983 paper. Whil.e there are some simil.arities. Kel.l.ey's 

specific interest in causal. inference processes pl.aces him 

at some distance from the more content-oriented 

formul.ations of Schank and Abel.son and those who have 

fol.l.owed them. Here I wil.l. not be dea1ing with Kel.l.ey's 
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work. Suffice it to say that, whi1e cognitive structures 

sensitive to the causa1 configuration of events may be 

discernib1e, they wi11 most 1ike1y be tight1y bound to 

particu1ar contents, circumstances and ro1es. 

Furthermore, where these structures or 

genera1ize across (or conditions), they must sti11 

be historica11y 1ocated (eg the ascendancy of th.e notion 

of 1inear causa1ity has to be considered against 

dia1ectica1 causa1ity). In sum: the greater genera1ity of 

Abel.sonian. (they are not 1imited to causa1 

structures) means that any criticism we app1y to them wi11 

gener1ize to Ke11eyian schemas. 

The particu1ar of script theory to AT that I 

am interested in are those of Eiser(1983). La11jee and 

Abe1son ( 1983) .and Turnbu11 (in press) • 

1. Eiser(1983) has Questioned whether attribution is as 

as AT wou1d have us be1ieve. That is whether 

peop1e rea11¥ infer or diagnose causes or antecedents from 

a given event or behaviour. Peop1e don 9 t often answer 

Questions such as 9 what kind of person wou1d this 

kind of behaviour? 9 rather find it easier to make 

forward-1ooking inferences of the form: 9 how wou1d someone 

1ike this behave? 9
• In doing this, they use causa1 

schemata (Schank and Abe1son,1977) which Eiser conceives 

as know1edge of·the way that one event fo11ows on from 

another. of a or script of events. These schemata 
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are app1ied in an automatic fashion; the stop and think 

format of AT is on1y resorted to when something odd or 

nove1 happens. 

2. La11jee and Abe1son {1983) out1ine a simi1ar theory. 

They make the point that AT has little to say as regards 

what needs to be ex19lained.. They 19rOI90Se that it is 

deviation from a script that prompts explanation. They 

describe two broad ways in which this might 19roceed. There 

are processes in which the 

behaviour· is hooked up to 19lans. or goals to actions. This 

effectively locates the target behaviour/event in a new 

schema. A1ternatively. there are contrastive explanations 

which compare the actual behaviour to what would be 

considered normal under the circumstances. Clearly. in 

both these cases recourse to context and content is vital. 

3. Another c1ear statement of the automatic and 

reflective use of scripts has come from Turnbull {in 

press). Like Eiser he notes the simi1arity between the 

automatic application of scripts and categorization. and 

conceives of the reflective application of scripts as a 

process of Question-and-answer. Real-world knowledge forms 

the background against which events appear puzzling. In 

producing an explanation. the individual resolves that 

puzz1e. The and contrastive processes resolve 

puzzles therefore. As should be clear by now. all three 

models are concerned with the content of schemata. 
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In Antaki and Fielding 0 s (1981) overview of the 

of ordinary exp1anations, they presented a 2 x 3 

typo1ogica1 schema (2 types of psycho1ogica1 or conceptua1 

approaches; .3 t.ypes of ex191anation). As we can see from 

Tab1e 1, Script theory is p1aced in the 

Descri19tive-Representationa1 category of their typo1ogy. 

0 Descriptive 0 denotes research that is primari1y aimed at 

those ex191anations that dea1 with the meaning of events 

(as opposed to exp1anations attempting to ascertain the 

causes of an event, or the mora1 status of agents invo1ved 

in the generation of that event); 

refers to the theoretical concern with content. and the 

19ersona1, and cu1tura1 use of exp1anations 

(as opposed to information 19rocessing). 

Tab1e One 

Research into Lay Exp1ations. 

Exp1anation Psycho1ogies 

Representationa1 
• I 

1. Descri!9tive 
2. Agency 
3. Mora1ity 

l 
I 

I 

Script Theory 
Ethogenics 
Piaget, 

----'----------·· ---------------------

Info. Processing 

Newtson 9 s Work 
Attribution Theory 
Just Wor1d Hyp. 

However we woU1d dispute this characterization. Indeed, 

we can detect a contradiction at work in the of a 

mode of ana1ysis (eg representationa1) 

exp1anation (eg descri!9tive). If the representationa1 mode 

is concerned with the use of exp1anations and accepts that 



Page 46 

such use demarcates their meaning (whether the¥ are 

descriptive. moral.. or causal.). then to couple a 

representational. analysis with a descriptive explanation 

presupposes the meaning of the explanation. Because an 

explanation does not overtly express moralit¥. this does 

not mean that it does not contain implicit moral. 

judgements. An explanation is a text and its 

interpretation is manifold. In the case of scripts. these 

are presupposed to be descriptive whereas it is the use to 

which they are put which will determine their 

explanatory form or t¥pe. 

Also. it is important to bear in mind that there are a 

variety of schemas available. Some schemas might be 

exclusively used in a descriptive fashion. to answer the 

question: "What is going on here?". but implicit in them 

are assumptions regarding (the reasons behind) why 

people behave as they do within the script being applied. 

and judgements of the normative status of the 

characters and plot within that script. (On a different 

l.evel. of the possibility that affective and 

cognitive systems operate separately .• that is. that 

affective responses (is it good?) might precede cognitive 

responses (what is happening?) suggests that the 9 what is 

going on? 0 aspect of the application of a script might in 

fact be conditioned by the it good? 9 element. 

Zajonc.1980; Zajonc.Pietromuano. & Bargh.1982). In sum. 

then. on what scripts are deployed and the 
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fashion in which are used. can or 

different and of intervention which 

a normative and 

dimension (this become more a&&arent in our 

So Antaki and we do not 

as at outset. 

In what I this brief of 

scri&t theory to the that has 

been Hewstone (1983). Hewstone has 

attributions in terms af their function for the subject. 

Drawing on he three 

functions of a) The need for over the 

and world. or b) 

Self-esteem& c) where 

are des:Ls:ned to gain His weak 

suggests that any of 

attributions has to be conducted in of these 

functions. This is in fact what Antaki and have 

as the method. of research into 

However. there are a number of 

with Forsyth 9 s account of the functions of lay 

Most is the fact that his 

account stops short of a comprehensively social account of 

their function (though he does mention 

functions he. does not at least in this paper, 

on what these might be). In particular. he to see 

how serve to sustain and reinforce related 
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discourses and practices. which themselves work back on 

the of that explanation. At a concrete 

level this mi.ght refer to the way that sexist explanations 

go towards sustaining a sexist hegemon¥ which undergirds 

particular control. self-esteem and self-presentational 

needs. At a more abstract level. such explanations serve 

to consolidate the way that causalit¥ is itself perceived. 

especiall¥ as it relates to judgements of responsibilit¥. 

It is also important to lay the of self-esteem 

and self-presentational needs open to question. If we 

assume that the self is a social construction 

(Hollwa¥.1982.4; Mead.1932). it follows that these two 

functions are more intertwined than this distinction 

allows for. Thus an¥ generation of self-esteem is 

necessaril¥ derived in the process of some form of 

self-presentation. whether an audience is Ph¥sica11¥ 

present or not (ie we are part actor. part audience). This 

issue is raised in the related debate around the status of 

self-serving attribution biases (Miller and Ross.1975; 

Mi11er.1978; Bradle¥.1978.1979. See Ch.2). 

What I want to do now is link up these four papers 

(Eiser. Lalljee and Abelson. Turnbull. and Hewstone) in 

order to distil a collective model which I will go on to 

criticize. Most events are explained b¥ a simple. 

automatic ,categorization process which places them in 

their appropriate context or schema. Where stop-and-think 
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forms of exp1anation do occur. they are essentia11y 

concerned with reso1ving the uncertainty surrounding an 

unexpected or odd event. that is. deviation from the 

script or background know1edge then in operation. The 

expected script and thus the content and type of 

exp1anation given are derived in part from the context in 

which the event/behaviour occurred and in part from the 

context in which the exp1anation has to be given (this is 

where Hewstone 9 s weak functiona1ism comes into p1ay) which 

takes into account the self-esteem. self-presentational. 

and control needs of the individua1. 

Here. I 9 ve constructed a composite mode1 out of the 

common and compatib1e e1ements of the four separate 

mode1s. Admitted1Y this has been done at the risk of 

vu1garizing the individua1 papers. but in this way. a view 

or approach can be derived and 

ana1yzed. This I wi11 now do. 

1. There seems to be an assumption that the adoption of 

the appropriate script. whether at the automatic or 

reflective 1eve1. is unproblematic. That is. that the 

array of events. the context. wi11 specify which script is 

availab1e. I would. in contrast. suggest that things are 

not so simp1e. or if they are tney are so for a reason. 

Peo19le ar:e more com19lex than these theories a11ow; 

for any sequence of events they wi11 have 

repertoire of scripts availab1e to them. The question is: 
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what makes certain more avai1ab1e than others? 

Provisiona11¥o I wish to that it is ro1es (in the 

stuctura1 sense. Heiss.1981) in which are 

p1aced and functions that these ro1es fu1fi1 that 

determines which schemas are avai1ab1e. Thus there is an 

affinit¥ between ro1e and (It shou1d be noted that 

the same of 0 se1ection° to the choice of 

ro1e. As we comment be1ow. schemas wi11 inf1uence the WS¥ 

that ro1es are 0 chosen°.) 

Of course. r91es are not structura1. the¥ are a1so 

interactive!¥ 

contradictions. 

adopts a ro1e: 

mode11ed. and are often fu11 of 

Moreover. I ana1¥sed how a 

in other words. the re1ation between 

a ro1e and the script of which that 

role is a In • I wi11 mere1¥ suggest that 

this might be of in at 1east two WS¥S! 

0 Structura11¥ 0
• in which there is a meta-ro1e which 

conducts the movement from one ro1e to another and one 

script to another (this cou1d be something akin to the 

ru1es of interaction}; a1ternative1¥. this 

be conceived of as a norm of ro1e-contiguit¥ or 

ro1e-set consistenc¥. Second1¥o we cou1d sim&1¥ consider 

in °biographica1° terms. in the sense that 

ro1e and the wor1d-out-there. which the en-ro1ed actor 

deals with., are in constant interaction the d¥namic of 

which the individua1 from ro1e to ro1e, from 

to We must not forget. however. that this 
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is not necessari1y a of wi11fu1 drifting. but 

entai1s externa1 factors that individua1s into their 

ro1es. 

This whole has much in common with the debates 

in literary criticism concerning the way that a reader and 

text interact. Does the reader his/her meaning; on 

the text. or does the text somehow 9 contain 9 meaning which 

the reader then into Eagleton.l98U)? 

Indeed. the same up again and again. in that 

not only can the actor and socia1 situation/script.be 

considered reader and text but so too can 

the and the and the attribution 

theorist and AT (psycho1ogy). I wi11 not 

attempt such an outright textual deconstruction either of 

AT or exp1anations. scripts or discourses. My interest is 

more in the way that these various factors mediate power 

which goes to shape the cos;nitiive and socia1 functioning 

of individuals. 

2. The fact that there are differing scripts also 

suggests there can be conf1ict between scripts. While 

this is recognized by the authors mentioned. there is no 

consideration of. the resolution of these contradictions 

through the exercise of power. Conceptually. scripts seem 

to presuppose a director who orchestrates the dep1oyment 

of through somehow inducing a mutuallY presupposed 

background of belief. There is no guarantee of this. 
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for more controversial events and 

Often scripts are Discourse theory. by being 

fundamentally focused on the relationship of power to 

knowledge can incorporate conflict. resistance and 

resolution in the use of scripts/discourses. 

3. so. whether an event is seen as puzzling on 

the that serves to initially categorize it. Many 

events that are NOT seen as problematic can. on the 

of a different script become in need of close 

lilnd explanation. An example: Witness this 

exchange from Susan Brownmi11er 9 s classic 1975 text on 

rape. Against our Will. Visiting her local precinct 

(police station). Brownmi11er found that of the 35 rape 

only 2 arrests had been made. 

99 Not a very imr;>ressi ve record. 99 I offered. 
99 Don ° t worry about it. 09 the sara:eant assured me. 
99 You know what these represent? 90 

09What do they represent? 00 I asked. 
who didn 9 t get their he said 

firmly closing the book. 
(Brownmi11er.1975.P365) 

The Brownmi11er wants to make is that many 

complainants are dismissed out of hand. Now the 

application of the r;>rostitute 9 script serves to 

dismiss the complaint. categorizes it away. Application of 

the or 9 policemen are sexist 

bastards 0 script would reQuire a different sort of 

exr;>lanation for the arrest statistic. 

4. Discourses. like scrir;>ts. emerge historically and some 
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carrv greater weight than others. However, the;v are not 

rational in the sense of being readily or wholl;v 

accessible to the individual who them in the way 

that sav the ethogenic would suggest (cf 

Billig,1977). They a multitude of 

beliefs. etq which are to 

challenge/resistance and to which the individual is 

ordinarily blind. In other words subjects and, indeed 

researchers, only a limited what 

is reQuired is a critical hermeneutic.method which 

those in the context of a history and 

political theory (Habermas,1971; 

McClure,l.984). To put this another way, have 

functions not only for individuals, they also serve 

functions for larger structures which the 

individual and of which the individual is not necessarilv 

aware. Such structures include groups, institutions and 

ideologies. 

Brownmiller 0 s can serve to illustrate. The 

Sargeant's statement in both stvle and content asserts the 

essential rationality or of the 

institution. it and consolidates 

a set of discourses in which the myth 

is embedded. The Sargeant 0 s is effectively an 

external attribution as regards the causes for so few 

arrests (ie it has nothing to do with the 

themselves, but is a result of objective facts, na.melv 
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However, simu1taneous1y, there is an 

attribution to women a:enera11y. The 9 !;>eeved 

ex!;>1anation is a version of the Potiphar 9 s wife episode 

(Genesis, ch35). In this Joseph is fa1se1y accused of rape 

by randy and peeved wife, because he wou1dn 9 t 

in fact 1ie with her. As a resu1t he thrown into 

where he is du1y protected by God. This story has two 

facets .. On the one hand it comments on the re1ation of 

power between the Egyptian Potiphar 9 s wife and the 

Israe1ite - between oppressor and peop1es. On 

the other hand, it evokes the re1ation of !;>ower between 

the sexes. In the 1atter case, it is the woman who has the 

(in this case enhanced by her racia1 status) to 

discredit a man by crying rape. The ideo1ogica1 aspect of 

this story 1ies in its use to ground the suggestion that 

most women have a tendency to cry rape, indeed to 1ie in 

genera1. Hence we find statements such as Judge 

Sutc1iffe 9 s famous: is we11 known that women in 

particu1ar, and sma11 boys, are 1iab1e to be untruthfu1 

and invent stories 09 -(Quoted in Patu11o, 1983). Thus women 

are predis!;>osed to however this is modu1ated by 

other factors such as the res!;)ectabi1ity of the a11eged 

victim. If she 9 s b1ack, poor. on we1fare, divorced etc 

then she is what C1ark and Lewis have ca11ed (1977) an 

that is, -she is for grabs. 

This is ex!;'>resse,d in the &olice 9 s flat dismissal/disbe1ief 

(at least idea1 typica11y) of/in the c1aims of an alleged 

victim fa1ling into this category. This links up with 
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another set Qf discourses 

closeness of women to nature 

centred on the relative 

(cf Ortner.1974) and the 

and capitalist (and Marxist too) view 

of nature as that is there for 9 man 9 s 9 

use. In terms of functions. at the risk of seeming 

too conspiratorial. the sargeant 9 s explanation also serves 

a form of out-group denigration. ie the belittling of 

women. (This will be treated in considerably more detail 

in Chs.6.7.8.) 

At this point it is worth considering some of the 

most important theoretical connections between scripts and 

discourses. refer to social situations. However. 

these scripts necessarily have an historical pedigree. The 

obviousness of some of the rape is now being heavily 

challenged by feminists. The meaning of these situations 

as embodied in the myths/scripts is being 

overhauled by a set of discourses that assert the rights 

of women. 

The same applies to less openly controversial scripts 

such. as Schank and Abelson 9 s famous Restaurant script. In 

contrast to the view that it outlines the seQuence 

of meaningful events (about going into a restaurant. 

finding a table. ordering. a meal. paying and leaving. 

including the intermediate steps and some of the possible 

detractions). we can point out that in so doing it 

obfuscates the pelations that exist between the customers 
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and the waiters. chef's. etc. the economic and social 

standing of the various workers within the restaurant. 

etc. Scripts are able to do this because the semantic and 

semiotic muscle they flex have long historical precedents. 

It is historical (and institutional) embeddedness 

that discourse theory can ta&; by reworking scri&ts as 

discourses. we can anaLvse the way that they have arisen. 

and the range of' historical antecedents that have endowed 

them with their 9 obviousness 9
• that is. their POWER. 

As suggested above. a fruitful way of' entering the 

discursive complex into which scripts are integrated. is 

through the role in which the ex&lainer is situated. The 

role is full¥ considered in Chapter 3. but for immediate 

pur&oses we can note that because it straddles both 

individual and social system. it can serve both the 

individual and $Ocial structure. For the individual. it 

generates expectations. behaviours. etc. but also. it 

structures needs and desires. In-terms of' the self. this 

approach presupposes a non-unitary conception of the self 

in which is recursively conditioned and 

subststantiated in action and interaction. including. of 

course. ex&lanation (Hollwa¥.1982; Henriques et a1.1984). 

The f'li&side to this is that roles. being constituted 

by social demands and traditions (both formal and informal 

roles and institutions have underbellies too). also 

serve to re/19roduce the social structures and 

discourse/practices in which the¥ are embedded. (To 
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reiterate: this is not meant in a global functionalist 

sense: such re/production may be dynamic in that it can 

entail soc',ial and cognitive change). Thus explanations 

also play a part in the re/production of the social, 

and this property of explanations is best apprehended 

through the analysis of role. Such an approach has an 

advantage over intergrougp theory approaches to 

explanation as i·t places these processes in the context of 

wider social dynamics (cf Chs.3,6). 

Our focus is thus upon the relation between the 

explanation and the role which effectively makes that 

explanation possible. The role embodies connected 

discourses and practices. and in so doing sets out the 

range of explanations that are available to the explainer. 

These guises incorporate cognitive processes. intergroup 

processes. and personal and social pay-offs. It is the 

first of these that the next chapter considers. 

6. Power and Control. 

At various points we have discussed the role of power in 

explanation. In this section I will be clarifying our use 

of that concept in relation to a number of phenomena. This 

will entail a brief consideration of several authors 9 

views of power. 

Nisbet(1966). in his survey of sociological 

traditions. diitinguishes two approaches to the analysis 
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oe &ower authority. On the one hand there is the 

emphasis on the need for social cohesion, 

an authority which is &luralistic and decentralized -

usually loc.ated in such institutions as the family. This 

traditional or conservative view can be marked ofe against 

the radical or centralist view which focuses on &olitical 

&ower, on the rational use of &ower by the state. However 

as we shall &oint out below, these two can no be so 

easily separated. There have been a variety oe critiques 

of the latter conception. first and foremost by the 

anarchists (Bakunin, Proudhon. Malatesta, etc) and more 

recently those influenced by anarchism as it briefly 

manifested itself in the upheavals in France in May,l.968 

(Cohn-Bendit,l.9683 Poster,l.984; Lash,l.984). At the recent 

academic forefront of this critiQue is Foucault (eg 

1.979b.l.982). This work has been fundamentally interested 

in the way that the state and the multitude of disciplines 

attached to it have exercised their res&ective &ower to 

constitute important areas of the social field, from the 

large-scale (eg distribution of &o&ulation) to the 

individual level (eg the ex&erience of sexuality). In 

these manoeuvres. the integrity of truth-power was 

established; in this. truth serves as a source of power. 

but at the same time power grounds that truth.. These links 

and operations can be gross (as in the plans for the 

panopticon) or subtle (as in the medical demarcation of 

appropriate However. as Oonzelot (1.979) shows 

and Poster(l.984) draws out. these modes of &ower 



PAGE 59 

microphysics 6f power as they are sometimes ca11ed - a1so 

move beyond the discip1ines of the socia1 sciences and 

their re1ated app1ications (in c1inics, prisons. 

we1fare, etc) • and impregnate (through both coercive and 

persuasive means) the socia1 body or civi1 society. A 

recent exam&1e we might point to is the infi1tration of 

the panopticon idea into genera1 po1icing. or what has 

been ca11ed community po1icing. in which members of a 

community are encouraged to be a1ert to crime (ie spy on 

one Orwe11 9 s 9 1984 9 describes just this sort of 

phenomenon; and Aronson(1983) documents its operation at 

the of the Sta1inist era in the USSR. 

For Foucau1t: there is an integration of power and 

this know1edge, by virtue of its acc1aimed 

truth derives a potentia1 power. It shou1d be said. that 

this a simi1ar conception is present around in socia1 

under the guise of 9 expert power 9 (French and 

Raver1,1959). What Foucau1t has done is specify in 

considerab1e historica1 detai1 the constitution. 

grounding. and the operation of this type of power. 

As regard the
1

1ast of these. he has high1ighted the use of 

techno1ogies such as measurement techniques. tests. 

treatments, mythods of observation and so forth which have 

gone towardf,3 and defining and 

formu1ating) the individual subject/object. 
! 

But can 

do this on1v insofar as they are considered 1egitimate. 

(Prior 
I 

to this. for particular1v nove1 conceptions. there 
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seems to be a of coercion or high-intensity 

propaganda directed at the target groups. For the 

imposition of the nuclear family on the urban working 

classes. Donze1ot.1979.) As with French and Raven's 

formulation. the degree of will define the power 

of. the (though of co'urse this will in also 

depend on other factors such as the legitimacy of the 

discourse itself a novel di.scourse. such as 

psycholanalysis or discourse theory might be initially 

rejected irrespective of the expertise of its 

practitioners) so that some self-styled will face 

resistance. Nevertheless. the point I wish to make is that 

this expertise disseminates through society. People make 

claims to certain expertises. shift the grounds of 

argument and debate to establish their own terrain/field 

of knowledge .and thus assert power. In other words. we all 

make claims to expertise especially when that is 

grounded our experience. eg on the limited 

subject of ourselves. However. some claimants are more 

adamant than others. especiallY those who are already 

placed in a position of power. or have relatively high 

status (eg policemen. men. the educated and famous. etc). 

So. there is a circularity. in which power and knowledge 

constitute and are constituted by each other. To unravel 

the precise nature of this constitution it is necessary to 

indulge in close historical and contextual analysis. 

By using the term 'expert' instead of the retaining the 
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thereby 

As the 

preceding discussion have made expertise is 

embedded in and 

As such. we consider this as part of 

the view of put forward by 

Lukes(1974. with modifications - Giddens.1979). In this. 

power can manifest itseAf not in fashion. but 

also through the very of a 

which very at the 

discretion. This would reQuire a of to 

access The with this. as Lukes 

points out. is that if there is between 

super- and sub-ordinate. (or expert and 

which neither party is to identify. how do we as 

observers substantiate that This is a 

we touch upon in our discussion of theory. for 

part of theory 9 s function to the ways in 

which has been denied. rendered For 

Lukes. part of. the way of accessing the is 

through a democratic interaction with the 

One is that there is no reason to assume that the 

group is coherent (eg the working class has many 

conservative factions. as indeed there are amongst women). 

Ng(1980) has reviewed a number of formulations of power. 

now we have considered the negative aspects of 

power which. in its with truth or ideology. has 
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served ·to certain groups and individuals generally 

(where oppression refers in part to the shaping of 

which individuals into particular 

through constraint). However9 Ng makes the point that 

also has a - lack of control can 

be highly damaging. Heider 0 s (1958) notion of power as the 

(as to the. 'power over') or the 

to do things ( 0 can°) can be seen as evoking the 

need for control. prediction and competence. 

At several points in this thesis we touch upon the issue 

of control and control needs. As we have mentioned. 

control as a prime motivator in attribution has remained 

relatively untheorized. Questions such as: what needs to 

be controlled? how have control needs arisen? and when do 

they need to be fulfilled? are left to wallow in the murk¥ 

of the social version of 

society. 

Typically. explicit research on control has centred on 

the individual. In the locus of control literature (eg 

Rotter.1966; Furby.1979) control is conceived as the 

degree to which an individual personal control 

over the outcome of his/her behaviour. and is related to 

future responses (eg learning. achievement motivation). As 

Furby notes. the internal locus of control • in line with 

. American individualism. is held up as the norm. 



PAGE 63 

In. the learned helplessness literature (eg Seligman.1975: 

Abramson. Seligman and Teasdale.1978o Peterson and 

Se1igman,1981!) the r;>erceived lack of control 

has been attributionall¥ reformulated as high internal 

attribution for failure to stable and global 

characteristics (eg low IQ). It is hvpotheized that this 

attributional pattern is involved in der;>ression. The 

debate continues to rage over whether this formu1ation 9 s 

application to depression is valid: I will not be entering 

into the frav. Of more immediate relevance is the fact 

that locus of control and learned helr;>lessness do not seem 

to map easil¥ onto one another (Peterson. Sushinskv and 

Diemack,1978o Miller and Se1igman.1982). For a start. 

locus of control confounds internalitv with control and 

externalitv with lack of control. In contrast, learned 

helplessness accesses those instances where internalit¥ 

underlies lack .of control. Moreover locus of control does 

not encomr;>ass the dimensions of global/specific and 

stable/unstable. Despite these differences the main r;>oint 

remains intact: lack of control. 

bad thing. 

wherever located, is a 

Within these fields of research we get no sense of too 

much control being a bad thing. For this we must turn to 

the analvsis of r;>ower. Ng(1980) comr;>lains that the 

derogation of r;>ower as a corrur;>ting influence has ignored 

the fact that a little power can be a good thing. 

permitting the opr;>ortunit¥ to exercise legitimate 



PAGE 64 

control over va.rious aspects of their everyday lives. So, 

we have two opposing emphases that set up two norms: too 

much power/co!ntrol is a bad thins;; too little 

power/control is a bad thing. 

simply in the f:ollowing diagram: 

We can represent this 

:Dimension of Power/Control. 

Too little ---------------Just enough------------Too Much 

The normative content of this simple dimension concerns 

0 health 0 and health the focus of attention is the 

individual. Individuals with too little control become 

0 depressed 0
; those with too much become 0 corrupted 0

• The 

observation I wish to make is that control/power needs 

vary within individuals. across groups. within and across 

circumstances. indeed. with history. What are 

0 appropriate 0 control needs should not be judged against 

some criterion of individual health. For example. 

individuals with high control needs can be expected to 

respond more unfavourably to a given level of failure than 

individuals with lesser needs. Thus. where little 

competence is ascribed to the self. failure and lack 

of control does not necessarily induce distress. It is no 

wonder that women will seek out games of chance (Deaux and 

Ferris.1975) whereas men are more interested in games and 

skill given respective stereotypical self-images. 

At the level. men are ascribed a greater general 

competence are women (cf Ch.6); they have a higher 
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status, and their control needs are greater (which are 

fulfilled through a. number of mechanisms. Wortman •. 1976; 

Bains.1983). 

It would seem then that the difficulty lies in the fact 

that competence or 9 can 9 is variable. What one 'can' do 

will determine. within basic limits. what one's control 

need.s are and vice versa. Moreover that competence is 

conditioned b¥ numerous other factors such as those very 

micro-powers we outlined above. In that those micro-powers 

tend to delimit a role (by setting up norms) the¥ also set 

up the competence. control needs and expectations that 

attach to that role. That is. these powers also effect the 

objective constitution and subjective experience of 

competence and the desire for control (and power). The 

role of expert can afford particularly extreme 

expectations for control/competence. In fact. what from 

within a role is perceived as 'power to'. can from without 

appear as 0 power over 0
• 

T.he circulari tv we have abstracted runs as follows: 

control/competence embodied in the role of (relative) 

expert is partly responsible for competence needs in other 

roles through a process of 0 policing 9 or 9 micropowers 9 • 

These roles act back to consolidate expert roles and 

other roles. and so on across the social field. Much of 

this policing takes the form of what social psychology 

calls interpersonal interaction. Only in the historical 



PAGE 66 

of given rol.es (men. women. 

and expl.anation can the fl.ux of and 

truth. and certaint:v be treated with 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LAY EXPLANATIONS AND COGNITIVE PROCESSES 

Introduction 

The main purpose of this chapter is to a 

theme we touched upon in the chapter. the 

wav cognitive processes function in the construction of 

I with such processes. 

though a comprehensive review is beyond the scope of this 

thesis. Moreover. not be treated here. 

but considered in the next chapter in the context of 

intergroup behaviour. 

I overview the between 

attribution theorv (AT) and cognitive and 

review the on three 

phenomena as they have to AT. This be 

by a discursive critique of cognitive 

showing that its momentum is or at 

can be by of behaviour 

that are couched in and even economistic 

terms. As an exercise in what (1981.1983) has 

positive critique. I the three 

aforementioned phenomena - the 

attribution error. the of consensus and baserate 

information by subjects and the perseverance of theories 
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in the light of disconfirming evidence, recasting them as 

&rimarily social 

1. Cognitive Psychology and Attribution Theory 

To start: I will give an elementary outline of cognitive 

social &sychology in the form of a set of assum&tions 

(Eiser,1980.&8). 1. vvthe individual is an active &rocessor 

of inf'ormationvv g 2. v9 the interl;>retation of a stimulus 

de&ends both on the attributes of the stimulus and on the 

&erceiver 9 s ex&ectations and standards of 

individual tries to organize his 

ex&erienceg such organization ty&ically involves selection 

and g l!. vvthe function of such organization 

is to &rovide a guide for action and a basis for 

prediction°v. As Eiser states. these assum&tions a&&lY to 

both social and non-social information &rocessing and 

behaviour (though to what degree this is 

similar for social and non-social information, and 

whether indeed there can be such a thing as the latter, is 

o&en to <;3Uestion. MacArthur,1982g Tajfel,1981). For 

cognitive &sychology social behaviour is the 19roduct of 

some form of individual decisiont 99The way a 19erson reacts 

to any social stimulus or situation de&ends on how he 

inter&rets and categorizes the information contained in 

that stimulus or situation, on his ex&ectations and 

standards of com&arison ..• on what he feels is ex&ected of 

him, and on the conse<;3uences he ex19ects to occur as a 

result of his (Eiser,1980.&8). 
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A more account of the between AT 

and is by Antaki and 

Fie1ding (1981). They distinguish between the or 

information 19rocessing from the 

tradition of research. The former is 

concerned with how ordinary or attributions 

are constructed. 99Research in this tradition is aimed at 

describing mode1s of the ways that select. 

combine and integrate socia1 information in arriving at a 

judgement 99 (Antaki & Antaki and 

Fie1ding see the work of Newtson (eg- 1976; in the 

footste19s of Michotte.l.960} as 

descril9tive 

of analysis 

the 

to 

The 

to agency is into the 1ess and 

more socia1 use of information. AT 1ies at the more socia1 

end of information use in agency According 

to Ants.ki and Fie1ding AT a11ows. us to uncover some of the 

9 biases 9 or 1imits of human information in the 

field of Moreover. while it certainly has 

its deficiencies (eg cause 

or ignoring the inf1uence of interaction on 

99 AT (is) a theory to do with one sort of 

ordinary (agency} which would benefit from a 

&rior sort of ex191anation (descril9tive 

For ex191anations Of mora1ity. information 

&rocessing accounts origina1ly grounded in some analysis 



of motivations (eg Wa1ster 9 s 1966 defensive attribution 

theory. or Lerner 0 s 1970 Just Wor1d f1Yl9othesis) 00 have been 

increasing1;y inf1uenced the mainstream socia1 

l9SYcho1ogy tradition of reductive mode1s of cognitive 

ce19acities 00 (1953). This wi11 usually take the form of en 

analysis of how moral and non-mora1 information is 

integrated to 19roduce a judgement (Hami1ton.1978.80; 

Fincham and JaSl9&rSo1980; but also Lloyd-Bostock.1983). 

intention is to now show how s19ecific l9henomena 

that in 1&Y ex191anation. when ana1vsed through the 

information a1919roach. ere misconstrued in a 

number of ways. Most im19ortantly. too great an accent is 

19laced on the individual organism. The main focus of my 

critica1 attention will be. in Antaki and Fielding 9 s 

scheme of things. cognitive agency ex&lantions. 

TYl9ically this research throws Ul9 the Question Of 

rationality3 that is. whether- &eol91e 0 s cognitive 19rocesses 

are biased or rational. As Eiser(1980) notes. the answer 

to this turns on the meaning of 0 rational 0 • At the leve1 

of examining the the 19rocesses involved in 19roducing 

behaviour. the notion of 0 rational 0 or 9 irrational 0 siml91Y 

does not &l9l91Y. The cognitive l9SYchologist 0 s task is to 

unmask the mechanisms through which a decision is arrived 

at. Only with reference to some norm does a 19rocess become 

0 rational 0 or 0 biased 0 • One of the most freQuently 

ar;>plied norms is a mathematical or logica1 one 
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and Ajzen.1983). However. we should note 

immediately that the. bias as here treated. is internal 

and individual. something which a cognitive 

Thus the term 

for the of theoretical that analysis 

is. as I ho&e to show. value- {and history-) laden (eg 

Sam&son.1981).ie. it embodies a norm which. 

its hegemony. it renders invisible. 

by virtue of 

To reitere.te: a full discussion of the range of biases 

and heuristics is beyond our Instead. three 

of these wi11 be considered in some detail. The 

Fundamental Atribution Error (FAE). the neglect of 

consensua/baserate information. 

(TP) have been chosen because. 

centr&lity in the literature. 

and Theory Perseverance 

in addition to their 

they are 

relevant to the analysis of men 9 a of 

serving to Under&in the sexist treatment of victims 

and women generally. In this section I will review the 

literature on these Thia will be followed by 

an analysis of the general shortcomings of cognitive 

Fina11y. I will 

these in the light of the critical &oints 

in the &receding section. 

a. The Fundamental Attribution Error. The original 

findings of Actor{A)/Observer(O) 

formalized by Jones and Nisbett(1972) 

diflferences were 

in the following 
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As reliably attribute their behaviour externally. 

that is. to situational factorsa Os attribute the same 

behaviour relatively internallY. to some facet of the A. 

There was a two-fold explanation of this: on the one hand 

As and Os have differing perspectives on the same fragment 

of behaviour. In other words they nave different 

(perceptual) information available. so that for the o. the 

A 0 s behaviour appears more salient. On the other hand. As 

and Os will process the same piece of information 

differently. according to. say. their relative knowledge 

drawing on Heider 9 s (1958) 

idea of the actor swamping the field. has 

institutionalized this into the FAE. which describes the 

fundamental and pervasive tendency of Os to attribute more 

internally than is warranted. 

To say that this phenomenon and the paradigm to which it 

has given rise have been under attack in recent years 

would be an understatement. Various authors have disputed 

whether the FAE can be sustained by the available 

empirical evidence (Monson and Snyder.1977; Monson.1983; 

Fishbein and Ajzen.1983). Others have pointed out that 

whether an A/0 difference surfaces depends on the nature 

and content of the attributional task (eg Miller and 

Rorer.1982; Bradley.1979z Deaux.1976; Taylor and 

Koivumaki.1976). The role of expectations is particularly 

important in 

attributions. 

mediating 

Expectations 

the relation 

referring 

of A and 0 

to one 0 s own 
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behaviour (and this includes 

wi11 effect explanationst it is more to 

modest, flush with one 9 s or rational. 

in-s:roup. than to consistently attribute internally as 

an 0 (though there does seem to be a norm for this too, 

Jellison and Green.1981). On the other hand. expectations 

concerning. the other will also condition explanations (eg 

Jones and Davis.1965; Hansen and Stomer.1978; Deaux and 

Ferris.1977; Hewstone and Jaspars.1982a. etc). Others have 

attcked FAE on the grounds that it is value laden (eg 

Harvey.Town.& Yarkin.1981; Billig.1982; Gergen.1982). or 

that it .conflates and evaluative aspects of 

explanation (Van der Pligt,1981). Harre(1981a) and 

Shotter(1981) have both noted that as a paradigm it sorely 

lacks any treatment of the interactional nature of many 

A/0 encounters for Harre the A/Os competetively 

establish themselves as worthy for Shotter. they 

hermeneutically uncover what is going on. Further. FAE 

being mostly laboratory-bound and experiment-fixated, has 

failed to take into account the variety of explanations 

available to A/Os (Gergen.1982: Ch.l). Farr 

Anderson(1983) have also pointed out that the FAE paradigm 

has operated exclusively in the visual modality and that 

the o and A. in taking over from Heider 9 s 

relational terms 9 perceiver 9 and 9 other 9 respectively, 

have effectively vulgarized the latter. 

To some degree these have been tackled by the 
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intergroup attribution paradigm (eg Tay1or and Jaggi.1974; 

Pettigrew.1979; Hewstone and Jaspers.1982b.3.etc). Here. 

there is a sensitivity to the eocia1 embeddednees of the 

A/0 paradigm; various motivationa1 and eocia1 factors 

which serve to 're1ativize' the position of A and o. by 

p1acing them in the context of opposing groupe. are taken 

into account. 

Despite the shortcomings of the FAE paradigm. there does 

seem to be one robust effect which emerges: the inf1uence 

of ea1ience. MY aim is to show how sa1ience (itse1f a 

subcategory of the avai1abi1ity heuristic, Tvereky and 

Kahneman.1973.1974) might be rendered suspect when seen 

1imited to individua1 functioning. This wi11 invo1ve 

c1oee inspection of the concept of avai1abi1ity. in order 

to rework this 'heuristic' as a eocia11y grounded 

phenomenon. 

Rose and Andereon(1982) and Nisbett and Ross(1980) note 

how the FAE can be exp1ained in terms of the avai1abi1ity 

heuristic. For the o. the A is more avai1ab1e by virtue of 

his/her 00 perceptua1 !;>roximi ty" to her/his action. 09 The A 

is dynamic and interesting whi1e the situations are more 

common1y static 

Ross.1980.p122-123). 

attributions are 

and 

(When 

1ikewise 

(Nisbett and 

this is reversed. then 

reversed. MacArthur and 

Post.1977.) Before going on to recount the ways that 

avai1ability might operate within FAE. it is worth noting 
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that it can accommodate many if not all the criticisms 

levelled above. The point that expectations are involved 

in AT can be rephrased in terms of the increased 

availability of certain types of behaviour-attribution 

couplings which have been prompted by the situation of the 

0 (say. as an in-group member. or as 9 ordinary person 9
}. 

It would seem that availability can explain practically 

anything to do with explanation. This is part of its 

strength. as well as its weakness in the sense that. as 

it stands. it cannot map out the specificity and 

historicity of the couplings that constitute any given 

instance of availability: too .often they are reduced to 

the 9 biologica1 individual 9 inevitablY characterized by a 

gross and unexplored need to 9 control 9 and 9 predict 9
• 

There seem to be. roughly in accordance with Jones and 

Nisbett 9 s(1972} original formulation. at least two ways in 

which salience and availabilty function within the A/0 

perceptually. and informationally (not that the 

two are always readily distinguishable}. 

suggests that availability operates in three ways in 

through salience. retrieval. and the 

use of schemas - for the sake of convenience however. we 

have collapsed these into two. 

(i) Perceptual Salience. (cf McArthur.1982. for a 

review). Usually. this means that the perceptual salience 

of the A prompts the 0 to take him/her to be the· prime 
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a;snsrator of his/her behaviour. Sal.ience can be 

the csntral.ity of the A 

(Storms.197l!.); or the rel.ative 9 differsntness 9 of the A 

with to other As. Tayl.or and Fiske(1975) showed 

how the visual. of the A served to induce an 

internal. attribution. Anderson 

and Ruderman cited in Nisbett and 

Ross.1980) showed how race or had a. simil.ar 

effect. Simil.arl.y. the col.our of a shirt which increases 

the sal.ience of the A. wil.l. al.so increase the 

internal. attributions made to her/him. As Tnyl.or(1982) 

out. it is difficul.t to sse what rel.evance other 

than the col.our of a shirt woul.d have for an o. 

As mentioned before McArthur and Post (1977) found that a 

brightl.y l.it or moving A l.ed to increased attribution to 

him/her. whil.e a salient environment facil.itated 

(ii) Informational Avail.abil.ity. This can be mediated in 

a number of ways& Ross and Sicoly(1979) showed 

that have differential retrieval. being better able 

to recal.l their own behaviour as to othsra 9 

this was modulated to some by the nature of 

those behaviours). Al.ternatively. if the different 

and amounts of information that one has regarding self and 

others is bal.anced. then FAE seems to be abated 

(Eisen.1979). Simil.arl.y Brickman et al (1975). and Rusbult 

end Medlin(1982) have shown that l.onger causal. chains (ie 



Page 77 

more information) tend to moderate the internal. 

attributions of Os. It woul.d seem then that attributions 

are conditioned according to whether certain of 

information are avail.abl.e which is itsel.f conditioned by 

the situation ·in which the 0 and A find themselves. 

Informational. avail.abil.ity can be fostered by al.tering 

that situation. without necessarily expl.icitl.y changing 

the amounts of information avail.abl.e to the 0/A. Thus 

getting the 0 to empathise with the A has the effect of 

making avail.abl.e to him/her information that woul.d 

otherwise remain - after al.l.. every 

0 has been a real.-l.ife A (eg Regan and Totten.1975; Gaul.d 

and Sigal.l..1977; however see al.so. Tayl.or.Etcoff & 

Lanter.1979). We might al.so over the action of 

empathy in the functioning of in-group attributional. 

favouritism. Most of al.J.. it woul.d seem that 

some types of information are more avail.abl.e than others 

by virtue of their vividness and concreteness. 

b.The Negl.ect of Consensus and Baserate Information. 

Kel.l.eyian consensus information refers to the degree to 

which an A 9 s behaviour conforms to other As 9 behaviour 

given the same stimul.us and situation. If there is high 

consensus then it assumed that the situation is the cause. 

As ever. this suffers from a variety of 

ai1ments. In addition to the criticisms we made in Chapter 

1 in which we -rel.ativized the status of the consensual. 

popul.ation. we can al.so point to the fact that a minority 
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can define the (ie consensua1) response if it is 

in a position- to exert minorit¥ inf1uence (cf 

Moscovici.1976; Ng.1980; Thus in determining 

the re1evance of consensus information we need to uncover 

the source of its power whether it be 1ocated in the 

in-group. or a powerfu1 minority. or in the mists of 

history as with some mascu1ine norms of response. 

However. more direct1y of interest to attribution 

theorists is the fact that it has been shown that 

consensus information is 

McArthur.1972.1976o Gar1and. 

Nisbett and Borgida.1975o 

consistent1y underused (eg 

Hardy 

Nisbett. 

& Stevenson.1975; 

Borgida.Cranda11 & 

Reed.1976o Orvis. Cunningham and Ke11eY.1975). Nisbett and 

Borgida(1975) have suggested that the main reason that 

this information is not used is that it 1acks 

concreteness and vividness - it is too diffuse for common 

cognitive mastication. Some of these findings have been 

criticized because the random (ie norma1) nature of the 

samp1e from which the consensus information was drawn had 

not been made c1ear to subjects (We11s & Harvey.1977; 

Borgida.1978o We11s and Harvey.1978). However. even where 

this was made apparent to subjects. consensus information 

remained underused re1ative to the other informationa1 

19arameters of distinctiveness and consistency. Other 

factors that might be invo1ved in this underuti1ization 

are: size of consensus samp1e size (Kassin.1979o however 

Hami11. Wi1son and Nisbett.1980. have found subjects to 
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be insensitive to size); successive versus 

simultaneous of information (Feldman at 

al.1976s Kassin.1981); the order in which information is 

the later that consensus is given to 

subjects. ie the closer it is to the of judgement. 

the more likely it is to be used (Ruble and Feldman.1976); 

whether consensus information is causally related to 

the target behaviour (Ajzen.1977); if consensus is 

generated by reference to onevs own behaviour then it is 

more likely to be used (Hansen and Lowe.1976; Hansen and 

Donoghue.19778 also the consensual of onavs own 

behaviour is illustrated by the false consensus effect. 

Ross.Greene and House.1977). Kassin(1979) distinguishes 

between two of consensus information. normative and 

or it is the latter that has been 

most often (under)used in ANOVA studies. From this it can 

follow that consensual behaviour which is 

or extreme. leads subjects to assume that that 

information is drawn from a deviant or 

Thus consensus information is judged against 

normative of what constitutes 

behaviour for 0 reasonable It would seem then that 

when consensus information is used. it must reflect a 

norm. However. as out in 1. in many cases 

a clear norm does not emerge. 

Kaheneman and 

as for with 

recently. Borgida and Brekke (1981) have 

suggested that whether consensus is used or not is not a 
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simp1e function of its vividness or of the operation of 

the representativeness heuristic (in which subjects access 

the overt between the actor (item) and an 

avai1ab1e group (category). and use this 

rather than the actua1 baserates to guide their 

judgements). Rather. they suggest that where the baserate 

and individuating data are equa11y re1evant. they can be 

combined and prioritized. We find para11e1s to this in the 

intergroup (cf Ch.3). 

The main point I wish to draw out here is that the 

Representativeness Heuristic can be said to 1ie at the 

heart of the under-use of consensus information. To 

reiterate the representativeness heuristic: if an item A 

is simi1ar category B. then it is thought to be 

representative of B and this is insensitive to baserates. 

samp1e size. Iaws of chance and va1idity etc (Tversky and 

Kahneman.l.982). The key notion here is 9 simi1arity 1 which 

can inc1ude a variety of ways by which an individua1 item 

is seen as representative of a sample. I wou1d further 

suggest that it is part1y that renders an 

object vivid. If simi1arity is one of the factors invo1ved 

in catea:orizationo and categorization is a process whereby 

an item is more unequivocably defined. then this 

definition wii1 serve 

(However. as Billig(l.985) 

to make an item more vivid. 

has 190inted out.. we must not 

forget of 19articu1arization in which an 

defined by virtue of its uniqueness.) In effect 

item is 

then. an 
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item derives its vividness &artly from its similarity to 

and well-known categories. When 

individuating data becomes weako that iso where the 

individual. item lacks vividnesso then recourse to the 

ex&erimental. baserate information (or consensus) becomes 

necessary. Given that the Heuristic 

(RH) is a basic in the neglect of consensus 

our main objection will revolve around its 

essentiallY individualistic&ers&ective. 

Theory Perseverance (TP) refers 

to the way that &eo&1e in their initiml 

assessments (or e:lt&1anations) to an unwarranted 

degree 00 (Nisbett and Ross.1Q80.&176). TP has recently been 

studied through the use of the in 

which the subjects 0 initial assessment is whollY 

discredited through the introduction of new information. 

and Hubbard(l975) found that subjects 0 initial 

beliefs about their own and others 0 ability to distinguish 

between authentic and inauthentic suicide notes &ersevered 

even after a thorough debriefing. The debriefing consisted 

of the revelation that the feedback they had been 

receiving about their &erformance was in fact random 

(ie unrelated to their actual &erformance). This finding 

has been extended in a number of ways. Anderson.Le&&er 

and Ross(l980) found that even where the initial evidence 

was itself highly dubious. as in the relation between 

and the &reference for risk as measured by a. 
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paper and pencil test. the that derived from that 

information after debriefing. The overall 

evidence suggested that subjects were formulating causal 

scenarios or from which they to shift 

after debriefing. and Lau(cited in Nisbett and 

these findings outside a laboratory 

setting. They that students continued to ascribe 

their performance to ability even thay had been 

debriefed that their depended solely on the 

of lecture they had received to the 

task. Anderson (1982.1983) has studied the way that this 

9 bias 9 might be counteracted. He that the more 

concrete the data. the more severe the That 

is. subjects it easier to generate causal theories 

or scenarios from individuating data than from abstract 

information. Attem19ting to attenuate subjects 9 

perseverance. Anderson found that 

alternative and innoculation 

(telling subjects about their tendency towards 

perseverance) both led to a decrease in the 

by theory revision. the latter by 

theory formation. These findings 

for the theory that causal scenarios have a tendency to 

19ersist. 

However. as Nisbett and Ross(1980) note. is 

aided by the ability of subjects to 

disconfirming evidence so that it effectively contributes 



to their initial. 

Cantor(1979; Snyder 

theory. 

and 

For examr;>le. 

Gana:estad.1981) 
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Snyder and 

showed that 

subjects are particularly prone to preferentia·lly 

soliciting confirming data. 

Incidentally. another way of viewing these r;>henomena is 

through the notion of 9 anchoring 9 (Tversky and 

Kahneman.1974) which describes the failure of subjects to 

make necessary adjustments to initial judgements. 

However. I will not further develop the connections 

between anchoring and theory perserverance. 

My intention is to speculatively show how TP can be 

reconceived as a social. 9 bias 9 that has some of its roots 

in the 9 objective conditions of capitalism 9
• This is not 

to s.ugg:est that it is not present in other societies. 

merely to point out that its bases in social praxis will 

differ across the spectrum of societies (see below). 

Nisbett and Ross 9 (1980) accent on epistemic 

s:oals 99 such as importance of beliefs and 

belief-systems 99 or on 99 the real-world constraints on time99 

(p191). is displ.aced in favour of an analysis in terms of 

social conservatism and an impetus towards social and 

sel.f-objectification. 

2. A Critique of Cognitive Social Psychol.ogy. 

a. Preamble. Before I embark on a detail.ed critique of 

this tradition. I would first like to outline some of the 
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reasons for initial reservations concerning the 

cognitivist approac.h. The second part of this thesis is 

concerned with men 9 s. particularly specifically 

policemen 9 s. explanation of rape. Even a superficial look 

at the way that rape myths are deployed and explanations 

constructed will show that availability. 

representativeness and anchoring heuristics are a11 

applicable. However. because these 9 heuristics 9 and 

9 biases 9 ·are located within the individual. that is. are 

seen to be an outcome of faulty cognitive functioning. the 

9 biases 9 in the sense of in power. etc 

are bypassed. Rather than grounding these 9 biases 9 in 

concrete situations. entailing particular discourses and 

practices. rather than seeing them as instances of the 

rules of combination and difference that apply to relevant 

discourses and practices. we are presented with a series 

of universal processes. The result is that the site of 

corrective intervention becomes the individual. The gross 

bigotry that we witness in .many explanations of rape is 

due to the biological limitations of our cognitive 

capacities• one corollary of this is the conservative view 

that there can be no change. that such socially 

reprehensible behaviour is inevitable (Billis:.l985). 

Certainly. I am not arguing that the individual need not 

change 0 rather. I am arguing against the exclusive 

technological focus on the individual (as exemplified by 

innoculation and counter-explanation procedures). What is 

required is a complex. dialectical intervention that. in 
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the case of men 9 s of wou1d need to take 

into account the historica1 and investments 

that have been made in. for examp1e. sexua1 

inequa1ity. and extreme contro1 of se1f and (1ow-status) 

other. 

b. Proces§es and Society. The debate 

regarding the rationa1ity of heuristics rages. As we 

remarked any such judgement entai1s the setting 
; 

of a norm. these have been statistica1 or 

logical ones. In contrast. Krug1anski and Ajzen(1983) 

have suggesteq that any such norms must be set against 

interna1 of functioning. What I will now 

do is show that this debate is stil1 1ocked within the 

frame of reference outlined above. From 

this will lead a discussion of the general shortcomings of 

a cognitive social 

Nisbett and Ross(1980). while allowing for the 

possibility pf normative demands on inference 

this by insisting that the cognitive is 

Thus. it would be 

" •.. a mistake to whitewash our subjects 9 

behaviour. or to that it can be 
understood whollY in terms of such worthy higher 
order goals. People 9 s confirmation biases and 
their to recall and generation of data 
is well documented to justify such 
tolerance. 99 

(Nisbett and Ross.1980.p192} 

Krug1anski and Ajzen suggest that in addition to 
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normative models. there are two 

further criteria of validity used in human inference 

research: observation and the 

:Kruglanski and Ajzen also summarize the 

current state of the field in the following way: (1) There 

is a range of biases that are fundamentally different -

this research field and the it addresses are 

thus both essentially pluralistic; (2) Biases are 

motivational or cognitive; (3) There exist reliable 

criteria for· inferential validity. In contrast. these 

authors offer the following alternative characterization: 

(1) is unitary; (2) Biases need not 

result in error; {3) There are no secure criteria of 

validity. They to characterize knowledge by: (1) 

its contents; and {2) the confidence with which it is 

held. 

For Kruglanski and Ajzen: (1) The (knowledge 

is initiated by 

(interests). Cognitions arise in the stream 

of consciousness; {2) Validation of these cognitions 

involved deductive knowledge and the of 

9 if-then 9 linkages. Thus an will be accepted if 

it is deducible from the evidence; {3) However 

subjects may generate alternative. equally viable. 

from the same data-base that are inconsistent 

with . the hypothesis; (4) It is to 

generate an of 9 if-then 9 linkages. When we 
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generating we effective1y 'freeze' the inference process. 

Converse1y. we 'unfreeze' when generating a new 

hypothesis. The capacity to generate 1inkages is dependent 

upon various ·factors both interna1 and situationa1. In 

Krua:1anski and Ajzen's view peop1e are subjective1y 

1oa:ica1. Biases are preferences for one inference over 

a1ternatives: errors are subjective1y defined as the kind 

of experience that is induced by an inconsistency between 

a given hypothesis, inference or conc1usion and a firm1y 

he1d be1ief. Presumab1y what is considered inconsistent is 

1ikewise subjective. 

so. for Nisbett and Ross. the subject is objective1y 

biased, or more co11oQuia11y, wrong. For Krug1anski and 

Ajzen the subject simp1y cannot be wrong. This can only be 

sustained by estab1ishing that there are no objective or 

secure of va1idity, which they manaa:e by adopting 

a 'Pop19er;i.an non-justificationist metaphysic'. 

According1y, any mode1 of em19irica1 rea1ity, even direct 

observation, is a conce19tua1 construction whose degree of 

actua1 correspondence with objective reality is in 

princip1e inestimab1e. , It follows that normative mode1s, 

direct experience and even the experimenter's 19erspective 

cannot us with infa11ib1e criteria with which we 

might go about our inferring. Nisbett and Ross see biases. 

errors, and heuristics as the imperfections of the 

human processor. as systematic hiccups in the 

our inferenti!a1 machinery. This machinery is. moreover, 
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1ocated within us. 1ara;e1y of the .surrounding 

wor1d: it is natura1. universa1 and ahistorica1. Indeed. 

Nisbett and re1&te these cognitive 1imitations to 

rats. In the same way that rats are genetica11y to 

and to reinforcement contingencies and 

thus to so we too are 

Krug1anski and Ajzen 9 s infinite variety of 9 if-then' 

1inkas:es sus:geS!ts that the way individua1s freeze and 

unfreeze the comes down to idyosyncracy. 

Bias is a matter of taste. The individua1ism has 

not abated; it is sti11 something within the individua1 

that determines the precise content of the epistemic 

process. What conditions the individua1 9 s taste is but 

peremptori1y :addressed. Whereas Nisbett and Ross 9 

individua1ism mechanistic. Krus:1anski and Ajzen 9 s is 

subjective. In both cases the inf1uence of the socia1 

wor1d is minimized. For the former. the socia1 wor1d 

seems to be comprised of technocrats. of socia1 

psycho1ogists who can tinker with the subject; a11 

e1se bare1y effects process. In the 1atter references 

abound to the socia1 environment but it is an exotic 

socia1 

factors 9 

psycho1oa;ica1 wor1d comprised of 9 situationa1 

and the 

decisions quick1y 9 • 

9 physica1 safety 9
• 

9 press of time 9 and the 9 need to reach 

or find 0 effective contro1 9 and 

Society under this sort of socia1 

psycho1ogica1 scrutiny is a mush: there is no specificity 

or systematicitr about it; the focus is exc1usive1y on 
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proximal situational factors long-term material and 

ideological factors are neatly sidestepped. It is by 

virtue of this neglect of the specific and systematic that 

attention comes to devolve on the individual. To confront 

the systematicity and specificity mediated by groups, 

discourses. ideology. social and material practices and so 

forth would force us to consider alternatives to the 

mechanistic and the subjective. 

c. Critical Adventures. Wex1er(l981.1983) has identified 

three critical modes in which social psychology me¥ be 

apprehended. Firstly there are internal. conventional 

critiques. These range from the methodological and 

theoretical to the metatheoretica1 such as Gergen 9 s (1973) 

classic re-appraisal of the social psychology as history. 

Very often the reforms that such critiQues generate are 

geared towards re-emphasising the social aspect of social 

psychology. Usually this takes the form of procedural 

diversification and innovation and an accentuation of the 

normative composition of social behaviour; almost 

invariably this stops short of a full-bodied investigation 

of the of behaviour to socio-economic (and. 

power/knowledge): structures. In contrast. Wexler suggests 

' that what is necessary is a knowledge critiQue which traces 

changes in social psychological theory back to changes in 

Western societies. In particular. attention must 

be paid to the way that social psychology has ideologically 

distorted phenomena through individualistic and 
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natura1istic categories of ana1ysis. In addition, Wex1er 

suggests a socia1 critiQue which ana1vzes the ways in which 

socia1 psycho1ogy has served to support the capita1ist 

system in ;its mi1itaristic, bureaucratic and 

individua1istic. guises. Com191ementing this 9 negative 9 

critique is a 9 positive 9 one {or what Wex1er a1so ca11s a 

critica1 socia1 psycho1ogy) which tries to situate socia1 

psycho1ogica1 19henomena in the context of the prevai1ing 

socia1 system. Specifica11y, this wou1d entai1 a 

9 socia1psycho1ogic 0 of capita1ism in which the key Marxist 

conceF;>ts of a1ienation, commodification and the 

exp1oitation of ·human 1abour wou1d be used to 

genera1 interactiona1 processes which provide a matrix for 

understanding socia1 psycho1ogy that is omitted in 

prevai1ing paradigms 99 {Wex1er,1983.p79). To put this 

another way, many of tne phenomena which socia1 psycho1ogy 

addresses may indeed be genuineo not simp1y artefacts of 

the methodo1ogica1 and theoretica1 parameters of socia1 

psycho1ogica1 practice. However, socia1 psycho1ogy, {and 

particu1ar1y, 'that virul.ent strain, cognitive socia1 

psycho1ogy) to def1ect attention away from the 

possibl.e {capita1ist) socia1 construction of that 

behaviour. 

I wi11 subject the attributiona1 

heuristics described above to the types of critiQues 

out1ined by Wex1er. though I wi11 be deviating 

' substantia11Y from his socia1 and socio1ogica1 premisses 
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(though to give him his dues, he does see these as being 

o&en to revision). I will not be attem&ting a detailed 

sociology of sodial &SYchology (Buss,1975). 

d. Internal Critique. Writers engaged in this sort of 

critique have been dismayed by the regression into the 

9 rigourous methodology 9 of a cognitive at the 

expense of a sociallY amenable social &SYchology. Thus 

Ta.y1or 9 s (1976) original hopes for a fruitful marriage 

between social and cognitive &sychologies are both 

realized and dashed in a one-sided affair, with cognitive 

psychology the dominant partner (Taylor, 1981). As she 

notes. to generalize cognitive phenomena has to 

.be resisted: 99 We need to do a better job of binding our 

phenomena and defining the contextual factors that 

influence the powerfulness of the phenomenon in a given 

domain 99 (p204). 

Another source of internal concern is the fraught 

relationship between cognition and affect. Social cognition 

theorists such as Ross. Nisbett and Borgida have been &rone 

to relegating the affective factors behind cognitive ones 

in the operation of biases. However, others have suggested 

that it is motivational factors that are res&onsible for a 

variety of 9 cognitive biases 9 • Thus Bradley 

(1978.1979) suga;ests that it is self-presentational needs 

that underlie many of these biases. More fundamentally, 

' 
Zajonc (1980g & Baugh,1982} has suggested 
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that there is profound dissociation between cognitive and 

affective to the extent that. contrary to 

mainstream belief. affect may precede cognition. Tetlock 

and Levi(1982) have suggested that within attribution 

theory. attempts to distinguish methodologically between 

cognitive and affective processes have resolutely failed 

for a variety of reasons such' as the fact that in 

manipulating motives one is also altering informational 

input which might lead to covert changes in cognition (and 

vice versa). 

Following Wexler. we could criticize these critiques for 

never venturing too far from the individual as the 

generative of social behaviour. 

constraining the generalization of 

Thus for Taylor. 

c.ogni t i ve processes 

may simply make room for the intoduction of other cognitive 

processes. The limited relevance of salience phenomena 

means the greater relevance of anchoring phenomena for a 

given circumstance. Taylor 9 s critique may be read as a 

warning against overzealousness in the cognitivist 

specialist not ,against cognitivist specialization per se. 

Moreover. it is proximal social factors that prime or 

trigger cognitive processes; we get no sense of the way 

that these and lqng-term factors may function to actually 

shape cognitive processes. 

e. Knowledge Critique. The above leads us on to a 

detailed consideration of the various metatheoretical 
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analyses of social and cognitive Throu$hout 

this we have stressed the individualistic nature 

of much aocial and have touched upon the wav 

it universalizes the it uncovers. This comes in 

a line of just such critiques. Thus 

identifies these imperatives as deriving from the 

methodologies of a conceived as a natural. 

empirical science with its emphasis on to 

(neuro-) physiological substrate and universalism. (Harre 

and Secord.1972g 
/ 

Harre.1979; Gauld and Shotter.1976g 

Shotter.1975 make similar points). In contrast to this. 

for there are three interdependent and 

contexts to social behaviour which need to be 

studied: biology. ecology. and 

Without such an the intra-psychic focus of 

current cannot deal with environmental 

influences as anything other than stimuli or cognitive 

representationsg it cannot account for the social 

conditions under which they become operative on and in 

individuals. S&mPson(1981) in a parallel analysis isolates 

two processes at work in cognitive 

subjectivist and individualist reductionisms which grant 

to the structures and processes of the knowing 

subject ..• (and) to the thinking and reasoning of the 

individual knower ••• respectively (P730). He contrasts 

this with the notion of ideology whose study likewise 

addresses the ideas and thoughts of people. 00 the forms and 

content of their but in doing so 
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produces a 99 ver¥ different tre&tment 99 focusing on the 

materia1ist roots of these phenomena. 

»To consider ideo1oa:¥ is to consider matters 
beyond the mere1y subjective and the mere1y 
individua1istic; it is to ground thinking and 
reasoning in ongoing practices. tasks and 
activities of' human co11ectivities. 99 

(Sampson.1981.P731) 

Further to understand cognition requires an ana1ysis in 

terms of both subject and object (see Ch.4). Certain1y 

this has been rea1ized by various workers in the f'ie1d 

who. according to Sampson. admit that 99 Insof'ar as 

cognition is part if a 1arger who1e that affects its 

character. to study the part extirpated from its context 

is entire1y to misunderstand the nature of' that r;>art 99 

(&733). However. few go beyond this thresho1d as that 

wou1d require »a radica1 break not on1y with existing 

tradition in r;>sycho1ogy but a1so with r;>sycho1ogy's 

re1ation to society 99 (p733) 0 Sampson then goes on to 

instance the way that technica1 interests (Habermas.1971) 

in contro11ing the objectified r;>rocesses of' nature serve 

to condition the way that rea1ity is apr;>rehended. This is 

embodied in the methods and theories of' cognitive 

psycho1ogy which. as in the case of judgementa1 

heuristics. serve to demarcate what is 'biased' in 

cognitive processing and socia1 behaviour. 

Gergen (1982) has traced this tendency historica11y to 

basic metatheoretica1 assumptions in psycho1ogy. in 

particu1ar. r;>sycho1ogica1 science's project of' 

constructing 00 genera1 1aws of princi.r;>1es governing the 
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relationship among classes of observable phenomena00 which 

.should be with empirical (p7). These and 

other logical empiricist assumption have. according to 

captured and reinforced the following aspects of 

Western intellectual thought: a. Dualism and the 

in which psychological processes provide 

a veridical representation of the empirical b. 

centrality of cognitive processing such as 

abstraction and logic5 c. 00 Affect as (p115). 

Gergen indeed illustrates these with reference to AT 9 s 

absorption or the cognitivist ethic. For Gergen. then, 

this metatheory forecloses the possibilities for research 

and understanding and. importantly, any challenge to 

prevailing normative assumptions concerning psychological 

functioning. This is mediated through the reliance on the 

experiment. 

This cluster of knowledge critiQues can for my purposes 

be reduced still further to a common focus on the way that 

psychology is intent on uncovering a core biology - that 

is. a human nature that is by definition universal. What I 

will now suggest is that the discipline of psychology does 

not simply formulate that nature. it also. through a 

variety of agencies. contributes to a formation of that 

nature. 0 Nature 0 is here rendered a social and historical 

construct. 

The above analysis has traced cognitive and social 
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psychologies out in the context of a variety of other 

discourses {eg outmoded mechanistic model.s of the 

individual.; empiricist metatheory; social ideologies of 

individual. ism) and practices (eg technical interests. 

experimental methodology. etc). However. in contrast to 

discourse theory proper. there has not been an analysis of 

the way that these cognitivist approaches serve to 

reinforce and sometimes al.ter what people 

(within broad and perhaps unverifiable biological limits) 

and how they come to experience themselves and others. 

The work of Foucault and others on madness. sexual.ity and 

discipline has shown how various theoretical conceptions 

(Knowl.edges or Savoirs). concretized as therapies. 

regimens. means of measurement. modes of testing and so 

forth have served to constitue peopl.e both as subjects and 

objects (though this dichotomy is itsel.f open to guestion. 

cf Ch. 1). For example. Heath(1982) sets out how the 

vsciencev of sexol.ogy (which has the same sort of 

biol.ogistic interest as cognitive psychol.ogy) and even its 

more radical cousins (epitomized by Reich and Cooper) have 

acted to vfixv sexuality. to lay out the various 

parameters and norms around which peopl.e become model.led. 

and through which people come to experience themselves and 

others (cf Clearly. this process is more vpositivev 

than Gergenvs enlightenment effects. In the same way. 

cognitive psychology. with its funnelled vision of the 

individual.. limits the potential of individual. and 
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collective and action. tying it to a 

conce19tion of the bourgeois individual that is 

historically situated. A counter conce19tion might entail 

the fusion of. subject and object (cf Held.1980). or a 

notion of the collective subject such as is entailed by 

Guattari 0 s (1984) concept of 0 subjectless action°. 

In effect cognitive psychology does not objectivel;y 

a1919rehend real phenomenag it countenances and consolidates 

particular phenomena. One implication of this is an 

extreme reJ,ativism in which social behaviour and 

19SYchological substrates are historically and culturally 

specific. whose potential pliability is held in check by 

the o19eration of such disciplines as cognitive psycholog;y 

as well as more practical factors such as work and family 

ex19eriences. Arguments against this sort of relativism 

also come frQm within the radical camp (see Ch.4 for a 

discussion 9f this relating to ideology). Geras (1983) 

reasserts human nature in the service of the socialist 

project. While many Marxists and socialists have felt 

themselves to resist the notion of a human 

nature. Geras suggests that it has always been at the 

especially where it concerned 

(food. shelter. etc) and psychological (variet;y 

in one 0 s activities) needs. Unfortunately. when Geras 

applauds human nature he does so only so long as it serves 

the socialist cause. There are plenty of alternative uses 

to which it can be put. Moreover he seems to presuppose 
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that we can directly apprehend this biological substrate 

to methods 

processes. biological phenomena. 

abound). 

are not 

Cognitive 

directly 

accessed. but investigated under particular experimental 

conditions. The value of these processes is not simply 

biological. that is to say. individual. but also social. 

How such pnocesses mediate and are shaped by social 

factors. which vary across time and Place is what is at 

issue here: they cannot be reduced to their 'survival 

value' which is what Geras 1 view would seem to suggest. 

To summarize: (a) Cognitive psychology by virtue of its 

discursive and practical history is liable to hy!)>ostatise 

unreasonably its finding as actual ahistorical processes 

located in mechanism of the individual. (b) If such 

processes do exist. the way in which they are apprehended 

very much depends on the methodologies and theories 

through w.hich they are approached.- As these methods are 

themselves controversial. permanently open to revision. 

then a modicum of modesty is required when presenting 

findings. Such statements should always be heavily hedged 

with historical. cultural and political provisos. 

NaturallY this something that any naturalism is loathed 

to do (c) A way of relativizing 

these findings .would be to analyse their roots in 

particular theories and methodologies which are themselves 

subjected to critique. This we have done in a very 

superficial Alternatively. we can show the 
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1imitations of various cognitive processes by specifying 

the circumstances in which they fai1 to operate. In doing 

this, we can a1so reconceptua1ize such cognitive processes 

as a cognitivist shorthand for ru1es of combination and 

difference for specific (categories of) everyday 

discourses and practices. 

In the next section. I wi11 be criticizing 

representativeness and avai1abi1ity heuristics in order to 

re-think them as specific ru1es of combination/difference 

for particu1ar types of information. and specu1ative1y 

deriving perseverance from a high1y partia1 view 

of socia1 structure. 

3. Three Cognitive Heuristics. 

In this section. I wi11 be considering avai1abi1ity, 

representativeness and theory perseverance heuristics not 

as actua1 cognitive processes. but as implicit rules for 

the combination of certain types of information within 

certain types,of situation. As mentioned above this is in 

order to rework them as content-specific processes which 

have arisen in specific historica1 and social milieux. 

a. Avai1abi1ity ( Sa1ience). As pointed out above, 

Tay1or has specified three modes of operation of the 

Avai1abi1ity Heuristic (AH): through salience, through 

memory, and cognitive structures such as schemas. 

First1y, I wi11: abstract a minima1 definition of AH in 
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order to demonstrate how its is often 

tauto1ogica1. Tversky and Kaheneman (1973) suggest that it 

is the of i11ustrating a given category that 

determines the frequency or 1ike1ihood of that 

category itse1f. So. categories that are 

readi1y accessed are seen as being more than is 

actua11Y the case. Thus. the high sa1ience of an object 

resu1ts in the observer that object as more 

vactivev or in the situation. and hence to a 

heightened interna1 attribution to it. A1ternative1y. ease 

of retrieva1 (eg Ross and Sico1v.1979) and ease of 

assimi1ation to cognitive structures (such 

as those of eg Hami1ton and Rose.1980) can 

a1so mediate AH. However. on ref1ection it becomes 

tha1: the equation between ease of access and 

of the re1evant category must be 

carefu11Y For instance. the sa1ience of the 

ho1oceust for some individue1s a heightened 

estimation of simi1ar events (cf Aronson.1983): for others 

it might 1ead to a (Bi11ig.1978). These two 

contradictory can be accommodated when the AH is 

rendered as a between the ease of 

and a cognitive structure (schema). Thus 

mention of the.ho1ocaust accesses different schemas for 

different individua1s. and even for the same individua1. 

C1ear1y situationa1 factors in determining which 

schemas are accessed in an¥ given instance {see be1ow; 

Ch.l). In other words. a high1y sa1ient item may render 
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the category to which it belongs less This is 

clearly the case with rape. in which an incident judged as 

a rape can come to support such myths as the 

0 impossibility of rape 0 (see Ch.8). Relatedly. the ease of 

apprehension. whether mediated by salience. retrieval or 

cognitive structure. is necessarily relative in the sense 

that what is easily apprehended is drawn from a context 

and that c,ontext can be extended almost indefinitely 

and interpreted in a multitude of ways. My suggestion is 

that the experimental set-up in which much of this 

research has taken place has limited that context so that 

AH has been affirmed. In the following I will be 

concentrating on salience phenomena insofar as these seem 

to be least likely to be 0 contaminated 0 by social factors. 

Taylor and Fiske(1978) and Macarthur(1982) have reviewed 

the literature on the effect of salience on social 

psychological phenomena such as impression formation and 

AT. For Taylor and. Fiske: 

00 ••• attention within the social environment is 
selective. It is drawn to particular features of 
the environment either as a function of the 
perceiver 0 s own disposition and temporary need 
states ••• As a result of differential attention to 
particular features. information about those 
features is more available to the 
perceiver ••• when the perceiver is asked to make a 
judgement about a particular stimulus. one 
accesses recall to see what kind of information 
is available. The more instances of a particular 
behaviour one can find. the more confident one is 
that the behaviour reflects an attribute of the 
stimulus. :Accordingly. when they are 
seen as salient. 
prominent. : more 

of 

are seen as more causallY 
extreme. and possibly more 
the class of which they are a 
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member •.• These &roceses seem to occur 
substantia11y without awareness. and as such. 
they differ from the intentional. 
conscious. contro1led kind of search •.. 99 

(Taylor and Fiske.l.978.&28l.-3) 

Tay1or.Crocker.Fiske.S&rinzer & Winkler(l.979) have s;one 

on to &rovide su&port for the s;eneralizeability of 

sa1ience effects. showing. for examp1e. that low levels of 

attention better serve sal.ience effects. so that 

distraction tasks fai1 to hamper them. 

It should be apparent from the above statements that high 

salience directs an internal attribution (and this 

applies to both individual and environment). The sorts of 

factors that will effect the salience of an item are 

brightness. movement. unit formation. contrast. novelty, 

etc. - al1 of them re1ational. The problem with this is 

that there will always be something different about the 

object which is internally attributed. Salience can become 

a catch-a11. Moreover. the relational character of these 

parameters leads to two further difficulties. The first 

concerns directionality 

than 9 ; 
9 more dynamic 9 versus For 

example. a sins;le still individual in a scene of &anic is 

more .liable to be salient than the surrounding turmoil. 

This example can be re-worked in terms of novelty of 

but then what counts as novel is dependent on the 

perceiver and his/her biography or role). The second 

concerns degree (to what degree must an item differ from 

its surround to become Both these &roblems can 
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be seen to derive from the fact that salience is conceived 

in a &urely synchronic sense - something is salient only 

for a particular setting which the individual &erceives at 

a given moment. There is no temporal dimension to salience 

in the sense that what is salient in the current situation 

is partly conditioned by what has been salient in 

preceding ones. 

Placing these problems in the context of the Tavlor and 

Fiske schema: 

Salience----->Availability------>Internal Attribution. 

we can see that they apply to the first linkage. 

However. biologicallY. even °non-salient 0 information or 

information is 

useful to have at one 0 s diSI90Sal. {This r;>oint 

parallels rehabilitation of 

particularization over categorization.) If we assume that 

.such informatipn is assimilated. salience becomes 

determined only in retrospect. unless the perceiver has in 

some wav been primed. 

If we examine the second linkage in the above chain. we 

find that what a salient feature makes available is not 

siml91Y that feature. but that feature in a causally primal 

role. In other words. one of the categories made available 

by salience is that of internal attribution. However. 

there is no reason to believe that salience should not 

access the category of external attribution for the 



Page 104 

salient item. Women, in the of men, may 

be seen as passive; when a woman is 

rendered salient by the only one in a of men 

it follows. her constitution, that her 

salience should not necessarily induce an internal 

attribution to her. 

In contrast to Taylor and Fiske's schema, we could 

reverse the direction and that what is made 

available 

(schemas) 

on what attributional structures 

are available at the time. This of course, is 

that Taylor and Fiske themselves do when they 

talk of salience being determined by the own 

or need states. However, they fail 

to t.lY and concretely relate this to the dynamics 

of social life. Schemas must themselves be rendered 

available, and this occurs through the interaction in 

preceding situations. This can be illustrated by the fact 

that one attributional schema, the overt expression of 

which attribution exr;>eriments deal in salience 

phenomena suppress, is that concerned with the 

experimental arrangements themselves. Individuals are 

placed into the role of 0 subject 9 (Si1verman.1977) in which 

they are to make resr;>onses (usually in a 

particular direction). Subjects are thus sensitized to 

what is exr;>ected. Seeing someone in a bright shirt does 

have relevance, for subjects for they will be sensitive 

to the fact that the exr;>erimenter has r;>urr;>osefully 
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constructed an informationa1 arra¥ that inc1udes someone 

in a bright shirt. That bright shirt is sa1ient because 

subjects have a context-bound reason to see it as sa1ient. 

(Thus the effect can 

through retrieva1 or encoding). 

In introducing the term 

be mediated either 

I have 

reintroduced the idea of sa1ience. Subjects must have 

found the and the situation 

sa1ient. But then. the above argument. we can 

rebuff with point that the¥ must have had reason to do 

so. Effectively. we are suggesting that the diachronic 

context must be taken into account when assessing what is 

sa1ient. how it came to be so. and what the effects of it 

wi11 be. 

Where Taylor and Fiske separate 0 salience as determined 

by characteristics of the arra¥ 0 from 0 salience as 

determined by cognitive set 0
• we fuse the two in the 

tempora1 and 'spatia1 (and social - at discursive and 

practical leveis) movement of the individual. In doing 

this. we imp1¥ that salience and avai1ability 

effects are not set. that is. do not result in 

t¥pes of respdnse 

content-laden •nd 

(eg interna1 attributions) but are 

need to be studied in their 

specificit¥. abstraction of the 0 what grabs you' 

(McArthur.1982)' effect in terms of high-order concepts 

such as brightness, unit formation, etc 
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constrains our ab.ili ty to analyze behaviour as it is 

historicallY situated. 

Availability and salience effects where thev are 

authentic - must be seen not as broad cognitive effects 

that generalize across stimuli. circumstances and persons. 

but as discrete. specific events limited and demarcated by 

their content and context. Illusory correlations (Chapman 

and are not general phenomena then, but 

relate to particular configurations of information. role 

and circumstance. 9 I11usory corre1ations 9 is Cognitivese 

for the rule that delineates the interaction of these 

elements. To say that the effects tapped by the relevant 

experiments are primarily a property of cognition is to 

detract from their embeddedness in the social world. For 

should be seen as 

referring to specific social. as opposed to general 

psychological. constructions. Where heuristics do appear 

to be in use. rather than succumb and attribute 

them to cognitive capacity. we will try to show that they 

have emerged 9ut of broad social processes. This is what 

will be on the section on theory perseverance 

below. 

The problem a mode of analysis that deals with the 

diachronic motion of salience. ro1e and circumstance is 
I 

that it can. swiftly degenerate into the study of 

biography. of:the individua1 9 s rolling hermeneutic circle 
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(see Ch.1). This is of course (eg 

Hollwayo1982o1984). Howevero our interest in the way that 

saliences in the environment roles which in turn 

shape saliences and so ono focuses on the way that these 

interact to sustain one another recursivelyo to 

&articular &ackages of role/environment/behaviour. 

b. Re&resentativeness Heuristic. The RH manifests 

itself in various guises (Kahneman and 

Tversky and Kahnemano1971o1974). 

Tversky and Kahneman(1982) suggest that it is used when: 

(1) M is a class and X a variable defined in M (value and 

distribution); (2) M is a class and X an instance of that 

class (instance and category); (3) M is a class and X a 

subset of that class (population and sample); (4) When M 

is causal system and X a possible (cause and 

effect). The perceived re&resentativeness X shows 

regarding M will under certain conditions deviate from 

statistical norms. This occurs when: (1) the evidence is 

fallible (as when X re&resents a small sample and is 

therefore less representative of the population than a 

large sample - regression to the mean); (2) when the 

target event is highly specific (as in the evaluation of 

composite events - see below). 

The arguments against this theory include the following: 

It is too individualistico subjects are kept in isolation. 

Many decisions are taken collectively and this might 
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undermine (though it might a1so compound) deviation from 

statistica1 norms. Second1y. decisions are not made for 

the sake of accuracy a1one but for assisting smooth 

passage through the socia1 and materia1 wor1d. comprised 

as it is of 1ong- and short-term demands. Thus under the 

appropriate conditions (which inc1ude those embodied 

in the experimenta1 situation) we find that even the 

pa11idity of statistica1 information can be overcome by 

subjects. Kassin(1.979) found that subjects were sensitive 

to samp1e size when assessing consensus information; 

Bar-Hi11e1(1.982) 1ikewise showed that subjects were 

capab1e of responding to samp1e size. though not a1wa;ys 

correct1y. Krug1anski.Fried1and and Farkash(1.98h) found 

that subjects were ab1e to use statistica1 information 

when they were assured of its appropriateness. Quattrone 

and Jones (1.980) have shown that app1ication of the 1aw of 

sma11 numbers. in which subjects genera1ize undu1y from 

sma11 samp1es. tended to be conditioned by intergroup 

factors: outgroup members exhibiting out-of-ro1e 

behaviours did not 1ead to genera1izations regarding that 

group - their 9 devi.ant v behaviour cou1d be exp1ained 

through externa1 attributions. Third1y. because of the 

interactiona1 nature of socia1 1ife. the perceived 

representativeness of an item can come to be rea1ized in 

actua1ity. 

perceiver 9 s 

Skrynek and Snyder(1.982) found that a 

gender stereotyped be1iefs about another 

actua11Y fashioned the behaviour of that other. bringing 

it in 1ine with stereotype. As regards rape. a genera1 
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climate that dismisses serves to actually effect the 

number of that are and, are 

subjectively by victims (see Chs.7 and 8). 

At any rate, RH highlights the way that similarity 

between item and class makes it that the item is 

actuallY a member of that class. The converse of this is 

that are insensitive to statistical data. We can 

recast this in terms of salience or availability. The ease 

of of concrete. vivid heightens 

their to the exclusion of baserates and 

so forth. Baserates are not salient enough to compete. 

Here. the arguments levelled against availability in the 

preceding section come into play. As the above examples 

should have made clear. when subjects are cast into 

roles, then they have no difficulty in making 

use of statistical information. The lies in the 

fact that the roles in which subjects are situated are not 

made Cognitive is bent on dealing 

with a generalized subject. This is in the 

notion of intuition 9 • Intuition suggests an 

individualized of the world, and yet any such 

is conducted through an array of roles and 

discourses. 

On the broadest level. the Question is this: what is it 

that makes take on RH unreflexively? Is it that 
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they do so because they are used to using it (ie 

are these cognitive1y driven)? Or is it because 

of other more social1y and historica11y embedded factors? 

The coro11ary is this: when wou1d individua1s become 

critica1 of their use of RH? The centra1 point I wi11 

make is that RH serves to simp1ify the range or course of 

actions as it re1ates to the vignette. item. c1ass. 

materia1s pres•nted in the That is. RH acts to 

aid a subject to situate her/himse1f with respect to the 

items in the in doing so it maps out the options for 

practice. TverskY and Kahneman°s(1982) account of the 

eva1uation of compound events i11ustrate. If subjects 

are asked to rate the 1ike1ihood that a woman who is 

engaged in radica1 po1itics being a feminist. a 

bank-te11er. and a feminist bank-te11er. in descending 

order of they wi11 rank them as fo11ows: 

feminist. feminist bank-te11er. and bank-te11er. This 

c1ear1y contravenes the e1ementary statistica1 princip1e 

of the conjunction ru1e. ie that increased specification 

can only reduce probability. For the population of 

activists it is equa11Y or 1ess 1ike1y to find a feminist 

bank-te11er than a bank-tel1er. 

However. what the order feminist. feminist-bankte1ler and 

bankte1ler sets up is an 0 hierarchy 0 of responses and 

power relations. Whether the subject is sympathetic to 

radica1 or not. s/he can order her/his responses 

to the three groups in the above order of friendliness or 
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distate or etc. B¥ p1acing the accent on 

behaviour or practice, as opposed to cognition. we can ask 

under what conditions wi11 such behaviour and cognition 

varv. We suggest that differences in power might affect 

sensitivitv to RH. If the judge is in a position of 

somewhat power, eg an adu1t over chi1dren, then 

RH is 1ess va1uab1e; the judge wi11 have the space to 

ref1ect, or rather to dep1ov the conjunction 

ru1e. Simi1ar1v. where there are potentia11¥ more 

behavioura1 options open. eg as within a group, then again 

it is that judges wi11 be more 1eisure1y - ie 

ref1ect on what the task is about ie 

statistica1 judgement as opposed to persona1/ro1e position 

and power. Under such circumstaces, and when subjects are 

ob1iged b¥ experimenters to ref1ect, we wou1d expect them 

to readi1v acknow1edge their mistakes. In sum: the 

contingencv of cognitive heuristics such as RH can thus be 

seen as comp1ex1v 1ocated within the web of socia1 

re1ations and practices. 

c. Theorv Perseverance. Here we wi11 be drawing on 

Wex1er (1983) to specu1ate on the possib1e socia1 bases of 

Theory (TP). This wi11 entai1 out1ining what 

Wex1er sees as one of socia1 psvcho1ogv 9 s main functions, 

name1y that of containment. It shou1d be mentioned at 
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outset that though we focus on TP under we do 

not mean to deny its presence in other cultures or a 

common causal root in cognitive processes: we are simply 

examining those possible social roots that are peculiar 

to capitaism. 

Popular methods of containment are those processes that 

occlude identifiable sources of personal conflict and 

suffering. Such processes usually come under the rubric 

of ideology (cf Ch.U). Wexler particularly highlights the 

way in which these various ideological methods deny social 

contradictions (the central one being that between the 

collective nature of production and the private ownership 

of the means of production) by inducing people to avoid 

facing what they believe they cannot change. Specific 

modes of containment that Marxists and others point to are 

religion, patriotism, sexism, ethnocentrism. All these 

obscure class relations, all these divert energy away from 

the processes through which the proletariat would become 

0 for itself 9 • At this point it should be made clear that 

we consider such an analysis simplistic in the light of 

recent developments in social theory (Foucault, Giddens, 

Frankfurt Nevertheless, we are in agreement with 

Poster(198U) when he states that it is legitimate to 

resort to orthodox Marxist analytic categories when we 

feel this is in keeping with the critical spirit. 

For Wexler there are three core processes which permeate 
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social bel:laviour: Commodification, Exploitation, and 

Alienation. Social psychology as the study of social 

behaviour directs attention away from these and the 

broader processes which underlie them. By cloaking social 

behaviour in an ahistorical, asocial mist, it blocks from 

view the potential control we have over these social 

psychological and structural processes. 

In re-analysing TP, I will concentrate only on the role 

of commodification. Because of the nature of the 

capitalist of production, especially the way in which 

it is managed, with the worker having control neither over 

what is produced nor how it is produced, the product of 

labour appears to the worker to be stamped with an 

objective character. It is something outside the worker. 

In fact, according to Marx, the product is, in 

essence, social in character. The worker has control over 

it, not the other way round. It is produced by virtue of 

the relation between workers. In consequence, what is 

actually a social relation begins to appear as a relation 

between things. Relations between objects are no longer 

seen to be the result of human decision, but dependent on 

the objects 9 own intrinsic character which is beyond human 

reach. 

Powerlessness at the point of production means 

people treat: themselves and each other as objects. 

of energies towards the 
production of profitably exchangeable objects 

that 
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or commodities penetrates the socia1 
organization and the socia1 perceptions of the 
producers themse1ves .... The socia1 character of 
production may be so far obscured that the 
sense of human agency is reversed: the 
products. things are understood as a source, 

than an effect, of human actions." 
(Wex1er,1983,P85) 

process 1ies at the heart of much socia1 

We treat each other and ourse1ves as things; 

we see ourse1ves as static; we 1ose sight of our own 

socia1 dynamism. 

However. before going on to specu1ate on the re1ation of 

commodification to TP, we must hedge this ana1ysis with a 

number of provisos. We do not maintain that these three 

processes are the on1y factors that effect socia1 

behaviour. To maintain this, we wou1d have to convincing1y 

show that the 1abour process retains an exc1usive 

centrality in socia1 1ife. In Marx 9 s day that was less in 

doubt than it is today (Poster,1978). As we noted above, 

Wex1er does see Marxist ana1ysis as providing on1y an 

initia1 starting point from which to 1aunch a critica1 

socia1 psycho1ogy. We can show the 1imited importance of 

the 1abour process by p1acing it in the context of other 

activities. 

/ 
Harre(1979) divides the social wor1d into two domains: 

the instrumental and the expressive. In the former, 

behaviour geared toward production of the means of 

1ife; the latter is characterised by the search for honour 

' 
and the avoidance of contempt in the process of social 
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interaction. Gorz(1982) has produced what might be seen as 

an orthogonal dimension. He the world into the 

sphere of Necessity and the sphere of Autonomy. In the 

former. action. both instrumental and expressive. is 

directed toward the efficient production and distribution 

of material goods. In the latter. production is carried 

out at one 9 s own pace. however inefficient that might be. 

The image of producer as artisan is evoked here. 

Similarly. autonomous expression is not conditioned by 

material. role-rigidified needs but by the idiosyncratic 

needs of individuals. 

We can combine these two schemas to produce a 2 x 2 

typology. The labour process would only enter into one of 

the quadrants. Whether it determines the character of the 

other three has been a point of contention for many years. 

My own feeling is that 9 it depends 9 ; in the period of 

early capitalism. it most probably did. Despite the 

decline of the productive sphere. and the rise of new 

technology and consumption (eg Marcuse.1965). the legacy 

of that period hangs over us both in the nature of much 

existing production and through cultural transmission. 

What then is the relation of all this to social behaviour 

and in particular cognitive processes? Broadly, 

commodification and the objectification to which it leads 

can be seen as one major element underlying these 

processes. As we have alread¥ hinted. other factors also 
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play a part though we shall not be dealing with them 

directl.¥. 

The main of TP are: (l.) Vivid, concrete 

data such as case histories, ¥ield the most resistant 

theories. (2) Causal theories result in greater 

perseverance. (3) Most of the studies of TP present 

subject matter which refers to people. That is, subjects 

are asked to form judgements either about themselves or 

some other Firemen, patients, suicides). 

I will start with a catechism: l.. (Q) 99Wh¥ are causal 

explanations so potent? 99 (A) they afford 

control and 2. (Q) But how realistic 

is this control or predictabilit¥ since so few people can 

ever be bothered to test their theories in practice? 99 
; 

(A) The paint is that people are not in fact exerting 

actual control; cognitivel¥ control (that is 

stereotype) the behaviour others. In achieving this, 

subjects are also standardizing (or stereot¥ping) the 

relation between themselves and the object of the 

explanation. To put this another wa¥, they are 

I 

standardizing their own behaviour, the control they 

actuall¥ then is over 

Current research into TP conceives of the change in 

causal theories (on the presentation of new data or 
I 

information) as simPl¥ a change in the theory 
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per se. According to our reasoning, this 

counter-information would necessitate a change in the 

standardized self-image that has been thrown up by the 

causal explanation. 

Why should it be so difficult to change the self image? 

The answer to this lies in the objectification of the 

self. The self is experienced as an object. (An example 

of this is provided by Reynauld,1981, who argues that 

menQs masculine sense of self comes to be objectified in 

the penis). It is experienced as having an objective 

character that is beyond social relations and volition. 

Impingement, in this case in the form of discrediting 

information, will have minimal effect unless it confronts 

the individual with a sense of his/her own volition. TP 

is, therefore. the outward expression of the perseverance 

of the self as object. 

When does TP break down? Anderson(1982) has found that 

obliging the subject to consider competing theories allays 

TP. In terms of the present theory of 

self-objectification. this works because, in forcing the 

subject to create alternative theories to explain the same 

data. the subject is confronted with choice; s/he is 

alerted to her/his own volition. 

self-objectification. 

They are jogged out of 

Tatlock (1983) has found that when subjects are informed 
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that their judgements wi11 be presented to others, they 

sift data more carefully and manifest less TP. (It would 

appear that it is a11 right to appear an automaton in 

front of an Experimenter but not onevs peers. The image of 

the Experimenter as confessor comes fleetingly to mind.) 

Under circumstances subjects are once again made 

aware of choice. By being told that their judgements wi11 

be presented to others, Ss are alerted to other points of 

view and the possibility of contradictory theories. Thus 

there is less scope for self-objectification by virtue of 

the subjects being confronted with their own powers of 

choice, their agency. 

There are two main limitations that can be imposed on 

this interpretation. Firstly, as noted above, it is too 

partial. Many other factors are kept out of the reckoning. 

This can be ·seen in the fact that we have located 

objectification in the capitalist mode of production; it 

is quite conceivable that parallel processes occur for 

other modes of production. Generalizing this point, we 

can add that TP occurs in other cultures. However, while 

it may have a common cognitive root across societies, this 

does not mean that within each distinctive society 

peculiar social mechanisms have not arisen which serve to 

reassert TP. That is, flying in the face of parsimony, we 

might suggest that there are a variety of (supplementary) 

causes for the : same cognitive phenomenon (TP) across 

different social: systems. It is important to explore these 
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in order to show how TP contributes to and is affected by 

social as well as individual factors. Another problem with 

our account of TP is that it is too abstract. The process 

of self-objectification has to be specified for 

different social groups. As Deschamps(1982) has pointed 

out, different classes, by virtue of their status, are 

able to objectify (stereotype) themselves to different 

degrees .. This cross-cuts in complicated ways with sex and 

race, and also with the type and circumstances of 

behaviour. 

To conclude: this chapter we have prepared the ground 

for showing how the cognitive heuristics of 

explanation can be reconceived as rules of combination and 

difference be,tween discourse/practices embodied in roles, 

circumstances. and information. Where the use of 

heuristics appears to be widespread, we do not have to 

attribute this to their basis in a cognitive 

infrastructure, but can look for antecedents in the 

specific form qf social life.- In attempting such a gross 

reconceptualization of these processes, the main aim has 

been to get beyond the individualistic and internalistic 

onus that cognitive social psychology has been guilty 

of, and to escape the technicalities with which it 

immobilizes the possibility of social change. Concrete 

illustrations of this type of analysis will be presented 

in Chapter 8 in which the deployment of rape myths, having 

been considered terms of the complex relations between 
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the po1ice ro1e (encorporating mascu1ine, intergroup and 

institutiona1 components) and information (type of victim, 

rape, etc), are reinterpreted in terms of the three 

heuristics we have tack1ed in this chapter. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

LAY EXPLANATIONS, GROUPS AND ROLES 

Introduction 

In this chapter I wi11 be exp1oring the re1ationship of 

ro1e and group to exp1anations, and hence the re1ationship 

between ro1e and group. Whi1e some recent work has 

addressed the inf1uence of group-membership on 1ay 

exp1a.nation (see be1ow), 1itt1e research has examined the 

effects of the ro1e of the exp1ainer. Where antecedents 

re1ated to ro1es have been considered they have usua11y 

taken the form of be1iefs (eg re1ated to sex, Deaux,1976; 

or party po1itica1 membership, 

expertise (Cantor and Brown,1981). 

it is not difficu1t 

Furnha.m,1981;) or 

In the case of the 

to trans1ate these first two, 

antecendents into ro1e theory terms. However, as shou1d 

become apparent be1ow, ro1e and intergroup theory have 

many points of co11ision. As a pre1iminary exarnp1e we can 

consider the ro1e of gender in exp1anation. On the one 

hand, gender denotes a ro1e, in the structura1 sense of 

norms demarcating what behaviours and functions are 

permissib1e. On the other, it denotes group-membership, 

in that institutiona1 and cu1tura1 forces serve to disti1 

a.t cognitive and socia1 1eve1s groups based on gender. The 

interaction between these two moments wi11 part1y 

determine how event is apprehended and exp1ained; the 
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explanation that results may bolster either role or group 

identity or both. In-group favouritism typically involves 

preferentia;t evaluation of in-group members along 

comparison dimensions important to the in-group. In 

contrast. a group is partly comprised of social norms (and 

9 social 9 I have in mind the complex, fragmented world 

of Foucault. not a functionalist system in the mould of a 

Parsons or an Althusser) which may run counter to the 

means of in-group social elevation. Thus a norm of 

self-denigration or modesty in women would hinder the 

expression of in-group favouritism/out-group denigration 

(see below. and Ch. 6). Conversely. because of the 

contradictory nature of many role norms, some of them may 

be flouted exploited to enhance group-related social 

identity. What this all boils down to is that the 

relations of group-identity and role-identity may 

contradict as well as support one another. The relation 

between the two has to be specified in detail for each 

given instance. 

However. at a higher level of abstraction, we can see 

that role has theoretical priority over group insofar as 

9 the group member 9 can be said to comprise a role. We can 

consider intergroup behaviour as reflecting normative 

demands on the individual. This is hinted at by the fact 

that some roles incorporate, formally or informally, an 

intergroup dimension which can be vital to their 

functioning (eg.the policeman role, Ch. 8). Here we part 
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company with Turner's (1982) cognitive reformulation of 

the group. This follows from our contention that the 

cognitive process should be conceived as a specific and 

complex rule that applies to particular configurations of 

role, circumstance and information (Ch.2). 

This chapter will be organized in the following way: 

Firstly we will consider various versions of role theory, 

and then this to explanations. Secondly, we will 

examine intergroup theory, and analyse its influence on 

the study of lay explanation. In these sections I will 

examine not only the personal but also the social 

functions of roles and groups. That is, I will set out the 

way that explanations, which serve to mediate role and 

group identites, also mediate the part these roles and 

groups play in the wider social system. Further, both 

expressive and instrumental aspects of role and 

group-related behaviour will be considered. Finally, there 

will be a seqtion detailing how these two approaches may 

be profitably merged. 

1. Role Theory and Explanation 

a.Role Theory. Heiss(1981) has noted that role theory 

has traditionally fallen into two camps, the structural 

and the interactional. In the former, the concept of role 

is based on a social position that designates a commonly 

recognized set of persons (Biddle and Thomas,1966; 

Biddle,1979).' The terms physician, teacher, athlete, etc 



Page 12U 

are social positions which when occupied exhibit a 

characteristic role, that is, people will behave in ways 

appropriate to that social position. What is permissible 

within a role is determined by a variety of norms and 

expectations. For Goffman (1959) when one takes up such a 

demarcated role one is stepping into a ready-made self. 

However, interactionist models suggest that roles are 

created in the process of social interaction (J.H.Turner, 

19784 Cicourel,1973). This view sees the notion of 9 norm' 

as open to criticism insofar as norms are constantly being 

reconstructed and verified in the process of interaction 

which, it follows, must be the site of role constitution. 

Thus, the difference between the two approaches is 

the difference between (structuralist) role-taking and 

(interactionist) role-making. However, as Heiss points out 

these differences can to some degree be settled when the 

two perspectives are seen as complementary. Concepts such 

as role-distance (Goffman,1961a) and style (Goffman,1959) 

capture this complementarity in pinpointing the space 

within structural roles to innovate at the instrumental 

level (eg the •urgeon jokes· in order to ease tension and 

thereby to ensure that the operation proceeds as smoothly 

as possible) and the expressive level (the sort of jokes 

a surgeon and his/her subordinates are permitted). 

Various authors have drawn the distinction between 

instrumental and expressive goals (eg Parsons and 

Shils,1951; Habermas,1972; J.H.Turner,1978; R.H.Turner 
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1979/80). As we saw in Chapter 2, Harre(1979) suggests 

that we must distinguish 19 between those aspects of socia1 

activity that are directed to materia1 and bio1ogica1 

(p19) ie instrumenta1 behaviour, and ''expressive 

aspects of (p19) which is directed towards such 

ends as the presentation of the se1f as rationa1 and 

worthy of respect. Harre goes on to admit that it is not 

a1wavs easy 'to distinguish between these two domains. 

These are elements that are incorporated into every role, 

though it could be argued that structura1 conceptions of 

the role focus on the instrumental component, while 

interactionist are more interested in the expressive. 

Roles, and particularly structural roles, tend to be 

conceived in more or less functional terms. Here 

functional refers to an integrated model of the social 

system in which the interaction of the parts function 

toward some end. This 

conflictua1 or consensual. 

functioning might be either 

Though some Marxist socia1 

theory picks out the conflict between proletariat and 

bourgeoisie as ,the driving force of recent history, that 

conflict is still functional for development towards 

socialism. The functiona1ity of a role depends on the 

level of analysis. Deviant communities may be 

for an orthodox functionalist analysis, 

but functional for a conflict model. For example, the 

conflict betweer soccer supporters is dysfunctional at the 

level of social control; however, it is (or was until 
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recently) at the level the 

subculture in that it is this and partisanship 

that goes towards the economic stability clubs 

(Tay1or,1971). Even those who go to matches 0 1ooking 

a have to pay to get in. Marginalized roles 

also serve another function: they set the limits 

propriety beyond which lie the realms 0 otherness 0 • The 

/ 
0 nutter 0 (Marsh. Rosser and Harre,1978) demarcates 

the bounds acceptable activity the 

themselves. Related to this delimiting some 

negatively sanctioned roles are the necessary complements 

certain °stabi1izing 0 roles such as the police and 

workers. The role the police 'needs' 

the role of 0 crimina1s 0 ; the role social worker needs 

the poor and downtrodden. Structurally, both police and 

workers serve to reproduce the conditions in which 

their counter-roles arise. Moreover, construction 

counter-roles can develop into a (almost) conscious 

policy distortion as with the use crime or 

the policing of predominantly black areas (Kettle and 

Hodges,1982). 

It should be apparent from the above discussion that the 

quality of the functionality of roles is determined by 

the model of th·e social system adopted. In the second part 

of this thesis in which I deal with men°s explanation of 

rape, the role of 'man'. and the more situated 

role of are placed within a system conceived in 



Page 127 

the conflictual terms of a socialist and feminist 

analysis. This is done deliberately in order to stress the 

discursive and practical constituents of roles. This will 

necessarily entail historical and sociological detailing 

if we are to properly understand the conflicts and unities 

contained within the considered roles. In a sense, this 

approach contradicts the Foucauldian project which 

studiously avoids any totalization, that is, which by 

focussing on the local specificities of a given 

phenomenon, to link these up into a wider (ie 

total) system. The reason for this is to avoid 

constructing an intellectual edifice which carries 

authority by virtue of its weight, complexity, etc. And 

yet, as Poster (1984) argues, this latter can amount to 

intellectual dishonesty because one 9 s metatheoretical 

premises are never confronted; moreover the covert 

operation of these can have just as devastating an effect 

in exerting power over the reader as the most explicit 

theoretical models. 

So far we have discussed roles in terms of their 

functions for the social system. At the level of personal 

functions, role can be intimately tied to the concept of 

the self. The role-related activities, both expressive 

and instrumental, that one engages in will shape the self. 

Thus, as we saw in Ch.2, the type of instrumental work 

that one engages in will effect the way in which we treat 

ourselves as objects and agents. We will now consider 
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this relation in more detail. 

Hollway (1982} has suggested that there are essentiall¥ 

two PS¥Chological versions oP the selP: the selP as a 

transcendental subject, as the real kernel onto which 

roles are latched. We see this rePlected in such notions 

as role strain or role-self congruit¥ (Biddle,1979}. Less 

orthodoXl¥, we get the same sort oP anal¥sis from certain 

radical thinkers. From Adorno(1973} we have: 09 the concept 

oP the role sanctions the bad, perverted depersonalization 

of today: ... the hardships of the division oP labour 

h¥postatized as virtues in the concept oP the role ... the 

liberated ego would no longer be condemned to play 

roles ... vv ( P27 8). 99 Roles are the bloodsuckers of the will 

to live. They express the will to lived-experience, ¥et at 

the same time the¥ reiP¥ it. The¥ also oPPer consolation 

to the impoverishment of life b¥ supplying a surrogate, 

neurotic gratification. We have to break free oP roles b¥ 

restoring them to the realm of play 99 (Vaneigem,1983.P99). 

99 
••• peasants do not pla¥ as urban .characters do. 

(This) is simply because the space between what is unknown 

about a person and what is generall¥ known - and this is 

the space for all perPormance is too small vv 

(Berger,1979,p11}. In all oP these quotes there is 

presupposed a 9 real 9 or 9 genuine 0 self somehow hovering 

behind the the Pacade of a role. Hollwa¥ suggests that 

this is even the case for the ostensibl¥ more Pragmented 

versions of th:e selP as developed b¥, for example Harre 
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./ / 
(Harre and Secord,1972; Harre,1979). Residing behind the 

multiplicity of selves is a homunculus, an inner core 

self that rationally pursues honour. In contrast, Hollway 

posits a non-unitary self that draws on the structuralist 

psycholanlysis of Lacan which incorporates the factor of 

irrationality. However, while ackowledging the partially 

determining function of early life, she sees the self as 

also being recursively constructed in social interaction. 

Thus there are both diachronic (the biography of the self) 

and synchronic (the immediate situation in which the self 

is re/produceci) dimensions that need to be taken into 

account when examining the constitution of the self. 

So, in contradistinction to an 9 essential 9 view of the 

self, there is a notion of the self as an empty vessel 

into which are poured the contents of the role. This is 

partly exemplified by the approach of Foucault 

(1979a,1981) who, in dissecting the various ways in which 

discourse/practices inscribe upon the body of the 

individual certain (often normalizing) characteristics, 

assumes that the body is empty (Lash,198U). Here the body 

refers to the fact that the individual is an object which 

interacts with society and is shaped by it. However, as 

Poster(l98U) and Weeks(1981) have pointed out, the problem 

with this is that Foucault has difficulty accounting for 

subjectivity and therefore resistance. That is, people do 

' not always accommodate every regime of 

disciplinarity (in which discipline is dispensed both as 
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a means of control, and of shaping the individual); they 

resist and they have reasons for resisting, which suggests 

that they have a core self that takes exception. Their 

subjectivities, grounded in prior traditions and modes of 

existence (both folk and disciplinary), do not 

automatically yield to new disciplinary conditions but 

must be coaxed or bludgeoned into them. Foucault has 

specialized in a range of particularly pungent norms and 

expectations, those that ·have derived from the Human 

Sciences, which, embued with the status of truth and 

concretized as specific methods of treatment, observation, 

measurement, diffused into commonsense shaping the 

way that people behave and expect themselves to behave. 

Another comparison between Foucault and role theory can 

be found in Hirst and Woolley(1982) who contrast 

Foucault 9 s treatment of the regimens of total institutions 

to that of Goffman. 

99 We have seen that 
total institutions 

Goffman considers that 
break down individual 

identity and reduce the person to an anonymous 
member of an enclosed collectivity. For 
Foucault, on the contrary, disciplinarity 
involves a definite form of 9 individuation'. 
Individuals are actually constituted as such 
through isolation in discipline, surveillance 
separates and distinguishes those subjected to 
it, and the regime of government seeks to 
constitute forms of individuality, to confer 
attributes, power and capacities. 99 

(Hirst and Woolley,1981,p189-90) 

In other words, power is productive, it does not merely 

confine. And as various studies have shown, 

resistance exist as does pain (Goffman,1961b; 
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Rosenhan,1973). The question of how potent rules/regimes 

are in shaping the self revolves around the plasticity (or 

malleability) of that self, which is at once an historical 

and a biological question and only answerable in specific 

instances. 

The conflict between the view that 9 there are only 

and view 9 that behind these roles is a real 

self 9 can also be considered as a version of the conflict 

between the object and the subject. In the former the 

individual is treated much as an object, filled and 

emptied with roles as situations arise; in the latter, 

these roles are masks hiding a pervasive subjectivity. 

Hollway has attempted to get beyond this dichotomy by 

rendering problematic the social-individual and 

subject-object divides. For her, situations and roles 

shape the self which, in turn. goes to shape those roles 

and situations. 

I will not attempt to resolve these two positions (in 

the way that say Giddens(1979) does by displacing roles 

and introducing practice as the 9 point of articulation 9 

between actors and structure). Rather, I will reverberate 

between them. This is because I see subject and object, 

self and role, individual and society, as dialectically 

linked. They constitute one another in a complex web of 

discourses and When I analyse the role of 

9 policeman 9 I take into account both the construction of 
' 
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that role (as an object) in terms of norms, expectations, 

discourses and practices but also the way that that role 

(as a invites certain motives, emotions, 

perceptions and investments. However, I will not be 

considering the way that a role effects individual 

subjects, rather I will focus on the general subjectivity 

that comes ready-packaged with the role. As mentioned 

briefly above, my main concern is to detail the relation 

between a particular role and a particular category of 

explanations; how the role shapes or constitutes 

individual 0elves, other than in a broad, ideal-typical 

sense, is beyond the scope of this project. In addition. I 

will consider the way that such a role can serve to 

constitute other roles, specificallY that of the rape 

victim and the alleged rapist (and also of the general 

roles of 'man' and 'woman'). This it achieves through the 

overt power invested in it both institutionally (eg in 

that the police have a virtual monopoly on the legitimate 

physical coercion of adults) and discursively (eg in that 

the police role has attached to it the potent 'capacity' 

to delimit and rationality). And, .of course, as we 

remarked above. the policeman role (and masculinity) is 

itself constituted 

defines itself. 

by other roles against which it 

Thus we must provide a theoretical account of the way 

that explanations serve roles. and vice versa. In Chapter 

2 we showed how cognitive processes were 'called up' and 



Page 133 

conditioned by the role and circumstances in which the 

explainer found her/himself. Roles also 'call up' up other 

processes, including needs concerning control. 

self-presentation, self-esteem, and so forth. 

Additionally, we argued that roles serve social functions 

the characterization. of which depends on the model of the 

social system that is adopted. Thus one model will 

pinpoint certain social functions of a role. which the 

role-holder. adhering to another model, will not be aware 

of. This is another way of saying that a necessary part of 

examining role-related explanations is a concern with the 

ideological function of those explanations (cf Ch.4). 

b. Roles and Explanations. In this section I will 

present a brief overview of the way that roles might 

effect explanations. In doing this I will start with 

general roles and move onto progressively more specialized 

ones. 

At the most general level we have the subject 

deposited in the role of 'ordinary person' or agent. This 

is what 
/ 

Harre(1981a) impresses upon us in his 

re-formulation of Actor-Observer differences. Subjects are 

intent on establishing their good honour, their 

rationality, their agency in sum, they are intent on 

projecting themselves as good and worthy people. This 

will deeply explanations. Part of the problem with 

this theory that actors belong to groups and 
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roles which condition the form their behaviours 

might take.. behaviour, virtue of the fact that it 

can be traced back to its social antecedents, can be 

intepreted as a form of mimicking, a of others 

and hence an embodiment of the desire to draw honour. 

Subjects in the role of 'agent' are also interested in 

attaining some control over their environment and others, 

however this might be (Wortman,1976: 

Bains,1983). But as Bains notes, control needs are 

mediated. Bond(1983) likewise stresses the 

cultural in requirements for control. Thus he 

suggests that the United States is peculiar in its norms 

for (self-control) and internal attribution. 

It would seem then that the configuration for the general 

role of 'person' varies across cultures. However, it also 

varies within cultures, a oppressive role 

where 'person° is epitomized a particular role (or 

group) such as white middle-class male (Deschamps.1982; 

but cf Taj fel,·1984). Explanations that do not somehow 

reflect this role (eg through the use of highlY personal 

references in the explanation of social phenomena) will be 

seen as reflecting a sub-person. 

More specific, institutional roles can influence and 

be mediated by more specific, as well as general, styles 

and types of explanation. This relation need not be an 

overt element : in the role, but may have arisen 

surreptitiously. Thus correlations (Chapman and 
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Chapman,1969) between homosexuality and popular invalid 

signs of homosexuality have been found in the evaluations 

of psychodiagnosticians. Another version of this is the 

that psychiatric professionals attach to 

mental patients and their actions (Rosenhan,1973). In this 

case the relation between the role and the explanation is 

two-tiered. On the one hand, the role influences the 

its accent on expertise. explanation through, 

However, it should be mentioned that Chapman and Chapman 

found that illusory correlations were more prevalent 

amongst (ie undergraduates). This perhaps 

suggests that while the ethic of the diagnostician has 

diffused into the 9 general 9 population, it is lacking the 

corollary of a professional pride in being 9 accurate'. 

Against this .• some institutional roles do not undercut 

9 popular prejudice 9 but magnify it. Thus Burt(1978) found 

that policemen have a more negative evaluation of rape 

victims closer to that of rapist than to that of the 

general public, which in turn is closer to the police than 

to rape counsellors. The second tier in the above relation 

accesses the way that the explanation serves to support 

the role. At the crudest level, the illusory correlations 

that psychodiagnosticians indulge in serve to convince 

them and others of the need for psychodiagnosticians. 

Cantor and Brown(1981) have provided an interesting 

account of the relation between explanation and roles. 

Pointing out that subjects have different roles in 
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relation to the explanations the¥ give and the phenomena 

the¥ explain. the¥ suggest that people rna¥ be situated in 

explanator¥ roles. Explainers will differ with respect to 

the degree of involvement and the degree of expertise that 

the¥ can claim regarding an¥ explanation or phenomenon. 

Involvement will be partl¥ determined b¥ the nature of the 

event or incident. and partl¥ b¥ the social and personal 

investments of the individual. Expertise will likewise 

var¥ according to what information is public!¥ available, 

special to the situation. and special to the role. These 

various factors combine in numerous wa¥s to shape the t¥Pe 

of explanation that a person gives. The precise 

configuration emerges onl¥ b¥ investigating explanations 

in situ. 

Unfortunate!¥. the notions of involvement and expertise 

are directed solel¥ at the role-holder and do not address 

the functions of roles in a wider sense. This includes an 

interactive mode in which the expertise that accrues to 

one particular role can serve to sustain. elevate or 

undermine expertise of another. Moreover, the 

explainer/role-holder is not onl¥ expert and involved in 

the event being explained. S/he is also 9 expert in 9 and 

0 involved in 9 much wider social processes. To illustrate 

using one of Cantor and Brown 9 s own examples, the 

explanatory roles of 9 Estate Agent 9 and 9 House Buyer 0 are 

also instrumental in the continuation of certain propert¥ 

(the private ownership of housing) and class (what income 
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groups can afford housing?) relations: also they may be 

involved in reinforcing the nature of housing as dwelling 

places for particular groupings of individuals (eg the 

nuclear family). So that while the explanations that these 

two roles generate in evaluating a property may differ 

greatly, in another wav they are in league, sustaining a 

particular view of housing and, indeed, bargaining. 

Moreover, we are given no indication of how group factors 

will influence such explanatory roles. In brief, roles 

have to be placed in a social context (practical, 

discursive and ideological) if we are to comprehensively 

characterize explanations. 

Finally, we must consider the way explanations relate to 

personal roles (Biddle,1979) roles which individuals 

have constructed for themselves. We should be careful here 

and take heed of Tajfe1 9 s(1981) warnings against a purely 

interpersonal form of interaction, one which would 

presumably involve personal roles. Personal roles can 

perhaps best be conceived as roles in which the general 

and institutional elements are minimized. Alternatively, 

we can highlight their novelty or their biographical 

eccentricity. However, this apart, personal roles are 

deeply cross-cut by broader relations. Hollwav(1982) has 

shown that, even what had appeared to be highly 

idiosyncratic and spontaneous actions within close 

relationships :<in radical couples), such as the desire for 

intercourse without contraception, in fact reflected very 
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general role requirements, in this case expressing an 

element of the 9 feminine 9 role concerning the need for the 

man to show commitment to the relationship (the 

9 have-hold 9 discourse in Hollway 9 s terms). Orvis, Butler 

and Kelley(1976) have looked at attributional conflict in 

young couples. Again in such intimate conditions, typical 

gender-role related unities emerge. The female partner 9 s 

high external attributions to herself are a roundabout 

indication .of the 9 feminine 9 

Conversely, male partner 9 s attributions generally 

indicate the greater control capacity that the 9 masculine 9 

role affords (see Ch.6). We shall not be examining the 

relationship between personal roles and explanations. Our 

interest is in more general and institutional roles. 

2.Intergroup Theory and Explanation 

In this section, I will first outline the basic tenets of 

intergroup theory and review the relevant experimental 

evidence that has accumulated around it. As with role 

theory, I will examine both the expressive and practical, 

and the individual .and social functions that groups have. 

Secondly I will criticise these theoretical formulations, 

especially in regard to their general neglect of the role 

of content in the construction of group identity and the 

production 

strategies. 

of typically intergroup behaviours and 

In the light of these reservations, the 

relationship group-membership and explanations 
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will then be considered, especially as it relates to the 

deployment of stereotypes. Finally, the relationship 

between intergroup behaviour to power will be considered 

as a prelude to a more detailed discussion of the 

interaction of roles, groups, power and explanations. 

a. Intergroup Theory. Stemming out of his early work on 

categorization (Tajfel,1981 for an overview), Tajfel et 

al(1971; Billig and Tajfel,1973) showed that on the basis 

of categorization alone (even when this was conducted on a 

completely arbitrary basis) subjects belonging to a group 

would exhibit gross in-group favouritism. This is 

manifested as maximum differentiation in which the 

out-group was maximally deprived of rewards, even where 

this resulted a relative loss in the in-group's profit. 

However, Turner(1975) went on to show that it could not be 

categorization alone that was responsible for the minimum 

group results. By introducing the possibility of rewarding 

the self, where the choice of rewarding either self, 

out-group or iri-group preceded the choice of rewarding 

between in-group and out-group, then the out-group 

discrimination 'effect diminished significantly. (Although, 

more recenty Taylor and Doria,1981, found that 

group-serving biases can be preferred to self-serving 

ones.) Turner interpreted his findings as showing that 

self/other competition can be contrasted to 

in-group/out-gr9up competition, and that the two processes 

are He suggested that in addition to 
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categorization, social identity also played a part in 

intergroup behaviour. He has since developed these notions 

(Turner,1982,1984) in a cognitivist direction, attempting 

to formulate a cognitive definition of the social group. 

According to this social identity theory, individuals 

define in terms of distinct social categories, 

learning the stereotypic norms of that category and the 

behaviours that are criteria! attributes for category 

membership. Actors assign norms to themselves in the same 

way that they assign stereotypic traits to others: in 

other words, there is involved in group identification a 

process of self-stereotyping. As category membership 

becomes more salient, behaviour becomes more normative and 

conformist. Under these circumstances social identity is 

positively enhanced. 

To this end the following processes should come into 

play: ( 1 ) Individuals will tend to evaluate distinctive 

(in-)category characteristics positively; (2} Conflict 

with out-groups will be manifested for the purposes of 

distinguishing the in-group from outgroups; (3} Within the 

in-group, individuals will move (and claim to be) closer 

to the group norm and thereby assert that they are 

superior to other group members. 

Within the confines of its own framework, one of the most 

problematic aspects of this theory is 99 the spontaneous 

emergence or formation of self-defining social 



Page 141 

categorizations ... we can speculate that variables such as 

similarity, proximity, common fate etc contribute to 

perceptual unit formation, but research is necessary to 

specify precisely the determinins conditions'' 

(Turner,1984,P535). Turner cites two experiments in which 

it was found that even where identification and group 

formation were based on similarity for disliked 

characteristics, intergroup discrimination still appeared 

(in contrast, disliked, non-categorized individuals seemed 

to exhibit a form of self-hate), and that failure and 

defeat actually enhanced group cohesiveness. Thus for 

Turner, this social identity perspective the 

group as a psychological reality'' (P535). group is a 

social reality and a psycholosical process and there 

is constant reciprocal determination between these two 

sides of the phenomenon at play in group 

(p536). However, though Turner is quite right to stress 

this reciprocity, he does not see the 

process'' being socially mediated. Indeed 

"Identifications are cognitive structures but they are 

also social products" (P536). It is the type of 

identification, 

social operates. 

below. 

not identification itself, on which the 

A critique of this will be presented 

What emerges from this brief survey of the literature on 

intergroup pr,ocesses is that they are largely driven by 

the search for a positive social identity and 
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categorization. In functional terms, intergroup theory has 

been largely geared towards analysing the expressive and 

personal functions of group processes. However, before 

developing this theme further, it is worth pointing out 

that not all workers in the field agree with such a 

formulation. Some, for example Deschamps(1984) and 

Doise(1978) place their theoretical emphases squarely on 

categorization and category differentiation. Elsewhere, 

subordinate Linville and Jones(1980). Linville(1982) 

affect (such as that which might be mediated through 

positive social identity) to cognition, particularly the 

perception of complexity. Accordingly, the greater the 

perceived complexity of the other or the self, then the 

less extreme the affect associated with the target; 

conversely, the greater the simplicity, 

extremity of affect. In a similar vein, 

the greater the 

Wilder(1978) has 

shown that individuation of the outgroup attenuates 

intergroup discrimination. A similar accent crops up in 

Hamilton 9 s theory of stereotyping (1979) in which 

cognitive attribution (in cahoots with salience and 

illusory correlation biases) result in the stereotyped 

conception of others. And yet, Turner 9 s results suggest 

that these effects cannot alone account for 

intergroup behaviour (nor, for that matter, stereotyping). 

Similarly, van Knippenberg and Wilkes(1979) reanalyzed 

Doise and Sinclair 9 s(1973) data on the effect of status, 

interaction, 

comparison 

the competetive/consensual nature of 

dimensions on categorization and group 
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diPPerentiation. They Pound that the diPferent items 

summed by Doise and Sinclair conflated social identity and 

categorization processes. The positive value oe social 

identity was evidenced in the fact that the greatest 

differentiation occurred Por those items important for the 

ingroup (eg differentiation was most dramatic on 

consensual items on which relative status was agreed upon 

by apprentis and collegiens). With respect to the 

categorization-loaded theories of stereotyping, the role 

of motivation seems likewise instrumental. Greenberg and 

Rosenfeld(1979) showed that even for dimensions 

uncorrelated with a stereotype (eg Blacks and E.S.P. ), 

ethnocentrism appeared with whites positively evaluating 

E.S.P. in whites. Thus a characteristic usually excluded 

from a stereotyped category, not initially salient, or 

illusorily correlated, becomes all these things in the 

interests of the bigot. Moreover, such purely cognitive 

approaches are limited to the cognitive functions of 

supposedly categorization-based intergroup behaviour and 

stereotyping. They do not, and indeed cannot, theorize the 

social Pormatioh of stereotypes that Tajfe1(1981) suggests 

is integral to the very notion of the stereotype (cf 

Huici,1984). We will be further criticizing the reliance 

on categorization processes below. 

Given that there is an explicit and pivotal role Por 

positive identity, in what ways does it manifest 

itself? There various aspects of intergroup behaviour 
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in which it operates. First, positive social identity as 

evidenced in those studies addressing the tension between 

intergroup and interpersonal differentiation. Brown and 

Turner(1981) suggest that when group-identity is 

de-emphasized, self-favouritism emerges. And yet, as Codol 

(1975,1984) has suggested, even where the in-group is kept 

very much in mind, individual differentiation can occur. 

For Codol the individual is caught in a dilemma between 

the desire to epitomize the group norm and the 

simultaneous desire to avoid being deindividuated, that 

is, the desire to . remain a discrete and novel individual. 

This is resolved in the 9 superior conformity of the se1f 9 

by which individuals claim that they are closer to the 

norm than are other members of the in-group. Thus at one 

and the same moment. they establish their similarity and 

their differetice. As ever, of similarity 

within the group are modulated by other factors such as 

the presence of an outgroup (Wi1der,1984) or whether the 

group norm is unanimous (Allen and Wi1der,1977). Fraser 

and Foster(1984) go further, reporting that not only is 

there pro-norm deviance, but also anti-norm deviance. In 

other words, individuation within the group can be 

conducted through counter-normative behaviour. Studies of 

minority influence indeed suggest that this is 

feasible. At this point, as we ·begin to discuss groups 

within groups, we might also begin to wonder how much of 

the original of the group is left. What this 

discussion does reveal is that the conception of the 
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group in primarily cognitivist terms relies on a gross 

simplification of the dimensions and strategies subjects 

have available to them in using the group as a means to 

enhancing their positive social identity. If, as 

Wilder(1984) suggests, groups can differentiate the 

in-group from out-groups by actually highlighting the real 

contradictions and factions within the in-group, the 

implication is that subjects have a far more dynamic view 

of the in-group identity: 

negotiation and change. 

that is, one that is open to 

All this brings us back to intergroup processes 

and their parameters. Various debates have raged as 

regards the nature of differentiation and discrimination. 

Brewer(1979) suggested that it was in-group bias rather 

than out-group denigration that characterised intergroup 

discrimination. However, Locksley, Ortiz and Hepburn(1980) 

found that information about in-group and out-group 

rewards had an equal and opposite effect on the rewards 

subjects 

Clearly 

awarded to out-group and in-group. members. 

this contradicts Brewer 9 s contention. As 

Billig(1976) warns us, such minimalist analyses must be 

contextualized, placed in relation to ideological, 

political and economic variables. Similarly, Tajfel(1984) 

emphasizes the conditioning of intergroup processes by 

myth. Inevitably, then, the models that come out of such 

an approach will: be hemmed in with 9 it dependses 9 
• In 

contrast, it mlght be more appropriate to start from the 
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'it depends' end of things, exploiting rather than 

resigning ourselves to the contingent nature of theee 

processes. (For example, we could start off with a 

speculative typology of concrete intergroup struggles 

through history.) 

When actors do distinguish their in-group from out-groups 

(and in doing so engender conflict), they do so in fairly 

complicated ways. For a start, what can count as a 

plausible out-group will depend on a variety of factors, 

most important of which is perhaps the relative position 

of the groups qn a valued hierarchy. Brown(198LJ.) notes how 

similarity of status is insufficient to provoke much 

differentiation between groups when the hierarchy is 

stable and perceived as such. Van Knippenberg (198LJ.) 

notes, that groups use complex presentational 

ploys to support or undermine the legitimacy of the status 

quo. So when supjects give descriptions of the in-group or 

out-group, they are often loose enough to allow strategic 

negotiation, where the outcomes or 

characteristics being described are not the ones that 

characterize the in-group's identity. This suggests that a 

flexibility in presentation and personal identity affords 

room to 9 hype 9 both the self and the group (van 

Knippenberg and van Oers,198LJ.). Similarly, Mummenday and 

Schneiber(198LJ.) have shown how out-groups may be 

positively judged on what for the in-group constitute 

second-class comparison dimensions. Here we can briefly 
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illustrate the contingent and content-laden nature of 

intergroup processes: Where Brown(198U) warns that too 

much similarity might exacerbate intergroup 

differentiation. van Knippenberg(198U) suggests that 

intergroup behaviours do not just involve antagonism -

cooperation is also a feature of intergroup life. Putting 

these two observations together, we might ask: when does 

similarity lubricate social cooperation? Following on from 

this and the minimal cognitivist definition of a group, we 

can set up the following situation: where two members (or 

sub-groupings) of the same group encounter one another, 

unaware that they have both identified with the same 

group, to what degree will similarity hamper their 

acknowledging their membership of the same group? to what 

degree will it facilitate it? to what degree will it lead 

to cooperation qr conflict? This cannot be answered in the 

abstract; one of the main reasons being that the use of 

similarity in the process of comparison/cooperation will 

depend on the way that similarity is integrated into the 

in-group identity. In other words, social identities 

contain norms regarding the way that as a group-member one 

should treat others, both in- and out-group members. 

area within intergroup theory concerns Another 

conflict. Tajfel and Turner(1978) have provided the most 

extensive theory of intergroup behaviour. This has been 

refined by Taylor and McKirnan(198U). In Tajfel and 

Turner 9 s scheme, a status hierarchy will remain secure: if 



individual is possible; where comparisons can be 

shifted onto new or alternative dimensions; where the 

in-group characteristics become more evaluated; 

and where comparison groups can be changed. Conflict 

arises where the is seen as both unstable and 

illegitimate, and where the for 

individual is precluded. Tajfel and Turner go on 

to state such subjective conflict does not have 

over objective (economic. social, historical) 

conflicts. Taylor and McKirnan raise the objection that 

Tajfel and Turner 9 s model is too vague. 

suggest an amendment in which the historical 

underpinning of intergroup conflict are more 

integrated into the model. envisage five stages in 

the generation of intergroup conflict. there must 

be stratified intergroup relations. Second, an 

individualistic social ideo must have arisen 

Third, social is attempted, 

individuals try to penetrate advantaged groups. 

those who have been repulsed realize that the 

for their own status enhancement lies in elevating the 

status of the disadvantaged group as a whole. Finally, 

competetive intergroup relations and collective action 

should be viable. These authors assure us that causal 

attribution and social comparison processes will play a 

pivotal role in the operation of such a model. 

How such collective action might be orchestrated is 
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suggested the research on minorit¥ influence 

(Moscovici,1976; Ng,1980; 

Moscovici, 

Mugn¥,1984; Mugny et al,1984). 

According to a minorit¥ 1 s st¥le of 

presentation, the consistency especiall¥. will exert an 

influence oVer the majorit¥ easing its views in the 

direction of the minority 0 s. For minority and majority we 

could read low and high status group respectively. 

However, both Ng and Mugny stress that the earlier work 

failed to take into account social factors involved in 

minority 

argues 

influence. Charismatic power, 

subsumes minorit¥ influence, is 

Which Ng 

sociall¥ 

contingent, appropriate at some points in history, 

laughable at others. If a minority is not to be wholl¥ 

marginalized, if it is not to be seen as a purveyor of 

deviance as opposed to innovation, there have to be 

alternative modes of presentation. Flexibility is vital in 

order to avoid being dismissed as deviant. Such 

flexibility also permits cross-category identification in 

that, at the ver¥ least, the minority shares the common 

feature of 0 being reasonable'. In terms of high and low 

status groups, we might consider such an arrangement as 

hegemonic insofar as it is the ruling groups that will 

dictate what counts as reasonable (eg to be politicall¥ 

reasonable in most Western democratic countries means 

being willing to follow the parliamentar¥ road). Finall¥, 

Ng points out that the effort that is put into making an 

attempt to raise: the status of the in-group is liable to 

be influenced by:perceptions of how far the top of that 
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hierarchy is and by the depth of its rungs. 

b. Groups and Explanations. Before I launch into a 

full-scale critique of the above theories of intergroup 

behaviour, I will first locate them in relation to 

attribution theory and lay explanations. I have already 

given some examples of the way that groups and 

explanations have been connected (in the construction of 

outgroups and stereotypes, and in processes of group 

conflict). In this section I will consider in more detail 

the literature on the interrelation between explanation 

and group processes. 

Early work by Taylor and Jaggi(197ll.) and Mann and 

Taylor(197ll.) showed how attributions were effected by 

ethnic group and class membership. Thus for positively 

evaluated behaviours in Muslims and Hindus, in-group 

members were attributed internally, out-group members 

externally. 

evaluated 

This pattern was reversed for negatively 

behaviours. In the case of English- and 

French-speaking Canadians who were either middle- or 

working-class, a more complex set of results emerged. 

French-speakers tended to judge others according to 

ethnicity, whereas English-speakers were more influenced 

by class, though in a counter-in-group fashion (that is, 

middle-class English-speakers attributed favourably to 

working-class Epglish speakers). Mann and Taylor explain 

these results by pointing out that the French, being a 
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minority, need to bolster the group and thus their 

self-identity. The English-speaker results possibly arose 

because the English-speaking middle-class community tends 

to be large and undefined. Stephan(1977) showed that 

in/out group conflict could be mitigated by what we might 

call a 9 supranorm 9 of high internal attribution for 

positively evaluated behaviours. So, while intergroup 

theory would predict that positive behaviours are 

externally attributed for out-group members, the above 

supranorm should counteract this effect. This Stephan 

illustrated by analysing the attributional evaluations of 

whites, blacks and Chicanos in which he found that the 

whites were more prone to internal attributions. 

While Hewstone and Jaspars(1984) are right to criticize 

this study for not being social enough (it lacks 

interaction, group identity could have been more 

prominent, etc}, it at least taps into norms that cut 

across intergroup processes. Indeed, as we will argue 

below, intergroup processes, rather than being at core a 

biological mixture of categorization processes and a drive 

for positive social identity, might themselves 

reflect a 9 norm 9 to behave in the group-biased way the 

literature documents. Pettigrew(1979), Hewstone and 

Hewstone, Jaspars and 

Lalljee(1982) have refined and elaborated the theoretical 

interdigitation of attribution theory and intergroup 

behaviour, int:roducing such factors as social 
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representatlons (Moscovici,1980,1973; Herzlich,1973), the 

role of interaction, and explanations of socially relevant 

behaviours and events. In general terms, this work showed 

that there was a complex, indeed dialectical, interweaving 

of social representations, attributions and social 

identity. with social representations (of the out- and 

in-groups) 

identity. 

deployed in order to sustain positive social 

However, intergroup processes themselves were 

not conceived as the result of social representations 

that is, intergroup behaviour could reflect expectations 

embodied in the social representation of the schoolboy or 

adolescent. Put another way, the schoolboy is a 

par-excellence because that is the way the 

role of the schoolboy is constructed. Social 

representations, as well as more covert processes, have a 

hand in the construction of that role. Below we generalize 

this point to men as a whole. 

Hewstone and Jaspars(1982b) have also looked at what 

happens when discussion is allowed and when the in- and 

out-groups meet. In a study of unemployed black and white 

youths. they ·found evidence of risky shift which 

exacerbated intergroup discrimination. Thus white youths 

tended to attribute even more internally to black youths 

for unemployment. whereas the blacks explained this 

condition thro.ugh system-blame. When the groups met, 

polarization took place. However. even amongst whites 

there was considerable system-blame as they too had 
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encountered discrimination and lack of opportunity. This 

study also found that in accordance with social identity 

theory, the lower status group (blacks) elevated its 

social standing by positively situating itself on the 

valued dimensions of religion and music. Overall it was 

blacks who perceived intergroup differences. The whites 

were more 9 ega1itarian 9 • 

As a final instance of the relation of intergroup theory 

to attribution, Deschamps(1983) sees attributions as a 

function of category membership, both symbolic and real. 

For him, attribution is the process whereby social 

representations are put into operation. These social 

representations are governed by certain cognitive laws. 

amongst which categorization is uppermost. We can see that 

there are similarities between the Deschamps and Hewstone 

et al formulations though the latter are more rigorously 

social in their stress on social identity. 

The above treatment of the intergroup theory literature 

has attempted to do fair service to the variety of 

initiatives in the field. However, there have been 

omissions, 

groups to 

most glaring of which is the work relating 

language use, as in the deployment of 

evaluatively loaded language in intergroup differentiation 

and discrimination {eg Giles and Johnson,1982). This 

aspect aside, what seems to emerge from this survey are 

the pivotal roles of categorization and positive social 
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identity. While there are constant reminders throughout 

these writings of the importance of social factors, again 

and again 

cognitive 

identity) 

we are left 

(categorization) 

factors pushing 

with the impression of' 

and motivational (positive 

from behind, as the dual 

generative cores of' stereotyping, intergroup conflict or 

superior conformity of' the self'. In other words, despite 

claims to the contrary, this paradigm is infused with 

the individualism that we detected in cognitive 

approaches attribution theory. 

To substantiate this charge we can look at the conception 

of' intergroup conflict which sees it as essentially a 

means of' furthering or maintaining positive social 

identity. According to these theories recourse to 

intergroup conflict is likely when individual exit from a 

low status group is blocked. 

left for self-sacrifice 

account 

aristocrats 9 

for 

(eg 

certain 

Prince 

In such a theory no room is 

or 9 humanity 9 • It cannot 

intellectuals 9 and 

Kropotkin, Woodcock,1971) 

identification with and allegiance to oppressed groups, 

individuals who would otherwise be members of' high status 

groups. In other words. this is a theory of' 

self-interest which in spite its social trappings 

ignores that most social of' parameters, morality. As such, 

it is dangerously ahistorical. We have seen that 

intergroup confl'ict has payoffs for the groups involved, 

and more essentially, according to the terms of' social 
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identity theory, for the positive social identity of 

individuals, and we have seen how these processes 

are reflected in the use of stereotypes in order to 

oppress out-group (eg blacks, women). Yet, as various 

authors in a different context have remarked {eg in the 

case of masculine sexuality, Metcalf and Humphries,1985), 

there are also negative pay-offs in the form of 

self-stereotyping that comes with intergroup 

discrimination. Why then does the balance between pay-offs 

stand as it does? We can best approach this question by 

altering its form - what function does intergroup conflict 

serve for broader, historical processes? The sometime 

self-stereotyping of men into what Hoch(1978) has called 

the 9 White Hero 9 (ascetic, puritanical, etc) has served 

not only to differentiate them from women, but also to 

justify and mediate the rapid generation of capital. 

(However, cf Kelvin,198U, for a critique of Weber 9 s.1932, 

Protestant work ethic which this stereotype partly 

embodies). More mundanely. intergroup processes can serve 

the requirements of a third party. The imperialist dictum 

9 divide and captures just such a function: foment 

conflict and when troubles are at their bloodiest, step in 

and take advantage. The following quote suggests how 

conscious such manipulation can be. H.S. Truman was never 

a fervent supporter of either communism or the USSR: 

the Nazis attacked the Soviet Union in 
1941. he was quoted as saying: 99 If we see that 
Germany is winning we should help Russia and if 
Russia is winning we ought to help Germany and 
that way :we will let them kill as many as 
possible, although I don 9 t want to see Hitler 



Page 1.56 

victorious under any Truman 
modified this view later and accepted the Soviet 
Union an 

(Gosne11,1.980,p238) 

Even more mundanely, and ironically, we might suggest 

that the experimenter in the intergroup experiment takes 

on Truman's role exacerbating division for his/her 

personal gain (as well as for the gain of 0 science 0 of 

course), and simulataneously denying his/her role in the 

conflict that appears by cloaking him/herself in the veil 

of 'scientific method'. 

These latter points are neatly paralleled by those in 

Henriques'(l.984) critique of the minimal intergroup 

experiments. He notes that the errors, that is, the 

gratuitous discrimination against the outgroup in fact 

reflects comparison ... between the scientist's 

objective perception that there is 'no real difference' 

between group members and the subjects' subjective 

perception that there are significant differences between 

the groups." Moreover "the scientist's viewpoint, 

completely untheorized in the methodology of the 

experiment, produces the correct observations from which 

the subjects' are considered incorrect divergences" (p76). 

Henriques thinks it unreasonable to suppose that 

subjects, if they continue to cooperate with the rules of 

the experiment at all, were left no option but to make 

'gratuitous' qiscriminations. Positive and negative 

evaluations required by the methodology. The power of 

the experimenter, to make the rules governing the subjects' 
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behaviour resides partly in more general authority 

relations ... (and) in the unrecognized power 

a procedure which limits the possibilities 

( P77) · Both the lack criteria and the 

requirement to make judgements on individuals even when 

the provided criterion was a group one show how subjects 

were constrained. In other words, the apparent lack 

content in terms group identity is a chimera borne 

experimental procedures and theoretical constructs. 

There might well have been valid reasons 

subjects discriminating as they did - reasons derived 

the experimental situation in which they themselves. 

The experiment was the experimental psychologist 9 s version 

discord. 

Billig(l.985) has produced a detailed critique of the 

priority accorded to categorization in the social 

processing prejudice. He is especially concerned with 

the way that categoriation. as a cognitive process, serves 

to render and distortion, and thus 

stereotyping, inevitable. As he points out, there is an 

opposing process, that particularization in which a 

stimulus is distinguished a general category and 

other stimuli. Billig also criticized the underlying 

biologism an approach which sees the perceptual as the 

substrate of all higher processes. including the social; 

he noted that w.e should distinguish the peculiarly human 

in these processes, particularly the role of language, 
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which can both · simplify and enrich. However, Billig is 

wary of a simple one-to-one correspondence between 

categorization and prejudice. and particularization and 

tolerance. Rather, he opts for a form of analysis that 

examines the rhetorical aspects in the use of categories 

(attitudes and arguments included). It requires that we 

directly address the fluidities of thought and the 

ambiguities of language. Such a project is of necessity 

social and requires, in the context of intergroup 

behaviour, an analysis of the way in which the content of 

a particular category constrains fluidities and 

ambiguities to the point where it comes to generate 

intergroup behaviour. 

In this respect, Wi11iams(1984) has pointed to the way 

that intergroup behaviour is conditioned by gender. She 

notes that social identification theory does not take 

fully into account affiliation and attachment processes 

which might undermine the potency of intergroup 

discrimination. She highlights the fact that men tend to 

engage in these social identification processes more so 

than do women, and that women are more involved in 

communal processes such as helping other groups. This 

latter involves a form of agency somewhat different from 

that typical in masculine role; this will effect the 

sort of group identity and processes that women might 

develop (cf 6. ) For Williams, then, the social 

identity posited: by social identity theory is 19 an analogue 
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of the type of personal identity encouraged in males" -

that is, "an agentic identity" (p313). Overall, this 

theoretical sex-bias suggests "that the relationship 

between identity and intergroup behavior is more complex 

than that proposed by the original formulation of social 

identification theory" (p314). Extending 

observation a little further, this complexity cannot be 

confined merely to the role of gender identity, but must 

be extended to.class, race and age 'related identities. 

Indeed the intricate relationship between identity and 

group processes needs to be specifically mapped out for 

each, given instance. Moreover, we must not forget that 

many identities are hegemonic and that their influence on 

intergroup behaviour is likely to reflect broader social 

processes. This can be briefly illustrated by considering 

the 9 plausibility 9 that a given comparison dimension is 

endowed with. There are certain overarching criteria as to 

what dimensions and thresholds can be used for 

These cannot be said to derive simply from 

the in-group. There is a supra-norm of rationality that 

must be met 

9 irrational 9 

in making any comparison (it would be 

for athletes to compare themselves to 

paraplegics on the dimension of physical prowess.) The 

factor of ratioriality (perhaps mediated through similarity 

- see above) is dealt with in the next chapter. 

In this section I have considered the mechanism and 

function of behaviour and found that mechanism 


































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































