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Abstract This special issue aims to bridge history and social psychology by bringing
together historians and social psychologists in an exercise of reading and learning
from each other’s work. This interdisciplinary exercise is not only timely but of great
importance for both disciplines. Social psychologists can benefit from engaging with
historical sources by being able to contextualise their findings and enrich their
theoretical models. It is not only that all social and psychological phenomena have
a history but this history is very much part of present-day and future developments.
On the other hand historians can enhance their analysis of historical sources by
drawing upon the conceptual tools developed in social psychology. They can “test”
these tools and contribute to their validation and enrichment from completely differ-
ent perspectives. Most important, as contributions to this special issue amply dem-
onstrate, psychology’s “historical turn” has the potential to shed a new light on
striking, yet underexplored, similarities between contemporary public spheres and
their pre-modern counterparts. This issue thereby calls into question the dichotomy
between traditional and de-traditionalized societies—a distinction that lies at the heart
of many social psychology accounts of the world we live in. The present editorial will
introduce and consider this act of bridging history and social psychology by focusing
on three main questions: What is the bridge made of? How can the two disciplines be
bridged? and Why we cross this interdisciplinary bridge? In the end a reflection on
the future of this collaboration will be offered.
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Introduction: The Special Issue in Context

Just as every discipline has its genealogy, any dialogue between disciplines exists within
a “historical” context. This special issue emerged out of a series of workshops organised
by the two guest editors between June 2010 and November 2011, funded generously by
the Institute of Social Psychology (ISP) at LSE, the Institute of Historical Research,
Kings College London, and the Society for Renaissance Studies. The initiative began in
October 2009whenYamamoto, a historian of early English capitalism, visited the ISP to
learn about social psychology. The plan for the workshops took off in March 2010 with
the first inter-disciplinary meeting being announced.

Certainly the act of bringing together the two fields is not without a precedent. In
particular the idea that selfhood and social psychological processes are generated in
both time and place, and hence embedded in a specific historical past, has been
frequently emphasised from early on by scholars such as Münsterberg (1899), Gergen
(1973), Runyar (1988), Graumann and Gergen (1996), and many others. Historians,
too, have been exploring the question of self and collective mentality primarily in the
form of mentalité (see Bloch 1924; Scott 2012; Millstone 2012). However, most of
the previous attempts to bring history and psychology together tended to bridge the
“gap” from one side, either adopting a historical or social psychological perspective.
Our series of workshops aimed from the start to connect these two disciplines from
both sides. Considering the fact that it would be far too ambitious to engage with the
whole of history and its long traditions, what we attempt here is rather to incorporate
a historical, temporal dimension in one’s psychological research, and do so by
developing an active and sustained dialogue with history scholars. Conversely,
historians were introduced to some aspects of the social psychological literature, in
particular the theory of social representations. The first workshop opened the dia-
logue, asking scholars working on these two fields to read influential works from
both disciplines in order to familiarise themselves with a different approach to
common topics. In the second workshop we invited speakers to present their own
research, whereas for the third social psychologists pre-circulated the papers included
in this special issue and historians commented on them.

The aim of this series of meetings, as reflected in the contributions to this special
edition, was to help the cross-fertilisation process between history and social psychology
by fostering a dialogue about theory, method and evidence in both disciplines. As the
following articles show, good progress has been made towards achieving this aim.
Social psychologists engaged with history first and foremost by acknowledging the
long chronologies of their topics of interest and by exploring how a historical inquiry
can shed light on present-day social phenomena and help us understand their develop-
ment. Moreover, there is history in social psychology not only because contemporary
practices and representations have a long past but also because social psychology, as an
intellectual discipline, itself has a history (see Millstone 2012). On the other hand
historians (re)connected to the “psychological” within their own discipline by apply-
ing theoretical frameworks little known to them (such as the theory of social
representations) to the study of people and events from pre-modern or early modern
times. As will be seen, one of the most important “discoveries” emerging from our
dialogue was that early modern public spheres were not as different compared to
contemporary ones as current scholarships tend to assume.
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Throughout our meetings the metaphor of building bridges between history and
social psychology prompted us to raise three questions conducive for any interdisci-
plinary dialogue: What would these bridges consist of? How can they be built? And,
last but not least, should the act of bridging be attempted and why? This editorial will
use the current set of contributions to address each of these questions in turn. What
we seek is not a definitive answer to any of them, but an open invitation to dialogue,
itself the best materialisation of a “bridge” between scholars and between disciplines.

What is the Bridge Made of?

The initial question that brought us together, emerging from within both fields, was
that of the public sphere and the formation of individual and collective identities, a
process that often draws on history and a memory that is shared and contested within
public spheres. In essence, we were concerned with how this “past” can be under-
stood and how it can illuminate the present in terms of personal and societal
phenomena. This broad interrogation represents a common concern that runs, more
or less explicitly, through all the articles and commentaries that follow. In particular
Jovchelovitch (2012) builds a socio-cultural approach to the Brazilian public sphere
around the notion of narratives about the historical past. The same interest for how
either distant historical times or more or less recent events shape current representa-
tions and discourses can be found in Sammut, Tsirogianni and Wagoner and in
Tieleag!’s contributions respectively. Kane and Sandall, in their commentaries, take
the opposite route and use contemporary theoretical and methodological tools in
order to interpret historical episodes like the English uprisings of 1549 or the
representations of women in later medieval England. Interestingly, it is not only
great-scale social events that concern us here; this special issue includes a psycho-
logical and literary-historical analysis of what seems to be a very modern, evolving
dimension of the individual self and interpersonal relations—virtual forms of exis-
tence facilitated by the latest digital technology. Evans (2012) explores some key
aspects of today’s virtual selves and relationships while Shimizu’s commentary
grounds this contemporary image by documenting early modern precursors of the
“Second Self” in Renaissance English literature.

As our meetings continued, the number of questions increased and, with them,
new topics of common interest were discovered. The notion of public sphere led us
towards theorising the connections between past and present as they are embodied in
narratives, collective memory and social representations. Almost with no exception
the articles included in this issue make reference to at least some of the above and
commentaries also try to incorporate these concepts in exploring historical events.
However, this appropriation of terms and exchange between disciplines is not without
difficulties. As rightfully pointed to by Millstone (2012), more reflection needs to go
into the conceptualisation of “popular” notions such as common-sense before they
can be fruitfully used across disciplines. Other constructs, more recently developed
by social psychologists, like cognitive polyphasia, are also of potential interest for
historians, and Millstone explores this in order to suggest the heterogeneity of cultural
values and practices in the pre-modern society. It is however the final commentary by
Mark Knights that pulls together several of these common topics and articulates no
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less than seven potential points of connection between disciplines: the nature of
modernity, collective memory, political discourse and ideology, partisanship, the
public sphere, stereotypes, and languages and images. Together, these themes con-
stitute sites of cross-fertilisation, symbolic bridges that can be travelled by scholars
from both disciplines, as the next sections will illustrate.

In the end, before proceeding to a brief summary of how several of these bridges
were actually “crossed” by each of the authors in this special edition, a final note
needs to be made concerning methodological aspects. From our first meeting it
became clear that historians and social psychologists converge on several topics of
interest but also (potentially) diverge when it comes to what constitutes data, how
data is collected, analysed and reported. Clearly one constraint for historians rests
with the fact that sources of information from the historical past are relatively limited,
and fewer in format, compared to the diversity of methodological options character-
istic for psychological research. Moreover, while social psychologists are usually
keen to develop theoretical models valid across sites of observation, a typical
approach in history is to consider research contexts in their own right. These
disciplinary differences do not hold however for all “types” of history or psychology.
Ivana Marková (2012) points to deep connections, in what method and explanation
are concerned, between history and social representations. By recuperating the
meaning and value of abduction for building knowledge about unique phenomena,
Marková outlines a common ground for scholars from the two disciplines and
describes its epistemological underpinnings. In effect, the theory of social represen-
tations, both as a theoretical framework and a source of methodological inspiration,
constitutes the foundation for several of the contributions included here (see Jovchelovitch
2012; Sammut et al. 2012). Since representations are simultaneously historical and
social-psychological phenomena, this theory has the potential to establish a promis-
ing bridge (among many) cutting across disciplinary divisions.

Crossing the Bridge Towards History

It is not without excitement that social psychologists approach history. In fact, as the
papers included in this issue demonstrate, they are more than eager to consider how a
historical perspective can illuminate a series of theoretical and empirical aspects
related to their interests. Crossing disciplinary borders can be done out of curiosity,
out of an impulse to incorporate a temporal dimension into one’s current research and,
more importantly, out of necessity.

Jovchelovitch (2012) argues for example for the necessity of crafting a conversa-
tion between history and social psychology. This is due to a discrepancy noticed
between lived experience and narrative, itself in need of bridging. The creative
tension connecting past and present, lived experiences and re-told (hi)stories, is of
concern also for Tileag! (2012), who addresses primarily the gap between personal
meanings and experiences of communism and the “official” discourse expressed by
the political elite in contemporary Romania. His analysis of the political discourse
stresses the internal contradictions and paradoxical attitudes inherent to constructing
social memory, particularly in cases of a controversial historical legacy. Both con-
tributions focus, in this regard, on how one can never do away with the “weight” of a
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past that marks the present and shapes the future of individuals, groups, and even
entire societies. The example of the Brazilian public sphere in Jovchelovitch illus-
trates this dynamic very well. Current social representations of Brazilian colonial past
acquire the function of myths and become perpetuated both in lay and scholarly
discourses. A mythological space comes into being, one that is not unitary but shaped
by cognitive polyphasia (the co-existence of different systems of thinking and
representation) and expressed in a narrative format, gaining a strong identity function.
The socio-cultural approach to the “core” of social representations thus necessarily
considers a time dimension where representations are forget in the historical co-
evolution of groups and national cultures.

This topic of culture and contact, as well as the role of representations of the past in
mediating current intergroup relations, is also picked up by Sammut et al.’s article (2012).
They consider the case study of the Maltese community in London and its somewhat
unique preference for assimilation. This rather distinctive situation is explained in
light of the transformation of social representations about Maltese communities over
time. The three authors persuasively argue for an “evolutionary” framework for the
study of social representations that would necessarily rely on historical information in
order to distinguish the core aspects of a representational system. An exploration of
the past is meant here to offer explanatory power in relation to an empirical example
and simultaneously suggest the importance of integrating historical perspectives in
social psychological theories. These aims can be achieved not only with reference to
memory and social representations of a shared history, but also when it comes to
strikingly modern phenomena. Evans (2012) addresses the expansion of digital
technology and computer-mediated communication for the experience of self, social
relationships and emotion. While documenting how online environments such as
Second Life can change the ways in which people relate to themselves and others, his
paper explores intriguing continuities between the “virtual” and the “real”, between
present and past experiences of the self.

Finally, an important bridge to be crossed is the methodological one. In her
discussion of method and explanation in history and social representations, Marková
(2012) raises the important question of what defines a scientific discipline. Looking at
traditional methods of exploration in scientific work—deduction and induction—and
considering today’s positivistic ethos (very much part of contemporary social psy-
chology) of generalising findings, Marková stresses the issue of epistemological
foundations shared by history and (at least parts of) social psychology. A common
ground is found in this regard within the study of unique, context-dependent phe-
nomena, and the use of the method of abduction for generating knowledge about
particular cases, knowledge transferrable across theoretical models rather than actual
populations. In this sense, “crossing the bridge towards history” could and should
become a routine exercise for all those psychologists interested in dynamic, past and
present real-life contexts.

Crossing the Bridge Towards Psychology

If the reappraisal of time in the construction of psychological processes shapes the
psychologists’ efforts to “cross” the bridge between disciplines, the historians’ move
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towards psychology is probably best encapsulated in their application of conceptual
tools such as social representation to study the past. Yet, in a more profound sense,
historical thinking also invites us to view these tools themselves as having a history,
implicated upon the contexts of their own production and emergence. It is with this
exercise of historicising social psychology that commentaries in this special issue
open. Millstone (2012) suggests that social psychologists’ discussion of “common
sense” derived from Lévy-Bruhl’s rather schematic view of science and common
sense—as rational and natural modes of thinking respectively. Such a clear-cut
distinction contradicts more nuanced accounts of science and the heterogeneity of
knowledge so cogently captured by discussions of abduction and cognitive polypha-
sia (see Marková 2012; Jovchelovitch 2012). The discipline’s fascination with un-
scientific common sense, Millstone hints, is a manifestation of a distinctive agenda or
a “project” upheld by the social psychological discipline, an exercise of forging and
consolidating its intellectual and professional identity by defining itself against its
more experimental, “scientific”, counterparts.

Not only do historians engage with social psychology by historicising theories and
concepts, they also find it useful to bring these analytic tools to bear upon the past
they examine. Kane (2012) finds that responses to the Black Death were hardly
homogenous and that different milieus produced different explanations of its causes.
Equally diverse were the presentations of self, displayed in plays and theatres, as
Shimizu suggests in his study of character writing in Renaissance England. Some of
these social representations served the “projects” of certain dominant groups. Under
mounting social and economic pressure, a powerful representation of the “deserving
poor” emerged after the Black Death: those who laboured hard to produce goods and
improve the wealth of the nation. This objectification of otherwise diverse lower sorts
of people was, as Kane argues, disseminated by the media of sermons and exempla,
powerful conduits of public discourse in the medieval period. The category helped
reinforce existing power relation by legitimating harsh treatment of unproductive—
hence undeserving—poor.

By applying social psychological tools historians also reveal that subordinate
groups were not altogether missing agency. Thus, as Sandall (2012) demonstrates
in his case study of a sixteenth-century rebellion, a group of rebels led by a Essex
tanner, Rober Kett, presented themselves not so much as challenging local lords or
the king whom they served, but as restoring social harmony founded upon tradition
and the paternal duties of the upper class. Women who appeared in a church court of
medieval York often combined different rhetorical repertoires in order to enhance
their cases. Thus, when giving testimonies about birth-giving, they highlighted their
first-hand experience, while borrowing idioms from learned treatises (written by
literate male writers) when defending themselves from a charge of corruption, bribery
and perjury; such rhetorical hybridity could at best lend them credibility. As sug-
gested by Kane (2012) and Sandall (2012), collective memory and remembrance
often provided channels for negotiating and contesting existing social representations.

These historical “fieldworks” found in pre-modern Europe thus illuminate lived
experiences strikingly similar to those that social psychologists explore through
techniques such as analysis of media contents, questionnaires, and interviews in
contemporary settings. The implications of this are profound. Plurality of projects
and a degree of contestation over representations and collective memory—features
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that are often associated in social psychological literature with de-traditionalised,
modern societies—may have characterised real life experiences at least for several
centuries (a point also substantiated by Shimizu’s account of the theatrical “self”
constructed in the seventeenth century; 2012). Thus the contributions by historians
presented here collectively raise a fundamental question concerning our relationship
with modernity. This is precisely what the concluding piece by Knights (2012) asks at
the outset: how far should social psychologists see modern mass society and its media
as intrinsically necessary to, or even constitutive of, their field of study? History
contributions suggest that there is great scope for widening social psychological
explorations to encompass centuries past.

Why Cross the Bridge?

This special edition argues that bridges between history and social psychology can be
built and travelled but, towards the end, it is important to inquire also into why we
should consider crossing such bridges. Arguments for this are presented in each
article and commentary and here only a brief answer will be attempted. Social
psychologists need these connections because all their research “objects” and “sub-
jects”, without exception, have a history (including a history of their study; see for
instance Valsiner and van der Veer 2000). The public sphere (Jovchelovitch 2012),
social representations (Marková 2012), social memory (Tileag! 2012), intercultural
relations (Sammut et al. 2012), as well as the self (Evans 2012), are unconceivable
outside of a historical context. Moreover, as the authors mentioned above argue, it is this
historical context that not only facilitates their expression but also gives them meaning;
by this, it becomes a constitutive part of their development and manifestation.

In this sense, for psychologists it is not only advisable to consider building bridges
with history but imperative to do so in order to gain a better understanding of their
research and their theories. Historical information helps us identify the core elements
of a social representation (Sammut et al. 2012), situate in a historical perspective
seemingly novel technologies of the self and self-other relations (Evans 2012), as
well as consider people’s relationship with their own past (Tileag! 2012). Most of all,
history contributions show us that representations were, as they are today, constantly
shaped and contested within groups and communities that held different “projects”
and different positions in society, thus prompting us to rethink, among other things,
the way collective and social representations are distinguished and characterised (see
Moscovici 2000).

If all the above argue for why psychologists should consider more often crossing
the bridge towards historical sources, the question remains whether the psychological
literature is equally fertile for historians. The commentaries included here suggest this
is the case. Notions frequently used in social psychology prove to be useful for a
historian’s work, from social representation and collective memory (Kane 2012;
Sandall 2012), self and identity (Shimizu 2012) up to cognitive polyphasia (Millstone
2012). Knights (2012) has, moreover, summarised seven potential directions of
research that bring together the two disciplines.

There is also another reason why bridges should be built and crossed between
history and social psychology. To understand the urgency and value of this endeavour
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we only need to consider what psychological studies would be like in its absence: a
study of human beings without history, without roots and development in time
(something that became “reality” for a series of mainstream social psychological
orientations; see Farr 1996). The rush towards establishing psychology as a (natural)
science, with everything this implies in terms of methodology and epistemology
(Marková 2012), managed to detract generations of researchers from the basic reality
of humans living in societies and cultures that exist in time and “inside” history. As
Jovchelovitch (2012) points to, socio-cultural orientations in psychology are partic-
ularly interested in the historical nature of psychological and social processes and it is
towards them that we can look next in an effort to extend our dialogue to other
disciplines beyond history, to the social sciences and humanities at large.

What Next?

As history constantly teaches us, the business of prediction (central to the empirical
discipline of psychology) is much more difficult than one expects because the
“flowing” of the past into present and future bears the mark of transformation and
change. In light of this, predicting how the collaboration between history and social
psychology will develop based on existing interdisciplinary projects will be replaced
here by a much more modest form of anticipation—a hopeful look towards the future.
What we can hope is that social psychologists will more frequently engage with
historical evidence—and specialised studies from other connected disciplines—in an
effort to situate their own research interests. As the current special issue shows, there
is great value in “looking back” as a way of contextualising findings and theories.
Conversely, historians could consider more often theoretical models of social phe-
nomena and, using their types of evidence, confirm or modify them, thus contributing
to their further elaboration. In all cases, both historians and social psychologists
would benefit from a more sustained dialogue leading to a better understanding of
their differences but also of their points of convergence (see Knights 2012). In this
regard, our greatest hope is to see future work, theoretical and empirical, that results
out of joint enterprises between historians and social psychologists. Towards this,
through the idea of articles and commentaries, the present special issue hopes to have
made a small contribution. Our goal was not to build an interdisciplinary bridge that
is stable and definitive. What we aim is to foster the act of bridging, the continuous
effort of a dialogue in the making.
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Abstract This paper explores relations between narrative, memory and social rep-
resentations by examining how social representations express the ways in which
communities deal with the historical past. Drawing on a case study of social repre-
sentations of the Brazilian public sphere, it shows how a specific narrative of origins
re-invents history as a useful mythological resource for defending identity, building
inter-group solidarity and maintaining social cohesion. Produced by a time-travelling
dialogue between multiple sources, this historical narrative is functional both to
transform, to stabilise and give resilience to specific social representations of public
life. The Brazilian case shows that historical narratives, which tend to be considered
as part of the stable core of representational fields, are neither homogenous nor
consensual but open polyphasic platforms for the construction of alternative, often
contradictory, representations. These representations do not go away because they are
ever changing and situated, recruit multiple ways of thinking and fulfil functions of
identity, inter-group solidarity and social cohesion. In the disjunction between histo-
riography and the past as social representation are the challenges and opportunities
for the dialogue between historians and social psychologists.

Keywords Social representations . Cognitive polyphasia . Collective remembering .
Narrative . Social psychology and history . Brazilian public sphere

Introduction

Apprehending time in its lived and experiential dimension is a long standing psy-
chological problem, one which has been central to the scholarly debates linking
psychology and history. Putting emphasis on time underscores the historical character
of all psychological processes and the manner through which the past holds its
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ground in our present and future lives. For psychologists of a socio-cultural orienta-
tion the problem of time is the problem of historical development, of which the
development of the human child is only one instance. Vygotsky (1997) showed that
the development of higher mental functions is a historical process and inability to see
it as such would explain ‘the one-sidedness and erroneousness of [psychology’s]
traditional views”. Paying attention to genesis and transformation is essential to avoid
the fragmentation of psychological structures and capture their contextual and time-
dependent nature (Duveen and Lloyd 1990; Cole 1995). History is a central method
to understand the individual and collective mind as it is to appreciate why the
discipline of psychology has been itself reluctant to take the historical dimension
into account (Farr 1996). As Marková notes (2012) treating phenomena as dynamic,
situated and historical implies a relational epistemology that threatens psychology’s
aspirations to be a positive science.

The historical approach places time at the core of human experience and seeks to
render intelligible the social and cultural processes that constitute our psychological
makeup in past and present public spheres. It teaches the psychologist to ‘feel with’
distant others, to imagine what it was like to be a person living in different times and
lifeworlds and to turn the disjunctions between the lives of predecessors and
contemporaries into sources of understanding. It calls into question the idea and
practice of essential psychological truths (Knights 2012) and brings historical context
back into the explanatory framework of psychology. It substantiates the view of social
psychology as a form of history (Gergen 1973), whose findings can themselves be
seen as a form of historical record of how people think, feel and behave at particular
times and places. This is particularly clear in the work of narratives and social
representations which express how common sense elaborates history and remembers
the past. For the past, as well as that which we feel, perceive, think and talk about in
the present, can only come into being through the stories we chose to remember and
the manner in which we tell them.

It is the humanity of the historical record that any psychology worth its name
would seek to emphasise in a dialogue with historians; the fact that history has a
subject and that in the apparently ordinary and inconsequential everyday experience
of ordinary men and women are the modalities of thinking, the behaviours and
imaginations that also make and define history. Communities create history through
the ways in which they remember the past, a process regulated by social psycholog-
ical processes such as identity, belonging, inter-group relations and social cohesion.
Listening, systematizing and understanding the human stories of history is the aim of
social psychologists while connecting the large narrative of history and the stories of
life each day the challenge driving the conversation between historians and social
psychologists.

In this paper I would like to extend this conversation, with particular attention to
how the narrative architecture of social representations articulates the ways in which
communities deal with the historical past. I use a case study of social representations
of the Brazilian public sphere to show how a specific narrative of origins re-invents
history as a useful mythological resource for defending identity, building inter-group
solidarity and maintaining social cohesion. My aim is to show that historical narra-
tives, which tend to be considered as part of the stable core of representational fields,
are neither homogenous nor consensual but open platforms for the construction of
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alternative, often contradictory, representations. Historical narratives fix meaning in
the central core of social representations, are resistant to change and endure over time
but they are neither frozen nor stable: it is their very flexibility and imaginative
characteristics that give them resilience. The Brazilian case shows that the historical
past loads the central core of social representations and makes them into recalcitrant
symbolic systems precisely because of its polysemic and polyphasic nature. Produced
by a time-travelling dialogue between multiple sources, this historical narrative is
functional not only to transform but also to stabilise and give resilience to specific
social representations of public life. It is remembered because it is ever changing and
situated, recruits multiple ways of thinking and fulfils functions of identity, inter-
group solidarity and social cohesion.

As historians demonstrate in this Special Issue, history is a contested and poly-
phasic field with power both to open and close socio-cognitive systems. To conceive
of it as purely stabilising and/or unifying cognitive systems is a frequent, yet
misleading assumption in social psychological research. In drawing attention to
history as a driving force in the internal organisation of social representations my
intention is to probe the problem of stability and change in representational fields and
question the idea of a central core as consensual and stable.

Narrative, Social Representations and Cognitive Polyphasia

Bartlett was the first psychologist to suggest that narratives do not rely on the
individual story-teller alone but are the product of social and historical life (Bartlett
1923; see also Sammut et al. 2012). They develop and grow in “the open spaces of
public squares, streets, cities and villages, of social groups, generations and epochs”
(Bakhtin 1981: 259). They convey, and by the same token produce and reproduce, the
traditions, the practices, the mythologies and the accumulated wisdom of human
communities. They live in our collective memory and in the institutionalised rituals
we draw upon to reproduce our social and cultural lives. They can differ in content
and in how they are told, but they are an ever-present human activity and the first
form of complex cultural discourse that young children learn and enjoy. As Barthes
(1993) noted “there is not, and there has never been, a people without stories, they are
just there, like life itself”.

The idea of narrative as a cognitive instrument and cultural tool has been exten-
sively discussed by socio-cultural psychologists (Bruner 2004, 1990, 1986; László
2008; Wertsch 1998) and with some contention captured by a historian (Mink 2001).
Stories allow us to retain and understand information (László 2008), to deal with time
(Ricoeur 1990; Carr 1991), and give us at least the illusion of a stable identity (Arendt
1958). Narration is essential for our sense of self and our cultural history.

Bruner (1990, 1986) has argued that human thought is organised and patterned by
story-telling: the organisation of experience in terms of a plot shapes the very
structure of our thinking and our sense of reality. From the late eighties onwards he
pioneered work that uses narrative theory and practice to rethink mind, psychology
and the very nature of knowledge and truth. His main effort has been to show that our
reality, the source and parameter of what we call truth and knowledge, has its
properties defined by narrative principles. Narrativity both reveals and explicates
the socially constructed nature of reality and knowledge because it brings to the fore
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the disjunction between story-telling and life. Narrative seeks beginnings, middles
and ends but real life does not have such a structure, it just flows. As happenings in
the real world, events can only give off ‘scrambled messages’ (Barthes 1993). They
only acquire sense and structure through the process of being told and articulated
through a plot (Ricoeur 1990), which is an act of mind in society. All narration is
produced a posteriori and in various degrees plays with events, characters and
chronology. To disentangle happenings from the flow of real life and put them into
a story by necessity reconstructs what for the here and now is now a past. Story-tellers
actively construct past and present life, a life only known and understood when it is
remembered, represented and narrated.

In this disjunction between narrative and life we can fully observe the formidable
set of operations engaged by the human mind to construct, make sense and narrate the
world. This is probably what Jameson (1981) referred to when he called narrativity
the ‘central function or instance of the human mind’ and that is why social psychol-
ogists pursue narrative as a central inroad for the study of situated psychological
phenomena. László’s (2008) psychology of stories retrieves the process of story-
telling as central to the making of social representations and social life. Wertsch
(1998, 2002) suggests that narratives are cultural tools that shape thought and belief
about the past while enabling collective remembering. Elsewhere I have drawn
extensively on narrative theory to explore the transformation of social representations
in the public sphere and more particular to show how narratives close down meaning
in representational fields (Jovchelovitch 2002). Common to this work is the idea of
narrative as a medium of cognition that conveys and structures the diversity of
emotional, social and cultural logics embedded in both social representations and
public spheres. From this perspective, narratives constitute the very architecture of
human thinking as a modality of thought, a mode of operation of mind and a
constructive collective tool for remembering and defining reality.

As the essential medium of social representations, narratives articulate what
Millstone (2012) calls social cognition in motion. Stories are always told by someone
to someone else in a practice that involves an intersubjective context where self and
other engage in communicative action (Habermas 1989, 1991). Story-tellers are
intersubjectively bound to a community of tellers, to a shared set of values and
representations and to a specific vision of the world (Liu and Lászlo 2007; Liu and
Hilton 2005). The intrinsic dialogicality that makes social representations commands
a site of analysis that is located at the intersection between agents and socio-cultural
contexts, at the point of which socio-cognitive systems relate to the complexity of
inter-group relations, social divisions and relations of power that make up the reality
of a given society and historical time.

The plurality of social life creates and sustains the diversity of logics, registers and
ways of thinking that characterise representational processes. Juxtaposing a social
representation to a public is neither direct nor straightforward; there are complex
mediations between different publics and their social representations, with new forms
constantly emerging in-between (Wagner 2007). Exchange and dialogue between
representational fields produce new forms of social representation which combine
views, logics, behaviours and emotions of different publics in plural, at times
fractured and divided, public spheres. Exchanges between alternative representations
mingle science, religion, common sense, street knowledge, art, amongst other
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modalities of representation. These combinations push back into parenting knowl-
edge systems and generate states of cognitive polyphasia.

The hypothesis of cognitive polyphasia was proposed by Moscovici (2008) in his
study on the reception of psychoanalysis in France. Defined as the ‘dynamic
coexistence—interference and specialisation—of distinct modalities of knowledge
that correspond to definite relations between man and his environment’ (Moscovici
2008: 190), states of cognitive polyphasia explain the relational, plural and plastic
nature of social thinking. The concept opens the way to conceptualising cognitive
systems as continuously developing systems. It captures how the dynamics of social
interactions and cultural contexts is intertwined with processes of social knowledge
and shifts the emphasis from equilibrium to process, from knowledge as given to
knowing as social encounter: an emerging and flexible form responsive to the diverse
sociocultural situations that characterise human experience. In this sense cognitive
polyphasia is an asset of human cognition, a tool that enables adaption to context, the
expression of multiple identities, the forging of cognitive solidarities and importantly,
communication between cognitive systems as the motor that adjusts, corrects and
transforms knowledge.

Narratives of the historical past exemplify well the socio-cognitive heterogeneity
of representational fields and the multiple voices and cultural logics linked to the
processes of knowledge construction that make history. Social psychologists have
tended to see the historical past as a source of cohesion and homogeneity, a consen-
sual and finished account of events that stabilises cognitive systems. This critique,
which I accept, can be levelled at my own work (Jovchelovitch 2007). Part of what a
dialogue with historians allows is a more precise understanding of the contested,
polyphasic nature of the historical past (Knights 2012; Kane 2012). Multiple voices
and registers, modalities of knowledge and sources have always co-existed in the
historical past, well before what we now call modernity (or what some would call
post-modernity).

The polyphasia of the historical past materialises in cultural artefacts, history
books, folktales, institutional practices and rituals of everyday life, which are selec-
tively brought forward and appropriated, discarded or emphasised through logics that
responds to different needs and fulfil different functions. History is itself made of a
combination of careful historiography and social representations of the past; these
distinct, at times oppositional, modalities of knowledge coexist and communicate in
social life. There is a struggle of sorts between formal and lay histories, which far
from being a negative conflict is a necessary reminder of the faulty line that entangles
the historical record to narrative, memory and social representations.

This is a point Tileag! (2012) compellingly makes when discussing how
Romanian society deals with its communist past. Social representations of history
interact imperfectly with the reliability of sources or the important and ethical need to
construct an accurate historical record. Made of social memory and regulated by
identities, belonging and community cohesion, they offer to historians the ‘human,
too human’ legacy of life as lived: the sorrows, denials, distortions and deceptions
that inhabit the human condition and thus all human cognition (Arendt 1958). “He
cannot escape from his compulsion to repeat; and in the end we understand that this is
his way of remembering” noted Freud (1914:.50) when discussing the dynamics of
remembering and forgetting. The allegiance of historians to capture the past as ‘truth’
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can only be an aspiration, but remains a necessary and ethical one as it offers to social
representations a source of reflexivity and critique.

Collective Memory and the Narrative Core of Social Representations

Historical periods are not made of bare facts and events but also of outlooks and
cosmovisions, modalities of thinking and behaving that together configure the social
representations of an epoch. Once constituted and established these social represen-
tations become frameworks for defining what is accepted, valued, rejected or forbid-
den, systems of thought and action that guide communication and institute
historically the background horizon defining what becomes possible and real for a
group of people at a particular time. They offer a framework for the behaviour, the
attitudes and the values of historical agents as well as for the identity of individual
and collective actors (Condor 2006). This historical experience results in the forma-
tion of a societal ethos and outlook (Bar-Tal 2000) that is transmitted by narrative
templates (Wertsch 1998; Wertsch and Batiashvili 2011) and lived as historical
charters (Liu and Hilton 2005).

Halbwachs (1992) noted that all social beliefs have a double character. They are
collective traditions or recollections, but they are the ideas and conventions of the
present: social thought is essentially a memory and its content is made of recollec-
tions and remembrances, but the memories that subsist (and insist) are only those that
a society, working from the perspective of its present, can reconstruct. The co-
existence of past and present in social beliefs expresses the way in which multiple
dimensions of time coexist in social thinking and introduces a temporal dimension to
the polyphasic nature of socio-cognitive systems. Communities make choices about
how they carry or discard what once was. Collective remembering is selective in
carrying representations that are important for the identity of a social group, for
legitimising specific arrangements and for dealing with situations in the present. As a
cognitive and cultural tool (Wertsch 2002), memory is not a system for processing
information that freezes what once was; as all psychological operations, it is
intertwined with its socio-historical grounding so that, in remembering from the
perspective of the present, we reconstruct or at least have the possibility of recon-
structing the past.

This is clear in the way specific narratives shape the internal organisation of social
representations and define the continuity of stories in public spheres. The stories that
survive are the ones communities chose to remember, a charged and selective process
determined by disparate interests (Lira 1997), identity (Leone and Mastrovito 2010;
Liu and László 2007), and intense collective emotions such as guilt and shame (Klein
et al. 2011; Licata and Klein 2010). The work of narrative and memory makes the
organisation of representations fields contested and unresolved battles, where com-
peting versions of the past clash for providing the account that becomes recognised as
the legitimate and true one (Brockmeier 2002; Jovchelovitch 2002). Social memory
selects and disposes, picks and discards, enables and disables the multiple voices and
the manifold events that will make up the plot and the way stories are told.

An important question for social representations researchers is how specific stories
can be effective in making some representations survive while others disappear. The
stickiness of stories over time relates to the internal architecture of social
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representations and to how specific patterns of signification are arranged for mobilis-
ing commitment to imaginations, projects and courses of action (Bauer and Gaskell
1999; Sammut et al. 2012). Abric (2001) has proposed that social representations are
organised through the relations between a central core and a peripheral system that
express contradictory features: stable and dynamic, consensual and yet marked by
strong inter-group and inter-individual differences. In this double system, the central
core expresses deep-seated, difficult to change, historically-laden ideas while the
peripheral components refer to a more mobile, flexible and adaptive set of meanings.
The peripheral system responds to situational needs and links the central core to the
present.

As much as this work has proved useful, it has also been criticised for its
overemphasis on statistical methods and the rigidity of its framework, which cannot
capture the dynamic of representations (Parales 2005). It considers the core of social
representations as a historical given that can be extracted statistically from a field of
propositions. Its reliance on a methodological route obfuscates the dynamics of
history making it into a mere stabiliser of cognitive systems, a source of homogeneity
and stability to the core of social representations. A historical approach debunks
history as a source of immobility. While historical ideas are deep-seated and difficult
to change, they are neither immobile nor inflexible. Indeed I suggest that it is
precisely the contested and polyphasic nature of their narrative architecture that
enables resilience and continuity in representational fields.

Stories organise representational fields (László 1997). In the same way that
narratives contain a plot that organises events and semantically connect disparate
elements of a story, the narrative form provides a core structure to a representational
field, bringing together and investing with meaning the various notions, values and
practices it contains. Stories plot representational fields and here I want to suggest
that the plotting of the historical past is driven by the semiotic and normative force of
themata (Moscovici and Vignaux 2000) and the institutional regulations of a meta-
system (Doise 1990, 1985). Both concepts describe phenomena that intersect with the
internal organisation of social representations illuminating in particular how historical
forces and socio-institutional arrangements play out in representational fields.
Themata have been defined as “all those modes of thought which everyday life
sustains and which are historically maintained over more or less long durées”
(Moscovici and Vignaux 2000:159). Via the selective repetition of meanings that
strongly resist change and occupy the centre of a semantic field, the narrative core of
representations plots themes, categories, characters and events into a bounded whole
that has power to subsume under its symbolic and practical sphere all other signs and
meanings interacting in a representational field. In doing so, the core operates as a
metasystem that fulfils normative functions and regulates social thinking, enforcing
rules, prescriptions and moral codes.

Structured as narrative, drawing on the semiotic content of themata and function-
ing through the normative power of a metasystem, the central core of social repre-
sentations consolidates plots and stories that stick and do not go away, that remain in
our systems of thinking and acting, making up the present and our contemporary
experience. However, this should not mislead us into thinking that this historical
central core of representations is rigid, homogenous or consensual. As discussed
previously narratives are dialogical and polyphasic structures. Themata, as Marková
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(2003) has shown, are constituted dialogically through sets of fundamental oppo-
sitions that guide the meaning of representations throughout history. And the
regulatory power of a symbolic system, expressed in the metasystem, relies in
the microgenetic processes of everyday interaction that scale up the roles and
institutions that guarantee the authority and legitimacy of propositions. This model
is shown in Table 1.

Narratives not only list events but plot them into a meaningful architecture that
gives shape to social thinking, inscribes itself in cultural artefacts and rituals of
community life. These are divided, contested processes, whose representational
counterpart is per force polyphasic and oppositional. They provide anchors and
socio-discursive cohesion for capturing new social thinking and at the same time
fulfil functions of identity protection, social cohesion and social differentiation
(László 2003; Liu and László 2007; Bruner 1990). The alternative representations
(Gillespie 2008) that co-exist in the narratives of the central core make it stable and
fluid at once. Its solidity, I argue, is given precisely by its flexibility, by being able to
mobilise different languages, registers and propositions that resonate across a wide
range of identities, social groups and interests creating empathy and solidarity.

As Kane notes (2012) ‘social representations possess dense histories with few
‘events’ generating entirely novel and oppositional discourses.’ This, as I demon-
strate below in representations of the Brazilian public sphere, allows representations
to travel across time and establish a wide network of cognitive solidarity across
different niches, groups and individuals. The shift from a categorical and mainly
cognitive, to a narrative model of the central core reinstates the communicative and
dialogical nature of social representations as well as the historicity of the processes
whereby they are constituted.

Social Representations as Myth

In his study about representations of psychoanalysis Moscovici (2008) made clear
that the study of myths provides a heuristic programme to study the genesis of social
representations. Myths thrive in foundational materials and usually deal with origins
and ‘whys’ that explain and comfort, reassure and provide continuity for what is
familiar to us (Kalampalakis 2002). They bind human groups, build nations and
establish identity. They are essential components of the patchwork of knowledges that

Table 1 A historical approach to the central core of social representations

Dimensions Structures Social Psychological Functions

Carrier Narratives Collective remembering

Architecture Plot and stories Stickiness

Process Dialogical Communication

Property Cognitive polyphasia Empathy; Solidarity; Endurance

Semiotic Content Themata Signification

C
en

tr
al

 C
or

e

Institutional Regulation Metasystem Normative
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makes representational fields in the contemporary world. The functionality of myth is
related to social cohesion, to identity, to the social emotions of society and to the
endurance of invented traditions (Hobsbawn 1983). Drenched in emotional content,
mythologies familiarise the unfamiliar and give social groups confidence to deal with
innovation and change. They resist empirical verification because they draw on the
world-making properties of symbolic action and are at the service of powerful
psychological, social and political needs.

Elsewhere (Jovchelovitch 2007) I have suggested that we consider myth through a
model that recognises variability in knowledge systems: knowledge is plural because
there are different ways of representing the world, which fulfil different functions and
respond to different needs. This is clear in the case of science and common sense
(Moscovici 1992; Jovchelovitch 2008) as it is in the case of mythologies and history.
The point here is to recognise with Blumemberg that ‘myth itself is one of the modes
of accomplishment of logos’ (p.27). Rather than treat myth as distortion the question
one asks is ‘what is the type of logos that myth entails’? Myth is knowledge of a
certain kind and as with all knowledge it proposes a modality of representation of the
world that fulfils specific functions and needs. Paying virtually no attention to the
literal, myth belongs to a register where accuracy in cognition is not required and
where the ‘world-making’ symbolic function of representations is operating at its
maximum power. Myths tend to distort and disregard what is the case, which rather
than diminish their force constitutes one of the main sources of their power.

Historical narratives that make the core of social representations showcase these
characteristics of myth exemplary. They play with characters, actions and perspec-
tives to imagine communities (Anderson 1983) out of time and produce the legiti-
mising stories that guide the moral ground in which individual behaviour, inter-group
contact and socio-political action occur. They travel across time and reappear without
reference to events (Blumemberg 1985) repeating themselves continuously and
deceptively because they continuously use new and polyphasic languages, ideas
and practices. They command authoritative power to inculcate values and norms
working as a metasystem that embraces and absorbs novelty just to transform it and
pull it into the themata of its basic narrative template. Myth combines and mixes
sources, times and genres to repeat the same story and sustain its invariance. They are
an excellent example of how states of cognitive polyphasia can produce resilience
and continuity in representational process.

Representations of the public sphere in Brazil illustrate well the polyphasia and
functionality of myth as knowledge of the world. Everyday thinking about the
Brazilian public sphere suggests that a mythical narrative of origins operates as a
normative metasystem that draws on a wide variety of sources to carry forward deep-
seated themata of Brazilian history and cultural identity. Through an intense conver-
sation between historiography, science, art and social theory, common sense creates a
foundational myth whose purposes and effects continue to be functional to the
Brazilian public sphere today.

Miscegenation in the Tropics: The Brazilian Public Sphere

Studies of lay thinking of the Brazilian public sphere show a semantic field domi-
nated by co-existing contradictory notions and unified by the core idea that
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‘corruption in blood’ explains corruption in social life (Jovchelovitch 2000). The
long-standing troubles of the Brazilian public sphere are explained by the central
notion of the ‘Brazilian self’, its being and its identity: the Brazilian is a type
‘essentially corrupt’, ‘impure’, plagued by a ‘lack of unity’ and characterised as
‘lazy’. Corruption, the major reality in politics ‘mirrors the streets’ and, paradoxically,
despite attempts to keep politics separate from the people, their unit is re-established
by propositions such as ‘we get what we deserve’ or ‘every people has the govern-
ment it deserves: ‘we mirror each other’. Recent developments in Brazilian political
life and its repositioning as a global player might suggest that there is no place left to
this type of social thinking in Brazil. But corruption, as practice and representation,
continues to be strong in Brazilian society (Filgueiras 2009; da Matta 1991).

Dominated by a long standing narrative of racial formation, where mixture and
miscegenation under a tropical sun provide the main signifiers for understanding and
explaining corruption and all other ‘evils of origin’ that plague Brazilian public life,
these representations are far from being circumscribed to lay discourses. Throughout
its relatively short history Brazilian scholarly self-interpretation and historiography
struggled to make sense of what made Brazil a nation and how to understand its
people (Bosi 1992; Castro Santos 2003; Ribeiro 1970). Notions of mixture and
impurity, which were at the heart of European theories of degeneration throughout
the colonial period, were powerfully projected into the experience and self-
interpretation of colonial peoples. Authors such as Le Bon and Gobineau found avid
readers in Brazil and gave direction to Brazilian elite thinking in the nineteenth
century. For example, Gobineau (1990), who was the French Minister in Rio from
1869–1871 (and was said to detest both the city and the country) wrote: “no Brazilian
is of pure blood; the marriage combinations between whites, Indians and blacks,
multiply to such an extent that the nuances of flesh are too many, and all that
produces, in the lower as well as in the upper classes, a degeneration of the most
sad nature”. Biological and medical theories were linked to social and political ones
to suggest that laziness, corruption and failure in sustaining a healthy social ‘body’
were caused by the racial degeneration produced by mixture (Borges 1993).

Whereas early theories of racial degeneration penetrated deeply into common
sense and the science of the day, they did not go unchallenged. Alternative repre-
sentations (Gillespie 2008) have been articulated in social thought, science and the
arts. Central sources have been the novel ‘O Guarani’, by José de Alencar (1982), the
Modernist Manifestos of the 1920 (see Andrade, Year 375 of the Deglutition of
Bishop Sardinha/2005), the publication of Gilberto Freyre’s (1987) Casa Grande e
Senzala (Masters and Slaves) in 1933 and Buarque de Holland Raizes do Brazil (The
Roots of Brazil) in 1947. Combined these texts have been foundational for defining
‘brasilidade’ or Brazilianess. They all tackle the issue of racial mixture by emphasis-
ing the novelty and potential of the new world and the emerging peoples of Brazil.

Two books in particular travelled far beyond their locus of production: the novel O
Guarani, written as a historical novel about a forbidden love affair between an
Aimoré Indian and a Portuguese white girl in 17th century Brazil and Casa Grande
e Senzala (Masters and Slaves), an anthropological and sociological study of the
Brazilian manor house and its manifolds relations and crossings. One is a novel with
historical intentions; the other is a foundational text of the Brazilian social sciences.
The Guarani dealt with the encounter between the European and the Tupi-Guarani
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(Brazilian indigenous people); Casa Grande e Senzala, with the encounter between
the European and the vast contingent of Black peoples who were transported to Brazil
as slaves. O Guarani placed Brazil in a state of original purity at the beginning of all
times, with its large rivers and dense tropical forests as the background for an inter-
racial love story. Casa Grande e Senzala explored the social, psychological and
cultural dynamic of the patriarchal house as mirror of the nation, presented as
protective, varied and multifaced. The house, as the nation, contained a multitude
of relations characterised by disparity and closeness, intimacy and distance, master
and slave, black and white, ritual dance and mass, food and gossip.

Both books jumped into everyday life and deeply penetrated common sense. They
were metamorphosed into film, opera, novels, ‘cordel’ popular literature, soap operas,
bossa nova, history books, the Tropicalia movement, newspapers, children’s books
and even samba schools. They engaged the knowledge of historians and the cultural
production of musicians, film-makers, poets and the mass media, Navigating through
historical time these two books embraced representations that where forged at the
time of the conquest, travelled and settled throughout the colonial past and spread
through the various arenas of communication and interaction between Brazilian
historiography, artistic and cultural production, scholarly social thought and lay
everyday thinking (Viana 1999; Ortiz 1986).

These stories became widespread and multiform because its social and psycho-
logical properties give to the nation self-knowledge and the promise of an ego ideal,
the elements for defending identity and building social cohesion for an imagined
community. The love story between Peri and Cecilia in O Guarani made possible the
construction of an honourable past: it invented an inter-racial couple that engendered
the nation (Volpe 2002) and idealistically erased the decimation of indigenous
peoples in Brazil. Casa Grande e Senzala put emphasis on the influence of black
Africa in Brazil and all things Brazilian. It caused a formidable shock at the time of its
publication because it ended the country’s illusions with racial purity. But gave Brazil
the myth (and dream) of racial democracy. In the same way that O Guarani travelled
across time through a multitude of media, Masters and Slaves triggered a string of
‘responses’ from a wide range of constituencies that included not only social scien-
tists and historians but also poets, writers and musicians. Its reception was a major
event in the emerging Brazilian public sphere and shook the nation’s self-
understanding by throwing in the face of the elite that liked to think of itself as
‘white’, the ineradicable and deep presence of blackness in all things Brazilian.

Comprising stories told by both the coloniser and the colonised, involving myths
of origin and the powerful blend of fear, anxiety and desire that characterised the
contact between the constituting peoples of Brazil, these sources contributed to
organise the central core of representations about the public sphere through a
mythology of origins that recruits a foundational themata for Brazilians and indeed
for Latin America as a whole: the clash between purity and impurity, the mixture of
self and other, the desire for fusion and the fear of mixture that mark the development
of identities and societies in the continent (Quijano 1993; Canclini 1995).

Caught in the anguish and ambivalence of miscegenation, Brazilian history,
Brazilian cultural production and Brazilian lay thinking interacted and mingled to
construct a foundational myth related to the origins and subsequent development of
Brazilian society, its people and its public life. Utopian and out of time, this
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mythological space is enclosed by the narrative core of representations of the
public sphere, which transform mixture into both corruption and creative potential
space for the self and for the nation. It contains a story of origins that both repeats
and redefines the deteriorated identity projected by the colonial encounter, juxta-
posing notions of corruption in blood and politics with notions of conviviality and
closeness. It becomes the origin and semiotic drive of a representational field that
makes the Brazilian public sphere a contested site, where biological metaphors that
connect public life to corruption and impurity in blood coexist with a pleasurable
sociality where the fusion of different peoples unleashes the creative potential of
mixture.

At this point it is pertinent to ask how different voices and social groups, holding
different interests and powers have featured in these narratives and shaped this
mythological core. Social representations are clearly shaped by representational
projects (Bauer and Gaskell 1999), identities (Duveen 2001) and powers (Howarth
2006), which constitute the motion of social cognition (Millstone 2012). The devas-
tation of indigenous populations in Brazil is well-documented and colour continues to
be a marker of social exclusion. In this context, a unified mythological narrative may
indeed be a dream in a country where clashes between different representational
projects express not only the plurality of public spheres but the darker fractures of
deep social division and inequality.

Yet, the polyphasic and oppositional nature of this foundational mythology
enables identification across different social spheres because recruits different
projects; its mythological nature provides an imaginative promise that protects
identity, unifies the community and creates social cohesion. Its circulation in
the Brazilian public sphere has taken place through a diverse and contradictory
range of knowledge systems, sources, logics and systems of thinking. Its
cognitive polyphasia builds a wide cognitive solidarity through what Liu and
László (2007) called narrative empathy: it reaches a great variety of individuals,
social groups and contexts because everywhere, everyone recognises and takes
something from it. This wide tapestry of knowledge systems provides anchoring to
different social niches, different interests and group projects, showing that polyphasia
in cognition grants malleability and communicative flexibility to a representational
field and by the same token guarantees its spread and breath, solidity and tendency to
endure. Under its many guises and lenses the different and contradictory representa-
tions congealed in the mythological core of representations about the public sphere
deal with the same problem and do not let it go away: desire and fear of mixture, the
immemorial and timeless problem of the relationship between Self and the Other
(Todorov 1992).

The polyphasia and communicative flexibility displayed by the historical core of
these representations protects identity and enables inter-group solidarity and social
cohesion. The many narratives that in 20th century Brazil responded to the view of
miscegenation as degeneration set into motion a huge effort to formulate mixture as a
positive force for what a civilisation in the tropics could be. Out of this effort the
country emerged as the embodiment of the new: a celebration of all that is incomplete
and unfinished, a visionary ethnic laboratory for mixing cultures and bodies. In this
process, the myth of a noble origin entangled with racial democracy has been highly
functional for re-working identity and for producing national cohesiveness—Brazil’s
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territory is vast and its unity in culture and language continues to puzzle and
fascinate. It gave Brazilians a great deal: a narrative of origins that integrates its
different peoples, redeems the experience of mixture and emphasises the vibrancy
and novelty of a new civilization in the tropics. It allowed an imaginary defence
against the anxiety of tensions and conflicts and used the imagination to give comfort
and reassurance about mixture and racial development (Table 2).

The Brazilian case shows that myth goes beyond distortion as a system for
knowing the world; it uses the imagination as a vast resource for the projection of
ideals and to subvert what is the case. The ‘myth of racial democracy’, which indeed
is an idea without solid ground in Brazilian history and present day, is nevertheless
important and of value in what expresses about the country’s imagination. There is
something positive in this imagination, something that constitutes what Bauer and
Gaskell (1999) called a representational project that reworks the past and transforms
memory to open up a future that is considered better and desired as reality. Myth is a
contradictory story that can both reveal and deny reality while setting an aspiration to
make it better.

Despite negative representations that anchor mixture in corruption and impure
blood, the Brazilian public sphere remains contradictory. Recent research in Rio’s
favelas shows that grassroots organisations and excluded social actors use Brazilian
identity and mixture as a positive resource to redraw urban frontiers, produce social
regeneration from below and redefine the public sphere (Jovchelovitch and
Priego-Hernandez 2013). These groups use the same mythological narratives to
emphasise the positivity of otherness, to retrieve playfulness and the intrinsic social-
ity of everyday relations, to remain hopeful and to put forward a fragile element of
truth in the complex ethnic landscape that characterises Brazil.

Conclusion

Narrative principles drive and organise social representations by plotting themes,
characters, languages, times and events into a coherent core that carries the force of

Table 2 The central core as mythology of origins in social representations of the Brazilian Public Sphere

Dimensions and Structures The Brazilian Case SocPsyc Functions
Carrier (narratives) Books, film, opera, novels, soap

operas, bossa nova, history
books, Tropicalia, samba
schools, amongst others

Collective Remembering

Architecture (plots and
stories) 

Plot: mixture
Stories of racial coexistence:
love, friendship, conviviality 

Stickiness

Process (dialogical) Multiple systems: media, art,
education, everyday
conversation

Communication

Property (cognitive
polyphasia)

Coexistence of Negative and
Positive Solutions

Empathy, solidarity,
endurance

Semiotic Content (themata) Self/Other; Purity/Impurity Signification
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deep-seated oppositional themata and operates as a normative metasystem in repre-
sentational fields. The presence of the past in common sense thinking is polyphasic
and oppositional; stories mobilise different languages and systems of thinking which
establish wide cognitive solidarities and recruit multiple sources in order to fulfil
needs of identity, belonging and social cohesion. Collective remembering links the
past, the present and the future in a dialogue between temporal perspectives that adds
time to states of cognitive polyphasia.

The central core of social representations can take a mythological function by
obstructing temporal difference and producing a narrative of origins that travels
through time and context in a variety of forms and guises. Representations of the
public sphere in Brazil show that contradictions embedded in the idea of mixture have
congealed in a mythological core that recruits a variety of sources to repeat central
themata of Brazilian history and cultural identity. The power of these representations
rests on their narrative empathy and polyphasic nature, which enable cognitive
solidarity across disparate elements of a foundational myth that is ultimately func-
tional to Brazilian society. Through its multiple sources they open space for an
understanding of miscegenation that is positive and negative, that closes down new
meaning and at the same time opens stories to new imaginations.

The social psychological processes at work in the construction of social represen-
tations offer to the historian materials to think with and against everyday thinking.
The focus on how communities connect the past and the present, remember and collec-
tively work through their trajectory and sense of identity requires both understanding and
critique, a capacity to elaborate history and confront the deceptions and distortions that
are involved in its construction. As a system of ideas, practices and values collectively
produced, social representations are the social psychological expression of history, a
history that holds its ground, insisting and inscribing itself in our subjective and social
lives. The burden of a past that will not pass remains one of the most challenging
psychological aspects of our historical condition; and the struggle between remembering
and forgetting, of working through the past to let it go, so that today can be understood
and the future can be open, remains a sine qua non condition for moving on, for
forgiveness, for renewing identities and ways of life. In this space and in this
challenge will develop the dialogue between history and social psychology.
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Abstract A commonly held point of view defines a discipline as a science if it uses
inductive and/or deductive methods in studying phenomena in question, because
these methods, it is believed, will enable generalization of findings. Both history
and theory of social representations study unique phenomena and therefore, for these
disciplines, induction and deduction are unsuitable methods of exploration. History
and theory of social representations treat a historical event and a social psychological
phenomenon, respectively, as dynamic, systemic and one of its kind. Using relational
epistemologies, these disciplines produce context-dependent and context-specific
knowledge. Whilst similarities among historical, as well as among social psycholog-
ical occurrences do exist, they do not yield themselves to inductive generalization.
Studies of unique cases require different kinds of generalization; rather than general-
ising to populations, they pose questions about generalizability, or transferability,
with respect to theories of other historical events or social psychological phenomena.
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Common Concerns of History and Social Psychology

Do historians and social psychologists have any common concerns when they study
historical and social psychological phenomena, respectively? If they do, what does it
imply for their methods of exploration, and for the nature of explanation?

Casual inspection of literature in these two disciplines shows that, at least in the
past, they indeed had a common interest. They were both preoccupied with their
scientific status. With respect to history, Isaiah Berlin (1963, p. 61) expressed his
concern in the article on the concept of scientific history. There he asked: ‘Is history
… a science, as, let us say, physics or biology or psychology are sciences?’ He
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maintained that this, and related questions, have occupied philosophically minded
historians from at least the beginning of the 19th century. He reminded that in the
17th century Descartes rejected history as a serious study in the Discourse on the
Method (1637/1955, pp. 84–85). Nevertheless, a number of historians have tried to
show that history is just as a respectable science as natural sciences, because, like
natural sciences, it studies facts. In contrast, other scholars claim that despite studying
facts, history ‘is poorly endowed with or even lacks the ability to predict, one of the
important things that separates science from other forms of learning’ (Rothschild
2006, p.3).

If we turn to social psychology, in his classic paper on ‘Social psychology as
history’ Kenneth Gergen (1973) raised similar issues. He pointed out that natural
sciences aim to determine general natural laws through systematic studies by means
of observation and experimentation. Social psychology, in its attempt to be a science,
makes an effort to establish facts in order to discover general laws of human
behaviour and interaction. If universal principles of human behaviour could be
ascertained, above all through experimentation, it might be possible to decrease
social conflict, reduce a number of cases of mental illness, and create social con-
ditions in which society as a whole would benefit. The philosopher Bertrand Russell,
too, expressed this view when he envisaged that it might even be possible to develop
‘a mathematic of human behaviour as precise as the mathematics of machines’
(Russell 1956, p. 142).

These two authoritative papers, Berlin’s about history as a science and Gergen’s
about the scientific status of social psychology were published some decades ago.
Although I am not competent to say whether, or to what extent, the issue is still
relevant in history, it is certainly very pertinent in social psychology. A great part of
social psychology, based on a-historical epistemology, continues to strive for scien-
tific recognition, imitating methods and forms of explanation suitable for the study of
mechanisms rather than humans. At the same time, numerous critics reject this
perspective and emphasize that the subject matter of social psychology are human
affairs, their dynamics and change, and that one must view social phenomena in their
historical progression.

Induction, Deduction and Abduction in History and Social Psychology

Inductive and Deductive Methods

If a discipline aims to be a science, what does it imply? A commonly held point of
view defines a discipline as a science if it uses inductive and/or deductive methods in
studying phenomena in question because these methods, it is believed, will enable
generalization of findings. Stating this very simply, induction involves aggregating
data from individual instances, averaging them by using statistical methods, and
computing probabilities with which data can be generalized to populations. As
Salvatore and Valsiner (2010, p. 821) remind us in their critical comments, consen-
sual acceptance of aggregating implies the possibility of generalization, and ‘induc-
tive generalization has become the generalization, then the way of doing science—the
ground and the guarantee of the social role of the scientists’ (the authors’ emphasis).
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But this perspective encourages pure empiricism and ignores any epistemological
questions about presuppositions on which empiricism is based.

Inductive generalization is complemented by deduction, that is, by making infer-
ences from a set of presumed facts and by formulating predictions on the basis of
these, and so apparently being capable of establishing links between causes and
effects. One infers conclusions from propositions (e.g. syllogistic reasoning) or from
signs that apparently indicate causes (e.g. footprints of animals or humans signify
their presence in a given location, smoke signifies fire, etc.). While it is usually
assumed that induction and deduction are principal scientific methods, (e.g. Hempel
1966), some philosophers of science make further specifications, for example, by
proposing empirical falsification (Popper 1979), or by suggesting hypothetic-
deductive methods (e.g. see Godfrey-Smith 2003). However, despite these specifica-
tions and proposed alternatives, the aim of the great part of the philosophy of science
remains unchanged: ‘objective knowledge’ and abstract concepts must be pursued by
logical and formalistic thinking in order to combat relativism. In view of this, let us
explore as to whether inductive and deductive methods apply to our two disciplines,
history and social psychology.

If we start with history, Berlin (1963, pp. 78–79) argued that history is neither an
inductive nor deductive science. It cannot specify any logical rules that would be
applicable to particular situations or historical events. Each event is unique and it
takes place in a particular time and space. The study of unique events and their
specificity distinguishes history as a discipline from natural sciences. Historians
attempt ‘to capture the unique pattern and peculiar characteristics of its particular
subject; not to be an X-ray which eliminates all but what a great many subjects have
in common’ (ibid. p.91). Drawing attention to these issues, Berlin emphasises that
misguided attempts to transform history into a natural science have not been always
clearly acknowledged and as a result, the difference between natural sciences and
history has been disregarded. Historical thinking ‘is much more like the operation of
common sense, where we weave together various logically independent concepts and
general propositions, and bring them to bear on a given situation as best we can’( ibid.
p.78). This capacity of weaving together concepts and propositions is guided by
intuition and/or judgment, which are features of natural, rather than formalistic thinking.

In contrast to history, social psychology does largely aim at inductive generaliza-
tion. It treats populations as aggregates of independent individuals rather than as
groups in which individuals are related to one another in terms of social psycholog-
ical features (Moscovici and Marková 2006). In other words, independent individuals
are considered as belonging to rigid categories like males, females, democrats,
conservatives, Americans or Europeans and no thought is given to whether such
categories share any groupal characteristics. Instead, categories are treated as if they
are empirically vital for the study of dependent variables, which researchers a priori
determine as relevant to their preconceived ideas (Salvatore and Valsiner 2010). Such
relations between independent and dependent variables are confirmed or discon-
firmed by means of experimental manipulations or questionnaires. In order to expand
their findings researchers multiply their studies by choosing still other categories or
subcategories of humans (e.g. women under 20 years of age, men who are Catholics)
or objects; this enables researchers to make claims about seemingly general findings,
and about universal laws of behaviour.
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The Theory of Social Representation

The theory of social representations was first formulated in 1961 by Serge Moscovici
in his classic book La Psychanalyse: son image et son public. In choosing a unique
historical event in France in the 1950s, that is, the circulation of ideas and activities in
relation to Freud’s psychoanalysis in the press and public discourse, Moscovici
explored how psychoanalysis was transformed from a purely professional and scien-
tific endeavour into a phenomenon that infiltrated everyday thinking. Moscovici
studied different kinds of discourses of various social groups, their percolation into
reports of the mass media and everyday activities. He showed that these transforma-
tions of scientific and professional knowledge into social representations were
enriched in and through different kinds of knowing like common sense, collective
memories, conscious and unconscious beliefs, myths and metaphors. Moscovici’s
study suggested that common sense language and different forms of thinking guided
the ways of organizing relations between various kinds of participants, like those
between parents and children, or professionals and lay people. For example, his study
has shown the importance of naming people and objects. Giving someone or some-
thing a name generates new kinds of social representations in relation to those
persons or objects. Names turn ideas into social realities; equally, ideas transform
meanings of names and fix them in those realities. These transformations and
fixations do not take place in a vacuum. Communication and daily activities are
underlain by experience, traditions, customs, folk-knowledge and historical narratives.

Epistemologies in Social Psychology

The fundamental difference between the main theories of social psychology and the
theory of social representations rests in their epistemologies. The former, e.g. social
cognition, attribution processes, influence theories, the theory of identity, among others,
are based on hierarchical and mechanistic epistemologies. They start from what the
researcher considers to be elements of reality (e.g. categories like male and female,
protestant and catholic) and they choose variables that presumably interact with these
elements (e.g. poverty and richness, trust and distrust, etc.). If historical and socio-political
contexts are at all considered to be part of research, it is usually as a background or a stage
(like in the theatre), rather than as context interdependent with the phenomenon under
study. Let us consider as an example, a study which explored temporal distancing as a
determinant of the perception of just world (Warner et al. 2012) published in the
European Journal of Social Psychology. Participants (introductory psychology students)
were randomly assigned to read, online, a vignette about a victim in the near condition
(the victim was abused last year) or a vignette about a victim in the distant past (five
years ago), and make judgement about blaming the aggressor. In this case, the context,
i.e. the vignette, serves as a background, or an independent variable, i.e. ‘near past’ or
‘distant past’. It is not treated as a historical event in which the content, circumstances of
the assault, the participant’s personal experience, his/her psychological background play
any role and are mutually interdependent. In this particular experiment participants are
treated or classified as subjects without history and culture, as undifferentiated and
undefined. All what matters here is the researchers’ hypothesis about the effect of ‘near
past’ and ‘distant past’ and attributing these categories, quite mechanically, social reality.
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In contrast, the theory of social representations is underlain by the epistemology of
common sense. It explores the formation and transformation of common sense
knowledge and beliefs of unique social phenomena in specific socio-political and
historical situations. Like historical events, phenomena studied in social representa-
tions are unique. Their uniqueness is given by the fact that historical, political,
cultural and social circumstances are just as important for studying social representa-
tions, as are the data obtained from participants and objects of representing. Both the
relevant features of the field in which social representations are embedded, and the
data about participants and objects of representations are interdependent; they define
and transform one another. For example, if we take the case of social representations
of psychoanalysis in France in the nineteen fifties, the influence of political power of
the Communist Party and of the Catholic Church reflected themselves in citizens’
thinking and communications about psychoanalysis. Within such patterns of interde-
pendence, all components exert a mutual influence on one another, and they jointly
generate new patterns of knowledge, beliefs and images of the object of representa-
tion. These patterns may involve institutions vis-à-vis environment, institutions vis-à-
vis groups, one group vis-à-vis another group, and so on.

Following the publication of La Psychanalyse, social representing has been
studied in various social, political, health-related, and other kinds of fields that have
preoccupied the minds and discourses of the general public. For instance, Jodelet
(1989/1991) explored social representations of madness in a specific and economi-
cally deprived French region; Doise (2002) traced the origin of normative social
representations of human rights as general principles or articles of the Declaration of
Human Rights in communication and human interactions; Marková and Wilkie
(1987) have explored myths and images of HIV/AIDS in the British press during
the epidemic in 1980; and so on. All these studies built on common-sense ideas of
people that formed substantive features of social representations in question. Like in
history, the study of unique phenomena is unsuitable for the use of inductive and/or
deductive methods resulting in 2x2 statistical tables or correlations as was the case in
the study based on vignettes mentioned above. Instead, analyses of data in social
representations bring together different kinds of knowledge; the theory considers their
transformation, and relies on various forms of natural, rather than formalistic, thought.

Common Sense in the Theory of Social Representations

An enormous amount of literature on common sense in philosophy and in social
sciences draws attention to numerous perspectives surrounding this concept. I can
mention here only those perspectives that are most relevant to the theory of social
representations.

While for René Descartes (1637/1955) common sense or bon sens referred to an
innate capacity of the individual for rational thought and for sense perception and
observation, Giambattista Vico (1744/1948), building partly on ideas of Francis
Bacon, emphasized the social nature of sensus communis, its creativity and imagina-
tion. Vico’s New Science takes us through human experience in the history of civil
society. It takes the form of ‘a history of the ideas, the customs, and the deeds of
mankind’ (1744/1948, paragraph 368). It is from this perspective that he develops the
principles of universal history which show that all people have a common nature,
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which is reflected in customs and culture and is transmitted by language and commu-
nication. It is through language that thinking develops. Language is an institution:
‘genius is a product of language, not language of genius’ (Vico 1709/1990, p. 40).

Vico introduced the principle of verum factum stating that something is true
because it is the product of the human mind: it is what humans make. He stated that
‘true’ and ‘made’ are reciprocal for the Latins: ‘norm of the true is to have made it’
(Vico 1710/1988, p. 52). Vico insists in New Science that ideas of common sense are
uniform and originate from the entire humankind, from people who are unknown to
one another; therefore there ‘must have a common ground of truth’ ((1744/1948,
Axiom 144). This common ground, or ‘underlying agreements’ is an ethical and
moral norm accepted by members of community (Vico, ibid., Axiom 145). Yet how
does this uniformity come about? One could suggest that there are various kinds of
uniformity in the life of Earth that produce similar experiences. These could be of
physical nature, e.g. experiences of the weather, of tide, of weight, of materials; they
could be of biological nature like birth, growth and death, the need of food, experi-
ence of pain, sleep and rest; and they are of social relationships, like fear of unknown
others, love of family, of friends, and so on (Lindenberg 1987). In different cultures,
they have different expressions but nevertheless, they appear as regularities, as
repetitions. Common sense is a habitual, routinized, normative and prescriptive
way of knowing although it is not stable – even natural conditions change, social
and political conditions change too, there are shifts in common sense; it changes with
societal changes, with institutional changes etc. Of course, not all routinized ways of
activities, e.g. walking or skills and knowing, e.g. knowing how to repair a bicycle,
refer to common sense. Humans possess different kinds of individualized activities that
enable them to cope with problems, relationships, or solve unpredictable situations.

Different kinds of knowledge, beliefs and images are encountered in and through
lived social experience. Practical wisdom and common sense knowledge relate the
theory of social representations with language and communication, with images, values
and collective visions about which humans communicate: ‘It is these features – their
specificity and their creativity within collective life - that make social representations
different’ from other concepts in social sciences (Moscovici 1976/2008, p.10).

Peircean Abduction

Examples of common sense in relation to social representations bring us to the ideas
of the American pragmatic philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce. For Peirce common
sense results from the traditional experience of the mankind, steered more by senti-
ments than by formalistic logic. Common-sense is the safest guide in life (4.658) and
it implies faith in instinct and imagination.

Peirce thought that induction and deduction are not methods of discovery: they are
simply methods of validation or methods of proof based on the similarity of cases.
Instead, the method of discovery is abduction (called also retroduction, hypothesis,
hypothetic inference, presumption) which, nevertheless, we must treat cautiously.
Peirce was developing and changing his ideas about abduction throughout all his life,
and his early views (before the year 1900) on abductive inferences, which took forms
of syllogistic inferences, considerably differ from his later views (after the year 1900).
While his early work on abductive inferences was incorporated into various aspects of
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formal logic, it is in his later work that abduction became much more clearly character-
ized as a form of innovation based on imagination or on what he called instinctive
thinking. It is the latter concept of Peirce’s abduction to which I am referring in this
article. In ‘Scientific Imagination’ Peirce (1931–1958) argues that when a researcher
passionately desires to know the truth, ‘his first effort will be to imagine what that
truth can be’ (Peirce, 1.46). While imagination must be restrained, its absence does
not lead to any creative thoughts. In his very long letter of 22nd June 1911 to Kehler,
Peirce labours his views on abduction: ‘A scientific inquiry must usually, if not always,
begin with Retroduction. An Induction can hardly be sound or at least is to be suspected
unless it has been preceded by a Retroactive reasoning…’ (1976, p. 178) He considers
retroduction - or abduction – to be the most important kind of reasoning ‘because it is
the only kind of reasoning that opens up new ground’ (ibid. p.206) and he is no
longer convinced that abduction can be assigned any logical form. Humans must trust
their power to getting the truth because it is all they have to guide them; abduction
‘depends on our hope, sooner of later, to guess at the conditions under which a given
phenomenon presents itself’ (ibid. p. 206). Let us take a concrete example of using
abductive thinking. In her PhD thesis on sexual and reproductive health among
indigenous young Mexicans, Jacqueline Priego Hernández (2011) explored their
social representations of sexual health in two different contexts, rural and urban.
She introduced her theoretical model of typologies of knowledge that she then
tested in her work. Having analysed her empirical data from focus groups, she
found that the model would have to be modified by bringing in an additional
knowledge of an encounter type. Although she did not discuss her model in
terms of Peirce’s ideas on abduction, she followed Peirce’s way of thinking.
Like Peirce, she did not start with the search for facts. Instead, phenomena
were in front of her and her task was to devise a theory to make sense of them
or to explain them (Peirce, 5.145). In Peircean way of thinking, this can be
achieved by observing the whole event and devising a preliminary theory by
means of intuition (or what Peirce would call instinct). Such a preliminary
theory of knowledge merely suggests that something may be or may-be not the
case (5.171; 6.475; 8.238). In using intuitive knowledge or a preliminary theory,
the researcher must be prepared to discard or to change it if it proves to be irrelevant.
This was also the case in Priego Hernández’s study: in view of her empirical findings,
she reconceptualised her model to fit her data.

It could be argued that in inductive research, too, the researcher starts with a
preliminary theory. Even if he/she starts explicitly with the collection of data,
this is guided by some ideas and goals of exploration. While this is true, the
epistemology of inductive thinking treats fragments or elements of phenomena
as units that, themselves, are considered to be stable variables. In contrast, the
epistemology based on abduction is concerned with the whole event in its
relation to the context in which it is embedded (Cornish 2004; Jovchelovitch
2007). But what is ‘the whole event’? Does it include everything in the world?
Certainly not. As stated above, the researcher constructs his/her preliminary theory
of the interdependence between the data and the contexts within which they are
embedded. Such a preliminary theory could be based on the researcher’s knowledge
of history, culture, own experience, findings of others, and so on. In other words, the
epistemology of abductive thinking is relational; the assumption of interdependence

Integr Psych Behav (2012) 46:457–474 463



between phenomena and their contexts has fundamental implications for generaliza-
tion that is of a totally different kind than that of induction (see below).

The concept of the later form of Peircean abduction is adopted by Salvatore and
Valsiner (2010, p.828) in their analysis of single case studies: ‘In the abductive logic,
theory and evidence are circularly bonded within an open-ended cycle’ (the authors’
emphasis). The authors identify several types of dynamic interactions between the
evidence, its local modelling and the general theory of mediation. Their types of
dynamic interactions focus on discovery enabling the researcher to model the local
exemplar, elaborating the theory to facilitate generalization, widening the domain of
application of the general theory to new phenomena, and differentiating the study of
the exemplar from new cases. This procedure conceptually develops Peirce’s concept of
abduction as a method of discovery, and suggests ways by means of which a researcher,
when not satisfied with his/her model, may abandon it and suggest a new one.

The style of thinking emphasising intuition and common sense knowledge has
evoked considerable criticism from scientifically-minded social scientists as being
subjectivist and arbitrary. However, defendants of common sense and intuitive
thinking have argued that the study of single events in not less rigorous than inductive
studies. It simply follows a different procedure, and it has its own logic that has to be
respected. It reflects the study of social reality as conceived by ordinary knowers
rather than the study of abstract and preconceived variables (e.g. Campbell 1975;
Geertz 1995; Flyvbjerg 2006).

In view of the discussion indicating that induction and deduction are not suitable
methods either in the work of historians or of students of social representations, let us
consider, what scientific status, if any, can these disciplines claim? And how is
abduction used in these two disciplines?

Abduction in History and in Theory of Social Representations

Let us take Berlin’s (1963) interesting observation concerning the inference connec-
tors in propositions, like ‘because’ or ‘therefore’. In communications of knowledge,
e.g. in textbooks of natural sciences, the links between individual propositions are
logically ordered, one proposition following from the other. Berlin notes that even if
the inference connectors like ‘because’ and ‘therefore’ are not used to combine such
propositions, the cause/effect links are still obvious due to the established logical
steps that determine the inner structure of propositions implying links between them.
In contrast, history texts use a great deal of connectors like ‘events took their
inevitable course’, ‘small wonder if’, ‘thereupon’ and so on. Without such connec-
tors, Berlin argues, the text would be much less smooth or even ambiguous, because
at times there seems to be no great logical relation between propositions. He observes
that connectors ‘because’, ‘therefore’, and the like, have different meanings in natural
and human sciences. In inductive inferences, the logical connector ‘because’ implies
that one piece of evidence provides the same results as in another case; when
something is considered true, one can generalize from that case to another one. In
contrast, in the formation of knowledge using abduction, ‘because’ infers the com-
mon sense understanding or the recognition that a given activity is part of a super-
ordinated activity, or of a pattern of activity which is generally understood, remembered
or which can be imagined.
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Both Peirce and Berlin indicate that abductive understanding is provisional; we can
make mistakes, and we may substitute one explanation for another one. However, this
way of thinking is different from inductive reasoning, and inductive reasoning cannot
substitute abductive reasoning. When we understand something, it is not because we
think inductively, but because we apply common sense knowledge. We choose putting
together fragments that fit, that make sense: ‘When, in fact, I am successful in this –
when the fragments seem tome to fit – new call this an explanation; when in fact they do
fit, I am called rational; if they fit badly,… I am called irrational… if they do not fit at
all, I am called mad (Berlin 1963, p.97). Historical events, we can see, are interwoven
from disparate ingredients that researchers structure into a coherent story, and they
imagine how the story may correspond to social reality as they know it. This is just
like Peirce puts it, abduction means ‘examining a mass of facts and in allowing these
facts to suggest a theory’ (Peirce, 8.209).

If we turn to the theory of social representations, its basic presupposition is
common sense thinking - the thinking of daily life that uses knowledge shared by
social groups; it prioritizes human interactions and relations and these, by definition,
take diverse forms. Due to social circumstances, common sense thinking forces
humans to take up their own positions and defend them; it is thinking that judges,
evaluates, criticises and makes proposals for action. Common sense thinking uses
knowledge and beliefs generated by the established cultural and historical experi-
ences and it makes inferences on the basis of these. An individual may be using a
plurality of modes of thought; and different professionals approach the analysis of a
problem-situation in different ways. They use diverse meanings, or we could say with
Bakhtin, different languages to speak about ‘the same’ problem.

In sum, both history and theory of social representations explore unique or single
events and conceive them as complex phenomena embedded in their social, political,
demographic and otherwise, contexts. However, as scholarly disciplines they both
also aspire at making general claims about their findings. If by nature of their research
approaches they do not adopt inductive generalization, what kind of generalization is
available to them? And secondly, if they reject cause and effect kinds of explanation
that is pertinent to mechanisms, what counts for them as explanation?

Generalization in History and Social Representations

Interdependence Between Historical Events/Social Phenomena and Their Contexts

Both history and the theory of social representations treat historical events and social
phenomena, respectively, as dynamic, systemic, and unique. The uniqueness of
historical events and social phenomena is given by their interdependence with the
situation/context in which they are embedded.

As I already noted above, one may ask what is meant by context and what aspects
of the context form the interdependent relation with the historical event or with the
social phenomenon under study. In order to answer this question we need to ask
further: What is the problem that the researcher explores? How is the problem
defined? Surely for each problem different aspects of the context are relevant and
certainly not all of them are pertinent to the problem concerned. Some aspects of the
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context participants of the study actively select or deselect. For example, although the
Freudian model of psychoanalysis centres on the concept of libido, the surprising
finding in Moscovici’s study of psychoanalysis was the absence of the concept of
libido in subjects’ spontaneous comments. Moscovici (1976/2008, p. 63) argued that
the dominant values of society at the time of his research rejected sexual drives as
major psychological forces. Developing Moscovici’s arguments, Jesuino (2008) takes
an epistemic approach, looking beyond the data and searching for hidden meanings of
a representation: ‘The figurative nucleus uncovered by Moscovici is not obvious but
rather grounded in the data’ (Jesuino 2008, p. 396). Such approach, like in Peirce’s
abduction, explains how the fragmented data ‘in the present case the hundreds of
answers provided by the respondents, could be internally articulated and structured’
(ibid.). Moreover, the search for hidden meanings may also point to the fact of the
(re)emergence of the suppressed libido in subjects’ recognition of the word and in
their judgements of language meanings, rather than expressing it spontaneously:
‘Moscovici observes that the libido disappears from the social representation of
psychoanalysis, rather as though, according to his interpretation, it were incompatible
with social norms’ (Lagache 1976, p.11). Jodelet (1989/91), too, draws attention to
the selection of contextual features in the formation of social representations. She
emphasizes that it is not that all elements of the context would be selected by lay
people in representing the clinical state of the mentally ill patients in her study. For
example, she found that sexuality, affectivity and willpower were missing in villagers’
representations of mentally ill patients. There is a general anthropological finding
showing that people select elements that form a meaningful pattern in terms of traditions
and common sense thinking. With respect to Jodelet’s own study, it was the traits of the
close personal contact, which in daily interactions of people with and without mental
illness were prohibited by fears of the group, and these prohibitions became part of
villagers’ representations. However, if certain aspects of the context are missing from
participants’ speech or activities, it does not mean that they are totally absent from their
representations. It simply points to the fact that some aspects may affect representations
subconsciously; the researcher’s task is to search for those aspects of the context that are
selected, deselected or for signs of those features that are subconsciously present.

In view of this a fundamental question arises: If generalization is the aim of
science, including social science, can one make any generalization from unique
cases? If one can generalize, clearly, it must be done in a different way than when
inductive methods are used. There is a fundamental difference between inductive
studies that are based on aggregation of elements of the data from a number of
individual cases and between those that come from unique phenomena that come
from single cases treated as complexes. In the former, the context in which research
takes place is considered as stable. It is not treated as interdependent with the
phenomenon under study and does not enter either into the process of knowledge
building, or into generalization. In contrast, in studies of unique cases, the context is
treated as interdependent with phenomena under research; it participates in the
formation of knowledge and in generalization. As Salvatore and Valsiner (2010, p.
828) put it (see above), in abductive methodology, ‘theory and data are circularly
connected and the construction of general knowledge is pursued through modeling
the local phenomena’. In their analysis, research moves from the logic of the
confirmation to the logic of the construction of the knowledge (ibid. p.828).
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Generalizing from Unique Events

We have seen that Peirce, Berlin and Moscovici suggest that one examines
unique events as the wholes embedded in their contexts and not as isolated
fragments, and that one creates a preliminary theory in relation to the event (or
phenomenon) so conceived. One tests the relevance of the preliminary theory
with regard to the observed phenomenon, and poses the question as to whether
this theory is generalizable (or transferable) to other unique events (or phenom-
ena). For example, if we take the study of social representations of psycho-
analysis, Moscovici did not start his research with collecting the data, but with
acute observations of the ways in which psychoanalysis penetrated the daily life
of individuals and groups, their language, relationships, images, and so trans-
formed scientific and professional knowledge into social representations. He
postulated a preliminary theory intuitively (remember, it was in the context of
specific historical and political conditions in France in the 1950s). Jesuino
(2008) observes that should Moscovici pursued an inductive strategy, he would
probably never arrive at the concept of the ‘figurative scheme’. The figurative scheme
or a figurative model refers to a scientific theory or otherwise (in Moscovici’s case
psychoanalytic theory) that is reconstructed in common sense knowledge. Moscovici
specifically points out that ‘figure’ reproduces the object of representation selectively
(in contrast to mirroring it in its entirety). I have already pointed above to the
selection of features from the context. Representation organizes the figure by im-
pregnating it with visual and metaphoric elements and so creates the semantic
network pertinent to that figure. As Moscovici (1976/2008, p. 66) says: ‘If I say that
the model we have described is figurative that it because it is not just a way of
coordinating data, but the product of a coordination that defines every part of
representation in concrete terms’. The figurative scheme, Jesuino (2008) comments,
has become one of the most provocative concepts of the theory, influencing the
subsequent ways of thinking about social phenomena.

Flyvbjerg (2006) emphasises that unique cases (or single case studies) must be
strategically selected in order to bring out their richness and make them most effective
for ‘analytic generalization’ (the term ‘analytic generalization’ was introduced by Yin
(2003, pp. 31–33) in order to differentiate it from inductive or statistical generaliza-
tion). Flyvbjerg argues that the aim of research is to bring out the greatest possible
knowledge of a given phenomenon. In contrast, random or representative samples,
aggregation of cases, and averaging of gathered facts cannot provide rich knowledge
about the phenomenon in question because these methods are not equipped to do so.

Rich knowledge is better manifested in extreme or deviant cases than in normal or
average cases because it is the extreme or deviant case that gets the point across,
sometimes in a dramatic manner. Psychoanalysis was such an extreme case in sense
that it captured social representations during cultural fights that took place in France
in the nineteen fifties and early nineteen sixties. Both the Catholic Church and the
Communist Party were strong and involved in propaganda and the dissemination of
their positions. In this unique historical event it was the co-existence of strong
contradictory forces of different institutions (the Communist Party, the Catholic
Church, the media) which interacted with common sense thinking that generated
social representations of psychoanalysis.
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If we turn to historical studies, we can find similar patterns of interdependencies as
in the study of social representations. Let us take the often quoted historical example,
the study of ‘The Peasants of Languedoc’ by Roy de Ladurie (1966/1974), a global
historical account of the ancient province in the south of France during the period
from the Middle Ages until the Enlightenment. Roy de Ladurie’s detailed research
combined historical geography, demography, psycho-history and economic history
among others, in studying the life of peasants. The author selected the relevant social
phenomena, the changes in social struggles and consciousness that contributed to the
pattern of events over several centuries. He examined all these components in relation
to one another as parts of the whole social structure.

The findings from these two unique events, that is, the study of social representations
of psychoanalysis in France in the nineteen fifties and early sixties, and the historical
study of peasants in Languedoc, have implications for studies of similar kinds and for
generalizations of theories relating to these two pieces of research. Concerning the
former, one can pose the question as to whether intellectual polemics, forms of thinking
and the clash of new ideas with the established values are transferable to studies of social
representations other than those represented by the case of psychoanalysis in France in
the late nineteen fifties. With respect to the latter, here again, the theory treating the nature
of religious clashes, epidemics of severe illnesses, poverty and economic depression and
prosperity, could be transferable to other class of historical events. The forces that
combine contexts in both of these cases with the studied phenomena do not leave any
components stable over time, whether they concern the data gathered from participants
(interviews, themedia) or interpretations from archival materials on the one hand, and the
data constituted by the relevant historical, political and social situations on the other.

To sum up, if the researcher presupposes that a science is dynamic, he/she uses
different conceptual tools than if he/she holds the presupposition that it is static. This
perspective applies to any sciences, whether natural or social. Equally, this holds for those
theories of social psychology that do not define their areas of research in terms of making
inductive generalizations, i.e. generalising findings from limited samples to populations.
In developmental psychology, Piaget discovered the child’s operational stages while
studying very few cases. It was the sense of reality and intuition that guided his work
in in-depth clinical observations and interviews; from these he arrived at discoveries of
general nature. Similarly, Kurt Lewin’s discovery of group relations pertaining to dem-
ocratic and non-democratic thinking did not require representative samples fromwhich to
generalise to the population. His experiments pursued the question of the dynamics of
interaction between individuals in groups and their social environment. According to
Lewin, interactions modelled realities of daily life and a sense of reality was important in
his theory: ‘The ‘reality’ of that to which the concept refers is established by ‘doing
something with’ rather than ‘looking at’, and this reality is independent of certain
‘subjective’ elements of classification’ (Lewin 1947/1951, p. 193).

Truth and Explanation

Let us turn to the second issue concerning the study of unique studies: the problem of
truth (or facts) and explanation. The historian and political scientist Quentin Skinner
(2010) distinguished between truth and rationality, arguing that historians often
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ignore this distinction when they treat false beliefs as being irrational. I take it that in
reflecting on irrational beliefs, Skinner refers to the classic distinction between
rationality and irrationality that has its historical roots in Pascal’s (1623–1662)
concepts of the ‘l’esprit de geometrie’, requiring a systematic, rigorous and rational
thought in the development of scientific knowledge and ‘l’esprit de finesse’, the
intuitive and creative feature of the mind leading to discoveries and novel ideas. The
subsequent scholarship tended to go in either of these two directions and it had
repercussions not only for natural and social sciences but also for typifying individ-
uals and groups as holding either rational or irrational beliefs. While the notion of
rationality in philosophy and in social sciences usually refers to the reasoning
capacity of the individual, to the search after truth, neutrality of observation and
disengagement with the object of study, irrationality refers to the individual’s holding
inconsistent and incoherent thoughts, beliefs, attitudes, emotions, intentions and
actions (Davidson 2004). Extensive literature on irrationality of masses and crowds
refers to techniques of influence used for ideological and political aims, and to the
creation of collective inconsistencies and incoherencies of beliefs.

In discussing the Le Roy Ladurie study of false witchcraft beliefs over several
centuries by peasants of Languedoc, Quentin Skinner points out that Le Roy Ladurie
treats these beliefs as irrational – as a ‘mass delirium’ – and that he assumes that
holding a false belief is sufficient for attributing to peasants irrational thought.
Skinner argued that such assumption excludes other possible explanations for holding
false beliefs; above all, and as I pointed out above, any belief, including a false belief,
must be treated not on its own, but as a part of the whole social phenomenon under
study. In other words, it must be considered as part of a set of diverse beliefs that
allows for the formulation of a preliminary theory. A false belief, in a specific case,
may ensue from other beliefs and, indeed, could be reasonably inferred from those.
With respect to a concrete case of false witchcraft beliefs, Skinner refers to the Bible
where witch-hunting is ‘the directly inspired word of God’. The Bible states ‘you
shall not allow a witch to live’ (Exodus, 22, 18) and since in the 16th century the
word of God could not be questioned, and any inferences from the Bible would be
treated as rational at the time. Let us remind, in this context, the views of the
sociologist Emile Durkheim. Durkheim treated collective representations inferred
from religion as rational: they were part of institutional rules, morals and customs –
although, he said, some beliefs were more rational than others. One can think about
various possible relations between beliefs and explanations. Peasants of Languedoc
might not even be aware of any connections between the Bible and witch-hunting, but
their beliefs could have been related to myths about witches transmitted over gen-
erations. Such possible relations need to be explored before concluding that a certain
belief is rational or irrational.

If we turn to false beliefs in social representations, we find, again that these may
result from an interdependence between different beliefs. Let us take as an example
some false beliefs in relation to social representations of haemophilia of patients, their
families and the general public. Haemophilia is a genetic disorder of blood clotting
that is transmitted by mothers to their sons. Anthropological observations, religions
as well as political ideologies have always attributed specific meanings to blood as a
symbol of life or sacrifice, to implicit fears of blood impurity or, in contrast, to blood
purity and blood mysticism. Popular myths that people with haemophilia may bleed
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to death from a needle prick have often created barriers between young patients and
their schoolmates, as well as between adults and their potential employers, contrib-
uting to the belief that haemophiliacs are untouchable.

The lack of knowledge about haemophilia and social representations based on old
myths have led, throughout history, to a wide spectrum of psychological and behav-
ioural challenges in relation to patients, carriers, their relatives and the general public.

While sex, semen and blood were representational symbols of sacrifice, fertility,
life and death since ancient Greece (e.g. Newtown 1989), the emergence of HIV/
AIDS has contributed yet other dimensions to these symbols - social deviance and
moral judgement. Although during the HIV/AIDS epidemic it was considered polit-
ically correct to emphasize that everybody was at risk, both statistics and daily
experience showed that in specific groups, like in men having sex with other men,
drug users, and to a smaller degree in people who required treatment by blood or
blood products, HIV/AIDS was much more common than in the general public.
People with haemophilia were infected by concentrates of clotting factors used for the
treatment of their bleeds. For some of our patients it was difficult to understand the
relations between semen and blood; they wondered how could the HIV infection pass
from blood to semen. Needless to say that different beliefs are intermingled with one
another. Rational and personally detached models of reasoning ignore the fact that for
those who are in one way or other involved with haemophilia and HIV infection,
there is no such thing as neutral and objective knowledge or information. Indeed, both
for those who are personally engaged with the object of that knowledge, i.e. with
haemophilia and HIV/AIDS, as well for members of the general public, scientific
knowledge is in competition with common sense knowledge, with people’s emotions
and their social representations of these conditions.

Our research during the AIDS epidemic has shown that patients with haemophilia,
and in particular those who were severely affected, had good knowledge of HIV/
AIDS. By good knowledge we meant knowledge about the cause of HIV infection,
spread of HIV, self- and other-protection and other medical issues that were known at
the time (Marková 1991). However, it appeared that their ‘objective’ knowledge was
combined and fused with their implicit fears of infection connected with blood and
semen, affective meanings and common sense knowledge of cleanliness and dirt.
These beliefs were reasonable in terms of resulting from other kinds of socially
transmitted knowledge, some of them justified, others unjustified. Moreover, our
patients also imagined how others create myth about haemophilia ands HIV/AIDS.
For example, many of our patients were very reluctant to tell others, e.g. their
employers or insurance companies about their haemophilia for fear of being discrim-
inated with respect to getting employment or social benefits (Forbes et al. 1982).
Concerning strangers, they would not reveal facts about haemophilia and HIV
antibody status for fear of being stigmatised: they thought that others would think
that they were either homosexuals or drug-addicts. Failure to apply safe sex practices
was not due to being ‘unreasonable’ but was due to ‘reasonable’ fear that they would
be rejected by others, e.g. their girlfriends (Marková et al. 1990). These imaginary
aspects about others’ representations were selective with respect how the other was
represented. For example, some might construct their representation along the fear of
social non-recognition by their sexual partner; others might construct it around illness
and physical incapacity. Interaction between beliefs surrounding the self and others
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fixes these beliefs even more firmly. Common sense thinking remains to be guided by
deep-seated beliefs, myths and moral judgement. Is it illogical thinking or is it just
human? Lévi-Strauss, explained why he turned away from Marx’s beliefs concerning
society and rationalistic explanation of history. One cannot start scientific work by
postulating a social system. Instead, Lévi-Strauss pointed out that he came to
understand that ‘no real or even possible society, can ever achieve the rational
transparency’ (2009, p. 35). Societies have their past, habits and custom. These are
formed by irrational factors while theoretical ideas, which claim to be rational, will
remain challenged and contested by these. A particular belief interacts with other
beliefs; we should never treat them on their own as single beliefs but in relation to
other beliefs and to a particular political, historical and cultural environment that is
part and parcel of social representations.

Conclusion

Although it has been often repeated that scientific knowledge is formed through
inductive and deductive methods (e.g. Berlin 1963; Hempel 1966; Stadler 2004), in
natural sciences inductive methods are not as prevalent as one might think. Whilst
induction and deduction have been discussed since Aristotle, modern inductive
methods are the product of positivism and they do not necessarily apply to natural
sciences. For example, Einstein remarked that ‘[T]here is no inductive method which
could lead to fundamental concepts in physics. Failure to understand this fact
constituted the basic philosophical error of so many investigations in the nineteenth
century’ (Einstein 1954, p. 307). Instead, just like Vico, Einstein saw concepts and
system of concepts to be human creations. He presented scientific inferences as
creative thoughts, very closely connected with intuition, although, he (Einstein
1949) also pointed out that intuition must be viewed as provisional and has to be
corrected in and through interaction with the phenomenon under study. Einstein
argued that concepts are free inventions of the human mind and cannot be deduced
by abstraction, that is, by logical means. Equally, Einstein rejected the point of view
that it is the method that should guide the researcher’s theoretical accomplishments.
He emphasized that theoretical descriptions are not directly dependent upon empirical
assertions (Einstein 1949, p.674). Instead, ‘[s]cience forces us to create new ideas,
new theories. Their aim is to break down the wall of contradictions which frequently
blocks the way of scientific progress’ (Einstein and Infeld 1938/1961, p.264). The
growth of science is characterised by paradoxes, by the postulation of new problems
and by invention. For Einstein, Moscovici (2007) points out, what was important was
‘surprise’ arising from invention (on this issue see also Einstein 1949; Einstein and
Infeld 1938/1961; Moscovici 1992). Open-ended systems create new conditions for
living and interacting. Considering these views, one may wonder why they have not
been noticed by social psychologists who persistently aim at a scientific status of their
discipline.

We need to conclude that due to the nature of our two disciplines, history and
social psychology, there does not exist - and very likely will not be found - a strong
predictive theory. Humans live in concrete conditions and their actions, passions,
intentions and thinking is context-dependent. Thus while some elements of contexts
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remain similar over history and cultures, and allow for some weaker forms of prediction,
any strong prediction would mean to conceive the context to be independent of human
agency and this simply is meaningless. In his later work Donald Campbell (1975), just
like Charles Sanders Peirce explained, that common sense thinking is all that humans
have in pursuing knowledge. It is not dependable, it is noisy and fallible – but it is all
they have. Predictive and universal theories do not make sense in the study of human
affairs, but it is the exploration of social phenomena itself that forces researchers to
revise their theories and hypothesis if they do not fit their findings.

In history, in social representations and in culture, phenomena do not appear
arbitrarily; they are part of superordinated phenomena that characterize a particular
epoch. The Czech-French writer Milan Kundera presents an anecdote from music,
showing that Beethoven could write a certain piece at a particular time but not in
another. When we consider painters, we could says the same; Picasso’s artistic
development at the beginning of his career was a part of a certain culture and what
he painted at one time would not be possible at another time. Isaiah Berlin, similarly
points out that Shakespeare’s Hamlet could not have been written in the Genghis
Khan culture. Single case studies mean not only that one cannot take them out of their
context, but their context is part of the study and therefore, the part of historical or
social psychological explanation.
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Abstract Using a case study of representations of communism in Romania, the
paper offers a sketch of a critical-interpretive approach for exploring and engaging
with the social memory of communism. When one considers the various contempo-
rary appraisals, responses to and positions towards the communist period one iden-
tifies and one is obliged to deal with a series of personal and collective moral/political
quandaries. In their attempt to bring about historical justice, political elites create a
world that conforms more to their needs and desires than to the diversity of meanings
of communism, experiences and dilemmas of lay people. This paper argues that one
needs to study formal aspects of social memory as well as “lived”, often conflicting,
attitudinal and mnemonic stances and interpretive frameworks. One needs to strive to
find the meaning of the social memory of communism in the sometimes contradic-
tory, paradoxical attitudes and meanings that members of society communicate,
endorse and debate. Many of the ethical quandaries and dilemmas of collective
memory and recent history can be better understood by describing the discursive
and sociocultural processes of meaning-making and meaning-interpretation carried
out by members of a polity.

Keywords Communism . Nostalgia . Romania . Critical-interpretive approach .
Social memory . ‘Lived’ ideology

Introduction

Using a case study of representations of communism in Romania, the paper offers a
sketch of a critical-interpretive approach for exploring and engaging with the social
memory of communism. In this context, “critical-interpretive” refers to and reflects
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an eclectic epistemological and theoretical approach to social memory informed by
insights from social psychology (Billig et al. 1988; Billig 1996; Middleton and
Brown 2005, 2007; Tileagă 2009) and the interpretive sociology of Alfred Schütz
(Schütz 1964, 1967). When one considers the various contemporary appraisals,
responses to and positions towards the communist period (both official and vernac-
ular) one notices that they all seem to point towards a personal and collective moral
and political quandary first identified by Adorno: “one wants to get free of the past…
one cannot live in its shadow’ but the ‘past one wishes to evade is still so intensely
alive” (1986: 115). I focus here on the condemnation of communism in Romania in
the Tismăneanu Report (Tismăneanu et al. 2007; Tismăneanu 2008) and public
positive evaluations of the communist period, what is usually broadly referred to as
“nostalgia for communism” (see, inter alia, Velikonja 2009; Willinger 2007; Todorova
and Gille 2010; Ekman and Linde 2005).

A critical-interpretive approach to social memory suggests that the quandaries,
dilemmas, and difficulties of forging (elite and personal) relations to the recent past
can actually be explored in their own right (see also Tileagă 2011; 2012a and b).
Social memory cannot be studied outside of the social and cultural contexts in which
it originates. What underpins such contexts are language practices, a variety of
meaning-making and meaning-interpretation (Schütz 1967) practices. It is through
language practices that both academic experts and lay people give meaning to social
memory and construct representations of (troubled) recent history.

A critical-interpretive approach to social memory rests on three basic assumptions.
First, one needs to be able to describe the circumstances (e.g., political, sociocultural,
discursive) under which social memory becomes a public affair: how does memory
actually matter to people (Brown 2008; Campbell 2008; Middleton and Brown
2007). This entails treating social memory as a relational phenomenon and under-
standing in terms of the “interaction of multifarious interests and world views” (Olick
2007: 187–188). Second, interpretations and understandings of the recent past (par-
ticularly, the legacy of communism, individual and national evaluations of the period)
are as much a concern of professional academics (historians, political scientists,
sociologists of transition) as they are for ordinary people. One needs to be able to
chart how personal and societal meanings are created, circulated, and disseminated.
The study of social memory in new democracies needs to take seriously into account
the ‘contestability’ (Connolly 1993) of social and political categories (e.g., ‘revolu-
tion’, ‘communism’, ‘democracy’, etc.). Social and political categories (and attributes
attached to them) are sources of dispute and moralizing and they may mean different
things to different people. A third assumption that guides my argument is that
examining social memory requires the recognition of the tension between “intellec-
tual” and “lived” ideology (Billig et al. 1988). Billig et al. distinguish between
“intellectual” ideology as formal (academic), systematic and systematized philosophy
and “lived” ideology as common sense and everyday meaning-making and meaning-
interpretation practices (see also Millstone this issue). Social memory does not simply
reflect nor expresses “a closed system for talking about the world” but rather
“contrary themes, which continually give rise to discussion, argumentation and
dilemmas” (Billig et al. 1988: 6). The formulation of an argument, representation,
or attitude towards the recent communist past presupposes that counter-arguments,
counter-representations or counter-attitudes are not only possible, but are the very
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make-up of how personal and societal meanings are created, sustained and circulated
in society (Billig 1996).

The paper argues that any attempt to understand debates, ethical quandaries and
politics of social memory in eastern Europe should treat memory as social product
reflecting the tension and mutual influence of “intellectual” (scientific) and “lived”
(common-sense) meanings, “reified” universe of scientific inquiry and scientific
knowledge (especially that of historical and political sciences), and the “consensual”
universe of lay representations and forms of knowledge (and memory) that produce
the content of common sense (cf. Andrews 2007; Marková 1997, 2004; Marková et
al. 1998; Moscovici 2007; see also Jovchelovitch this issue and Knights this issue).

Social Memory and National Narratives

Nations are “imagined communities” of memory and forgetting (Billig 1995). There
is something called “public” or “national memory”, which is not something we just
“have” or “own”, but rather something we “create” (Andrews 2003) from the
historical “big narratives” of the national group and the “little narratives” of individuals
(Rowe et al. 2002): national memory and national narratives are a (contested) terrain
where “official culture” and “vernacular culture” meet (Bodnar 1992). National
memories participate in the ongoing, unfinished identity project of the national
collective. A variety of public forums such as public commemorations, museums,
monuments, truth commissions, and so on, mediate conflict and negotiation in “the
social and political sphere … of ‘memory politics’ … and are carried out in the
service of providing a usable past that serves some identity project” (Wertsch 2007:
650). The problem is how one decides, “how a set of events should be emplotted into
a storyline?” (Wertsch 2011: 27). Also, who gets to decide this and in whose interest?
(Wertsch and Karumidze 2009). Existing shared national narratives or “narrative
templates” (Wertsch 2002, 2008) have an important role in shaping collective inter-
pretation and memory.

From post-apartheid South Africa to post-communism in eastern Europe, national
narratives around the recent past have mediated both empowering and progressive as
well as limiting and conservative representations of recent history, identity projects
and political action. Narratives around national historical events have not only
liberated people from under the sway of oppressive regimes but they have also
“unearthed complicated narrative ways of mnemonic reconstruction and construc-
tion” (Brockmeier 2010: 10). Although there is usually a stark emphasis on “narra-
tives” and “narratives templates” as mediators and generative tools of collective/
social memory, these represent only one dimension of appraising the social memory
of the recent past. There is also a strand of social psychological study of collective
memories of socio-political events (cf. Pennebaker et al. 1997) concerned with the
role of cognitive, emotional and social factors in individual and collective memory
formation. Dialogical (Markova et al. 1998) and discursive/textual (Tileagă 2009)
concerns with collective memory, as well as concerns with identifying the various
roles and functions collective representations of history serve (Liu and Hilton 2005)
have added significant insights. Sociologists, but especially historians and
political scientists have approached collective memory with a concern of
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documenting and explaining macro-social political and historical processes of
change and transformation. In contrast, anthropologists, ethnographers and some
cultural historians have pointed to the moral ambiguities of memory that often
stem from the idea that the memory of social and historical “realities” can be
placed by academics, politicians, ordinary citizens, and so on within different
social frameworks and networks of interpretation (Bucur 2009; Gallinat 2009).

Understanding (the Legacy of) the Recent Past: The Condemnation
of Communism

Twenty years after 1989 issues of remembering and forgetting are still dominant
concerns in post-communist countries in eastern Europe (especially among public
intellectuals and politicians). The fall of communism and transition to democracy has
put eastern European societies in the position of needing to fashion and give an
account of themselves and their recent, often tumultuous transformation. The various
manifestations (successes and failures) of a politics of memory in eastern Europe
(positions and debates on the nature and function of democracy, justice and recon-
ciliation with the past, trials, amnesties, laws of condemnation, etc.) point to the
vagaries and difficulties of a clean and ultimate break with the recent communist past
(Stan 2006; Waśkiewicz 2010; Galasińska and Galasiński 2010; Petrescu and
Petrescu 2007; Tismăneanu 2008, 2010c).

The various attempts at official, normative interpretation of recent history
(based on the opening and access of archives of the communist regime, oral
testimonies, memoirs of former political prisoners, dissidents, etc.) were setting
the frame for political and moral reflection and action around how to take
communism into public consciousness, arguably the greatest political, epistemo-
logical and ethical challenge of post-communist states. The essence of official
attempts at “mastering” and “coming to terms with” the communist past (and
also the key difficulty) was to get society “to come to a common mind” (Taylor
2004: 91), to propose and ratify a moral and political vision of (retrospective) justice
around a normative “morality tale”.1 The ultimate aspiration of official attempts at
representing recent history was to provide a rational and synthetic, unified, social
memory, to generate non-controversial (historical) knowledge and truth-telling per-
spectives capable of overriding lay, individual experiences or perspectives. The main
(self-assigned) task of the historian or political scientist is to construct a representa-
tion of the recent past by uncovering “the facts about the past” and recounting them
“as objectively as possible” (Skinner 2002: 8).

The collective relationship of eastern European societies to their recent history, the
struggle with seeking and generating (active and transformative) knowledge of the
past has meant engaging, creating and managing (emerging) social representations of
values and attitudes towards the recent past. It has also meant asking the question:

1 One of the problems for elite discourse (politicians, historians, political scientists) was how to get others
to participate in a general vision of justice and “moral identity” (Gergen 2005: 116) within the national
community. In order for society to come to a “common mind”, the ordinary citizen needs to be first “convinced
by the proposed conception of justice before… consensus can come about” (Habermas 1995: 122).

478 Integr Psych Behav (2012) 46:475–492



How does one tell the ‘story’ of communism? How many stories of communism can
one tell?

The role of politicians and professional academics was to ensure that official
representations of the communist past set the moral agenda of the present, shape a
moral public discourse and sensitize present generations of their responsibilities to the
past. The “Tismăneanu Report” (henceforth the ‘Report’) condemning the crimes and
abuses of communism in Romania (1945–1989) was such an attempt (for more
details on the structure and scope of the Report see Tismăneanu 2007a, 2008; for
reactions to the Report, see Ciobanu 2009; Cesereanu 2008; Hogea 2010; Stan 2007;
Ernu et al. 2008). The leading author of the Report was Professor Vladimir Tismăneanu,
an internationally renowned expert (political scientist and historian) of communism. The
Report consists largely of an account of communism’s political methods and institutions.
It aims to convey the repressive and criminal nature of totalitarian society and give an
exhaustive account of communism as self-perpetuating political system. In
December 2006, in front of the Romanian Parliament, the Romanian President
Traian Băsescu, officially condemns the crimes and abuses of the Communist
regime.

The Tismăneanu Report was at pains to construct a practical framework for the
inquiry as a matter of public concern. This was achieved through making reference to
a broader framework of political reconciliation and transitional justice and as
responding to a public concern over political responsibility in relation to the past.
The public concern and necessity of condemning Communism was legitimated
through a combination of repertoires of (knowledge) entitlement (‘the right to
know’), obligation and moral accountability, and laying the basis for a moral/political
public judgment around the relevance and significance of uniquely bound features of
Romanian communism: ‘illegitimate’ and ‘criminal’ (see 1–3) (for more details on
how the Report constitutes a practical framework for the inquiry as a matter of public
concern see Tileagă 2009).

(1) “Condemning communism is today, more than ever, a moral, intellectual,
politic, and social duty/obligation. The democratic and pluralist Romanian state
can and ought to do it. Also, knowing these dark and saddening pages of 20th
century Romanian history is indispensable for the younger generations who
have the right to know the world their parents lived in”

(2) “Against the facts presented in this report, it is certain that genocide acts have
been committed during 1945–1989, thus the communist regime can be qualified
as criminal against its own people”

(3) “Taking act of this Report, the President can say with his hand on the heart: the
Communist regime in Romania has been illegitimate and criminal”

According to the Report, communism cannot be defined in terms of characteristics
that are accidental, but rather in definite and deliberate terms that may provide the
support for an explanation of the nature and motivation of the communist totalitarian
system. The attributes ‘illegitimate’ and ‘criminal’ do more than describe commu-
nism, “they place it in a class of objects, thereby suggest with what it is to be judged
and compared, and define the perspective from which it will be viewed and evalu-
ated” (Edelman 1970: 131). By emphasising the criminality and illegitimacy of
communism, the Report creates, affirms and legitimates a narrative for an ethics of
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memory: social remembering transmits responsibilities (Poole 2008) and is an obli-
gation for the community (Thompson 2009).

Weighing the legacy of the past (“setting the record straight”) is limited to a
discrete field of knowledge production and transmission where “opinions are based
upon warranted assertions … judgments are not mere guesswork or loose supposi-
tions” (Schütz 1964: 122). For instance, the coordinator of the Report, Vladimir
Tismăneanu, can write:

“For me, as historian and political scientist, the verdict of such a commission
was not needed in order to argue that ‘communism has been an aberrant system,
criminal, inhuman’”. (Tismăneanu 2007b)

The grounds for preferring and subsequently championing a particular way of
construing the meaning of communism are given by an academic ‘community of
agreement’ and taken-for-granted knowledge arising from disciplinary/academic
adherence. In this context, a description of the nature of the communist authoritarian
regime is carrying ‘its own interpretation, its own truth’ (Friedlander 1992: 7).
Nonetheless, as Todorov suggests,

“the study of history can never totally ignore the values that permeate human
existence … If historians are going to further their understanding, to collect as
many facts as possible and formulate the most accurate interpretations, then they
must not decide ahead of time what morality they want to see in the end. History
comprises very few pages written in black and white only” (2009, p. 89–90).

Although seemingly capturing the essence of communism as political ideology,
arguably, the Report does not seem to be directly concerned with “social reality in its
full concreteness, that is, as experienced by the social actors themselves in their daily
lives” (Schütz 1975: xxix). There is an inherent tension present in any attempt to
constitute a unitary and coherent version of the past. The hallmark of creating and
reproducing social memory in the public sphere is represented by a “dogmatic
commitment to one – and only one account of the past” (Wertsch 2002: 125). A
process of “canonization” of a unique representation of recent history requires that
alternative experiences, perspectives, interpretations are actively suppressed. The
political and academic desire is that of accounting “without rest”, giving the full
and definitive description and assessment of communism. The Report attempts to
create an official narrative of communism which in and of itself limits any conceiv-
able counter-accounts or alternative positions. The Report pays less attention to
questions which are as important: Can issues of retrospective justice really be
“fixed for all time” (Teitel 2000, p. 104)? What the Report seems to underplay is
that “setting the record straight” is “a value at all levels of individual and social
existence, not just at the level of science or scientific history” (Carr 2008: 135). The
meaning of the social memory of communism within a framework of transitional
justice is on one hand determined by the history of past persecution, but also by
subjective dimensions of interpretation and struggle between scientific and lay
meaning-making practices.

Beyond the “community of agreement” provided by historical and political sci-
ence, official national narratives can prove problematic. The adoption of a moralizing
voice and factual descriptions does not guarantee that the different social and political
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actors from across the political spectrum will join this community of agreement. This
is because it is usually believed that facts speak for themselves. The factual descrip-
tions of communism (“illegitimate”, “criminal”) do not speak by themselves. As
Jenkins argues, “all facts to be meaningful need embedding in interpretative readings
that obviously contain them but which do not simply somehow arise from them”
(1991: 33). “Self-sufficient” (LaCapra 2001) professional research endeavours are
most effective in shielding official ideologies and images from the impact, contra-
dictions, and paradoxes of memory and everyday meanings, from alternative ways of
deriving and socially approving knowledge of the recent past. They are effective in
shielding official representations of recent past from various individual attempts at
challenging public “master narratives”, official versions of the past (Andrews 2007).
Hannah Arendt expresses this cogently: “the modes of thought and communication
that deal with truth… are necessarily domineering; they don’t take into account other
people’s opinions” (Arendt 1977: 241). An approach based on “anamnestic solidar-
ity” with the suffering of past victims and a perspective on recent history that relies on
public moral and rational discourse in the present is sometimes not enough. The
process of creating official political narratives usually informs or accompanies
political process and supports national identity projects (Olick 2007). Nonetheless,
this is process that can prove entirely insensitive to alternative social meanings and
ways of constructing visions of the recent past. Although the Report does offer crucial
insights into the nature and motivation of the communist regime, it fails to take fully
into account that creating and maintaining (normative) narratives of social memory is
essentially an uncompleted intersubjective (dialogical, rhetorical, argumentative)
undertaking.

To describe communism as “illegitimate” and “criminal” is both “to describe it and
to ascribe a value to it or express a commitment with respect to it” (Connolly 1993:
22). Every historical event, social formations and social structures transmit “an excess
and surplus that might sabotage the historian’s carefully chosen criteria of judgment”
(Cohen 2006: 200). Arguably, communism was not just an external ideological order
governing or influencing the behaviour of elites and population. Communism was,
for most people, “lived reality” (Bucur 2009; Gallinat 2009), and essentially “incom-
municable” to those who have not lived it (George 2011). When the professional
historian of eastern Europe, or sociologist of transition describes the communist
social and political order, he or she is describing a social object that has previously
been defined, described, by lay social actors (Watson 2009: 1). It can be argued that
the bulk of knowledge adduced to construct representations of communist
recent history consist of an interplay, mixture of experiences and insights that
originate in a) the immediate experiences of Communism (communicated from
one individual to the other); b) the immediate experiences of communism/
events of those who have experienced Communism in a ‘unique or typical
context of relevance’ (Schütz 1964: 132) that is substantially different from that of
ordinary individuals (e.g. political prisoners, (former) members of the nomenklatura,
(former) members of the Secret Police, and so on); and c) a very specific way of
conceiving the experience of the past, one that relies on what Alfred Schütz has
termed the epoché peculiar to the scientific attitude (the province of historians and
political scientists), which is seen as independent of the previous two. Of course, this
typology does not exhaust the innumerable experiences, and modalities of

Integr Psych Behav (2012) 46:475–492 481



experiencing communism.2 This is merely a point that relates to the broader issue of
what particular aspects of lived experience shape the formulation of what it means to
“come to terms with the past”. Lived experience, and narratives that support it, have
profound consequences for retrospective and prospective worldviews around moral-
ity, justice, personhood, etc. It should not come as a surprise that the activation of
certain moral and political tensions within a society: ‘us’ and ‘them’ (e.g., ‘former
communists’ vs ’democrats’), different political parties and social groups, were (and
are still) grounded not only in political interest and power structures, but also in
‘lived’ experience, and various narratives, standpoints, that arise from it, in the
different ways in which communism was actually experienced.3

The different ways of conceiving the experience of the past seem to be tied to a
notion of communism understood as a “reality” that is already socially constituted
and distributed in ‘documentary’ form (Smith 1974). There is a “reality” of commu-
nism which is prior to the contemporary official version of events; it is a “reality”
contained into the records, files, and other forms of systematic collection of “infor-
mation” (Smith 1974: 261) of the regime. Communism is also a confessionally
constituted knowledge incorporated into various types and kinds of witnessing and
testimonies, and various other public sources of memory.4

Positive Public Perceptions and Nostalgia for Communism

One of the most striking (but perhaps least surprising) aspect of coming to terms with
the past in eastern Europe is that the official reckoning with the communist past and
the reinforcing of anti-totalitarian views has not inevitably contributed to an attach-
ment to democratic values and attitudes and to an indivisible consensus around a
(moral) national narrative and representation.

“the legacy that usually proves most difficult to handle is not so much
institutional as attitudinal. Views of politics change after a dictatorial expe-
rience either through aversion or disillusionment. This produces sometimes a

2 To this one can add the shared social representations of social and political realities understood as
‘cultural spaces’ of negotiation of societal meanings (Tateo and Iannaccone 2012) that encapsulate tensions
between ‘immediate’ experiences of communism and experiences triggered by cultural, social and political
cues in the present. It could be argued that this distinction (although potentially problematic) works in
resonance with another distinction (operated by both researchers and ordinary people) between ‘official’
and ‘unofficial’ spheres of experience and social practice - see, for instance, Fitzpatrick’s (2000) work on
‘everyday Stalinism’. I owe this point to an anonymous reviewer.
3 I do not wish to suggest that “lived” experience is all there is. I do not wish to suggest that “everything
goes”. “Lived” experience is a domain of social life, a unique, peculiar, foundational realm. It is also a
social tool for accomplishing very specific personal and social goals. For instance, appeals to “lived”
experience support both progressive and retrograde (revisionist) aspects of social memory. The “voice” of
the victims is lived experience, as was the work of the Securitate operatives. Memory and experience work
as recursive processes that manage the tension between stability of meanings and change, continuity and
innovation.
4 It is not from historians and political scientists that most people get their knowledge of the past, but rather
from “lived experience” and manifestations of popular culture: novels, newspapers, magazines, politicians,
public personalities, and so on. One tends to underplay the importance of public sources of memory and the
role of “memory consumers who use, ignore, or transform” memories and public artefacts “according to
their own interests” (Kansteiner 2002: 180).
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withdrawal from politics or in other cases either points of conflict or, on the
contrary, a desire for avoiding them … At a deeper level, mentalities from
the authoritarian era may well affect notions or perceptions of ‘democracy’”
(Pridham 2000: 49–50).

Various public opinion polls/surveys in eastern Europe reflect the “attitudinal
legacy” to which Pridham refers. It is usually expected that, all other things being
equal, “within the boundary of the nation, agreement should exist on the moral
valuation of the collective memory even if the particular justifications differ” (Fine
2001: 22; see also Wertsch 2002). Yet what one notices is a striking and intriguing
contemporary phenomenon: positive public evaluations/perceptions of the commu-
nist period, what is usually broadly referred to as ‘nostalgia for communism’ (Ekman
and Linde 2005; Todorova and Gille 2010; Velikonja 2009; Willinger 2007). Positive
public perceptions of communism are usually seen as “paradoxical”, “bewildering”,
“mind-boggling”, “bizarre” and “ambivalent”; these perceptions question and throw
into doubt consensual official/elite expectations around a shared moral national
valuation of the social memory of communism. Some researchers have gone so far
as to suggest that the highly contested nature of memory, issues and intensity of
debate around coming to terms with the past (e.g. ‘decommunization’/‘lustration’,
‘reconciliation’, ‘condemnation’ of communism), the bewildering ambivalence to-
wards the recent past in the public sphere, indicate the presence of a “trauma of
collective memory” (Sztompka 2004: 183; see also Kattago 2009 on attempts to
construct a unified European memory of trauma). “Traumas of memory” are seen as
the effect of polarized public opinion, of society not coming to a “common mind” on
issues of national interest. The notion of “trauma” conjures an image of a divided
public sphere where agreement cannot be achieved solely through the “public use of
reason”, where all “citizens” participate, and which lends “moral convictions their
objectivity” (Habermas 1995: 124). Within the context of ambivalence towards
communism, “coming to terms with the past” as an individual and group attitude is
turned into a social problem, one that requires explanation: How is it that people
can regret the communist regime? How can people just ignore its criminal and
oppressive legacy? How can one explain “nostalgia for communism”?

Nostalgia has moved from being an accepted and “acceptable catchword for
looking back”, a “pervasive, bitter-sweet feeling not yet taken too seriously”
(Lowenthal 1989: 18–19) to “topic of embarrassment and a term of abuse” (p. 20; see
also Pickering and Keightley 2006). For Susannah Radstone, for instance, nostalgia is
not the outcome of some social process, but rather “point of departure, opening out
into … questions of knowledge and belief, temporal orientations and cultural …
politics that it condenses” (2010, p. 189). Nostalgia is both a “generic”, explanatory
category and a description of a temporal orientation, veiled desire and search for a
“simple and stable past as a refuge from the turbulent and chaotic present”
(Lowenthal 1989: 21; see also Boym 2001).

In eastern Europe, nostalgia (especially in relation to communism) is a term
heavily imbued with political and ideological significance. It has been argued that
“communist nostalgia is … a multidimensional phenomenon” (Ekman and Linde
2005, p. 370) and cannot be easily apprehended within a single framework. For some,
“nostalgia for communism” is a very serious matter: it risks falsifying the past and
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threatens a democratic future. It is nonetheless considered “misleading to suggest
that … ‘nostalgia’ amounts to anti-democratic feeling’ (Pridham 2000: 51).
Communist nostalgia “encompasses more than just non-democratic principles”
(Ekman and Linde 2005, p. 371). Nostalgia in general and nostalgia for communism
in particular, embodies progressive, regressive, utopian stances, and signals a longing
for an idealized past (Pickering and Keightley 2006).

For some researchers of post-communism, the presence of nostalgia as a social
phenomenon is given by the “intriguing” results of “public opinion” polls. Through
their emphasis on anonymity and abstractness, surveys and public opinion polls are
designed and used as instruments of deriving social and scientific knowledge. From
this perspective, nostalgia is “accepted and treated as though it were an objective
reality to be discovered by polling or otherwise” (Edelman 2001: 53). Velikonja
(2009) offers some examples of various public surveys conducted in different
countries in eastern Europe that show ‘nostalgic’ stances towards the recent commu-
nist/socialist past. In 1999, 50 % of Slovakians considered the former socialist regime
to be ‘better than current democracy’. In the same year, in Russia, it was found that
85 % of Russians regret communism and Soviet Union’s demise. In 2004 the figure
fell to 74 %. In 2002, 56 % of Poles were telling opinion pollsters that life ‘was better
before’. In 1995 and 2003, 88 % and respectively, 86 % of Slovenians considered life
in the former Yugoslavia, as ‘good’ and ‘very good’. In 2009, 72 % of Hungarians,
62 % of Bulgarians and Ukrainians, 60 % of Romanians, 45 % of Russians, 42 % of
Lithuanians and Slovaks, 39 % of Czechs, 35 % of Poles declared they were worse
off than during communism. There are different factors that are seen as triggers
and explanations of the onset and manifestations of nostalgia for communism in
eastern Europe: “passive escapism … of people who cannot adapt to new con-
ditions”, “general discontent”, “personal memories of life under communism”, a
way to “fill up the legitimation deficit of contemporary societies”, “resistance
strategy of preserving one’s personal history and group’s identity against the new
ideological narratives” (cf. Velikonja 2009). Ultimately, nostalgia for communism
reflects and expresses a “retrospective utopia… a wish and a hope for the safe world,
fair society, true friendships, mutual solidarity, and well-being in general” (Velikonja
2009: 547–548).

Recent Romanian polls5 have identified striking paradoxes of opinion and mem-
ory: 44 % of participants declare that communism was “a good idea, but applied
wrongly”. 45 % consider that they would have had a “better life if it wasn’t for the
revolution”. 52 % believe that the “problem of access to Securitate dossiers is not
important”. 83 % consider they “have not suffered under communism”. Although

5 A major opinion poll was conducted by CSOP (in collaboration with The Institute for the Investiga-
tion of Communist Crimes and the Memory of Romanian Exile (http://www.crimelecomunismului.ro/en/
about_iiccr) under the title ‘Attitudes and opinions on the Romanian communist regime’. Data was collected
between 22nd October–1st November 2010. The report is available at http://www.csop.ro/index.php?
act0media&op0view&id013 [accessed January 2011]. Two opinion polls were conducted by IRES (the
Romanian Institute for Evaluation and Strategy), one under the title ‘Romania: Twenty one years since the
Revolution’ in the period 19th–21st December 2010 and the other one, ‘Romanians and nostalgia for
communism’ in the period 21st–23rd July 2010. Reports are available at www.ires.com.ro [accessed
January 2011]
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50 % believe that “it was better before” December 1989, 41 % do consider that
the communist regime was “criminal”; Although more than half of Romanians
consider that communism was a repressive regime, only 13 % of them consider
they have “suffered” under communism. Although more than half of Romanians
consider that access to Securitate files is unimportant, a vast majority think that
those who have collaborated with the secret police should not occupy public
posts.6

A recent Soros foundation study/poll (Bădescu et al. 2010) looking at the civic and
political engagement of Romanian teenagers found that 38 % of respondents consid-
ered the communist period “better” than the present state of affairs. 72 % of the
teenagers that took part in the study declared themselves to be “not satisfied” with the
achievements of the current regime in comparison to the communist period, espe-
cially in relation to “respect for law”. Also, 57 % considered that people had “better
lives” in communism. For the authors of the study, the “origins of the positive
valorization of communism seem to be located at the level of socio-economic
frustrations in the medium in which teenagers grow up, defined narrowly (the family)
or broadly (the school, the community)” (Bădescu et al. 2010, p. 65). Political
commentators who have lived through the “revolution” of 1989 distinguish between
the moral/political views of their generation and that born after 1989, and can write:
“our generation speaks a language that is increasingly very difficult to understand by
the generations born after 1990” (Tapalagă 2011). Nostalgia is a tangible phenome-
non. It can be detected, for instance, in the words of a Romanian sociology student:
“the most regrettable aspect were the well-known queues … yeah, it was bad, but the
international debt of Romania was paid. Now, in contrast to what happens to all of us
now, we have increasing debts and I fear that we could return to how we were twenty
or thirty years ago. This is my worst fear, not how it was then, but what will be… we
shouldn’t repeat the past, the history of communism in a democratic Romania.”
(apud Tapalagă 2011)

In the Romanian context, nostalgia for communism, and the range of contradictory
opinions, are considered (and explained as) “a form of inertia”, a refusal, fear and
“escape from freedom” (Tismǎneanu 2010a), a “latent complaint” in relation to
“present everyday frustrations” (Tismǎneanu 2010b), a “normal phenomenon” linked
to a “crisis of identity of Romanian people” and “dissatisfaction” with the current
political class (Dâncu 2010).7 For others, nostalgia for communism, and paradoxical

6 I will not go here into a critique of the way these opinions polls were constructed, how the questions
were designed, their error margins, and so on. Epistemological and methodological issues relating to
opinion polls on perceptions of communism and social change require separate analysis that is beyond the
scope of this paper. I rely here on reports and interpretations of opinion poll results made freely available
to the wider public.
7 There are, of course, a variety of other functions that nostalgia fulfills. The analysis can be taken in the
direction of ‘symbolic capital’ and coping with rapid social change; nostalgia as a reaction to attempts by
elites to ‘impose’ hegemonic representations of the recent past; nostalgia as a specific stage in a ‘devel-
opmental’ sequence of self and (social and historical) context appraisal. It is, perhaps, also very much the
case that people can combine both condemnation and nostalgia in their appraisal of the recent past, and
such paradoxical amalgamation can be transmitted to the generations that do not share ‘immediate’
experiences of socialism.
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opinions are seen as originating in and explained by a lack of elite management of
social memory and a lack of information and individual insight, failings of memory,
and deep confusion in ideas, values, perspectives:

“the population lacks a sophisticated understanding of ‘suffering’ during the
communist regime. One needs to explain, in order to make one’s own, the
criminal nature of dictatorship… Perceiving yourself as a victim of a totalitarian
regime entails a full understanding of the inner workings of the regime … there
is a danger of creating a selective memory of communism, based primarily on
personal experience and which disregards the repressive nature of the regime”
(Iacob 2010)

Others contend, “it is unconceivable that after half a century of barbarism, penury,
and censorship, people should tell us that they have not suffered under communism”.

What “suffering” means is not treated as an everyday concern for social actors,
something that may have different meanings, but rather a normative, pre-ordained
“reality” of communism linked to the official memory of communism as barbaric and
criminal towards its own people. Elite accounts (as opposed to vernacular ones) can
be said to show “a desire to rationalize public life” by “placing a set of ambiguities
and contestable orientations under the control of a settled system of understandings
and priorities” (Connolly 1993: 213). These accounts point not only to a normative
conception of society, politics and morality (a normative representation of the recent
past), but also to a conception of the person: empty-headed or muddled-headed,
confused, providing an uncertain, unreliable, often misleading (and potentially im-
moral) account of what is, “in actual fact”, the “reality” of communism. Explanations
of the broader phenomenon of nostalgia for communism and more specific contra-
dictions of opinion seem to rely on a socially constructed (political and moral)
imaginary of communism yet seem to paper over inconsistencies, ambiguities or
contradictions (often explaining them away). One could argue that there is a sense in
which “opinions regarding controversial issues are always ambiguous … they are
often inconsistent or mutually contradictory … they are typically so volatile and
subject to change with new cues. Only noncontroversial beliefs remain consistent and
are not multivalent, but they do not become political issues” (Edelman 2001: 55).
Elite accounts also paper over the multiplicity of social frameworks of memory
(Halbwachs 1992), multiple realities, memories and meanings attached to commu-
nism as “lived ideology”. Such explanations fail to accommodate the idea that
ideology comprises contrary themes (Billig et al. 1988) and downplay the notion
that “there are myriad means of describing ‘what actually happened’, multiple stories,
each felicitous within its own community of intelligibility” (Gergen 2005: 117).

More generally, these interpretations seem to downplay the idea that not all
members of society “accept the same sector of the world as granted beyond question”
(Schütz 1970: 237). This can obscure the mediated nature of telling stories of
communism and the variety of identity constellations and networks of interpretation
(Bucur 2009; Gallinat 2009). Attitudes and memories towards the recent past are not
given or pre-existing and then harvested with the help of opinion polls, but rather
multimodal, circulating and circulated by active agents at various levels of social
organization through the use of material/cultural tools (e.g. narratives, written
records, and so on) (cf. Wertsch 2007). If one takes seriously the idea that “it is the
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meaning of our experiences and not the ontological structure of the objects which
constitutes reality” (Schütz 1967: 230), then results of opinion polls (and vernacular
accounts) present only apparent paradoxes. Positive public perceptions of commu-
nism, and generally, nostalgia for communism, signal a failure of a conception of
“coming to terms with the past” where “the citizens mutually convince one another of
what is just and unjust by the force of the better argument” (Habermas 1995: 124).
Although the contradictory results can be explained in psychological, sociological
and political terms, the heart and nature of these contradictory standpoints is left
untouched. Difficulties arise for opinion pollsters and commentators when wanting
to attain “objective and verifiable knowledge of a subjective meaning structure”
(Schütz 1967: 36).

Analysis Terminable … and Interminable

A critical-interpretive approach proposes a broader epistemological and theoretical
foundation for understanding of the social memory of communism. The range of
(possible) meanings attached to communism and the political project of “coming to
terms with the past” can be broad; the process of understanding can be very complex.
One needs to acknowledge that contrary, contradictory, ambivalent standpoints and
views are possible. Working with one description, “communism is illegitimate and
criminal”, it is almost impossible to give justice to the variety of assumptions,
individual and group frames of reference, situations and histories that are meaningful
beyond any single description (Gergen 2005). It is social actors themselves, and not
contexts beyond them, their own orientations to personal and historical context that
provide the social/cultural/political interpretive framework.

The hope of linear, consensual, progressive national narratives (championed and
fashioned through official representations of recent communist past) is upset by the
unevenness, ambivalence, contradictory nature of individual positioning in relation to
the recent communist past. The tension between the two positions engenders a social
problem. This social problem is not just a temporary difficulty that a government or
other official representative of the nation could resolve, for all time, through better
and more comprehensive historical and political science inquiry; it is rather a
consequence of an inability to incorporate and work with a perspective on social
memory that highlights the “lived” character of ideology, the unfinished nature and
diversity of perspectives, attitudinal and mnemonic dilemmas and ambiguities. In
undertaking to transform “old” vocabularies of repression into “new” vocabularies of
democracy and freedom, to put things right and accomplish historical justice one
constitutes a world that conforms more to one’s needs and desires (those of the
historians and politicians) than to the diversity of meanings of communism, experi-
ences and dilemmas of lay people. One needs to study both the formal production and
reproduction of communism as political ideology as well as “lived”, often conflicting
attitudinal and mnemonic stances and interpretive frameworks. This would be a first
step towards dispelling the illusion of a linear relationship between accumulation of
“positive” knowledge and moral/political transformation at institutional/group/indi-
vidual level. It would be also a first step toward capturing the essence of socio-
political dilemmas and paradoxes of memory and opinion in the public sphere as
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reflecting the work of social actors that creatively acknowledge, resist, question or
transform social and political reality. Dilemmas and paradoxes of social positioning
towards the recent communist past pose sometimes (insurmountable) problems for
opinion pollsters and historical/political approaches to “coming to terms with the
past” that are not ready to take fully into consideration that lay standpoints and
meanings on the recent communist past are far from orderly, homogeneous and
predictable. Researchers of communism and post-communism need to look beyond
public opinion polls to analysing the actual social and argumentative context of
forming opinions and viewpoints in relation to communism as socially constituted
phenomenon that acquires very different meanings and interpretations for different
people. The existence of contradictory, ambiguous and paradoxical standpoints
towards communism does not point necessarily to a lack (of knowledge or of insight)
or forgetfulness, but rather to an essential characteristic of how common sense
functions and is reproduced by social actors in society (Billig 1996; Potter and
Wetherell 1987); it points to the argumentative character of social life where holding
opinions is fundamentally a process of argumentation and debate (Billig 1996).

It is believed that “telling the truth” about the past and making it public will
enlighten people and change perceptions. If one can only find the “right” words to
describe the past, its nature (essence) will “reveal” itself to everyone. Telling the truth
about the past is also an attempt to stifle and “control” returns of “negative currents”
(revisionist accounts, nostalgia), to bring the “repressed” oppressive ideology and
effects of communism into consciousness, thus banishing the risk (and fear) of
repetition (Freud 1937). In trying to understand both positive and negative aspects
of coming to terms with the past in eastern Europe one should perhaps acknowledge
that facts of history can be known scientifically, but only through “progressive
approximations to a reality that is never completely attained” (Chesneaux 1978:
45–46). There is no “natural end” to understanding the recent past; there is no
ultimate story. There is always the danger that “a historical phenomenon clearly
and completely understood and reduced to an intellectual phenomenon, is for him
who has understood it dead” (Nietzsche 1980: 14).

As argued in the Introduction of this paper, one needs to be able to describe how
recent history and social memory become a public affair, how does “memory matter”
(Brown 2008; Campbell 2008). A critical-interpretive perspective suggests that
creating a national memory of communism should perhaps no longer start with
accepting the meaning of communism as “ready-made and meaningful beyond all
question” (Schütz 1967). This position should not be seen as denying the significance
and overall social value of the ways in which historians, political scientists, sociol-
ogists, approach the issue of coming to terms with the recent communist past.
Historical knowledge of the objective (ideological) makeup of political regimes and
other social formations should be continually sought as a remedy for half-truths,
political manipulation or simply ignorance. Yet, such knowledge, used and repro-
duced as a “matter of fact”, is arguably inadequate with regard to the handling of
dilemmas and ambiguities of social memory or to the development of broader social
scientific frameworks of analysis. One needs to strive to find the meaning of the
social memory of communism in the sometimes contradictory, paradoxical attitudes
and meanings that members of society upheld and negotiate, and not only in the
official representations of recent history “compressed into generalities” (Veyne 1984:
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63). One should reveal idiographic as well as nomothetic aspects of social memory.
The study of social memory and coming to terms with the past in post-communist
societies must engage with the dialogue between factual truth and diversity of
opinions, individual/subjective and official remembrances. Not all members of a
national community will tell the same stories. A community of memory (and
agreement/consensus) around the representation of recent history cannot be
constructed and rendered meaningful if it is does not originate on a “shared memory”,
one that can “integrate” and “calibrate” (Margalit 2002) different perspectives
and stances.
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Abstract Psychological life is subject to the influence of a constructed and poten-
tially reconstituted past, as well as to future anticipated outcomes and expectations.
Human behaviour occurs along a temporal trajectory that marks the projects individ-
uals adopt in their quests of human action. Explanations of social behaviour are
limited insofar as they exclude a historical concern with human purpose. In this paper,
we draw on Bartlett’s notion of collective remembering to argue that manifest social
relations are rooted in past events that give present behaviours meaning and justifi-
cation. We further propose an epidemiological time-series framework for social
representations, that are conceptualised as evolving over time and that are subject
to a ‘ratchet effect’ that perpetuates meaning in a collective. We argue that under-
standing forms of social behaviour that draw on lay explanations of social relations
requires a deconstructive effort that maps the evolutionary trajectory of a represen-
tational project in terms of its adaptation over time. We go on to illustrate our
proposal visiting data that emerged in an inquiry investigating Maltese immigrants’
perspectives towards their countries of settlement and origin. This data reveals an
assimilationist acculturation preference amongst the Maltese in Britain that seems
incongruous with the current climate of European integration and Maltese commu-
nities in other countries around the world. We demonstrate that a historical concern
with regard to this apparent behaviour helps explain how Maltese immigrants to
Britain opt for certain forms of intercultural relations than others that are normally
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preferable. We demonstrate that these preferences rely on an evolved justification of
the Maltese getting by with foreign rulers that other scholars have traced back to the
medieval practice of chivalry.

Keywords Social psychology . Intercultural relations . History . Collective
remembering . Social values . Acculturation . Assimilation . Social representations

Representations from the Past: Social Relations and the Devolution of Social
Representations

The epidemiological study of ideas has featured prominently in memetic (Dawkins
1976) accounts of culture (Sperber 1990). This analytical framework proposes that
ideas can spread through a population, jumping from mind to mind much the same as
biological entities like viruses or genes spread through a human population. Conse-
quently, their epidemiological progress can be chartered by mapping the spread of
ideas. The critical problem with this approach is that, unlike genes or viruses, ideas
are not readily distinguishable from each other. Wilson and Sperber (1981) argue that
this process is more a matter of inference than it is of replication. Ideas, beliefs, and
lay understandings, in other words social representations that are in some sense
shared amongst a collective (Chryssides et al. 2009), provide meaning with regard
to aspects of social life and purpose to social projects. Both meaning and purpose are
amenable to change over time as communities adapt to changes in their ecological
environments. In this paper we propose a time-series evolutionary model of social
representations that is based on adaptation and that, in inferring the evolutionary
trajectory of a social representation over changing times, serves in understanding
contemporary phenomena in terms of community projects serving a community’s
changing needs. More specifically, our focus in this paper pertains to social repre-
sentations that constitute the social memory of a community and that serve to provide
a pronounced identity value describing the history of a group and its relations to other
groups. We go on to apply this model to a case analysis of immigrant relations
particular to the Maltese community in Britain that appear anomalous in terms of
current intercultural theories that focus on acculturation preferences and strategies
(Berry 2011).

Social Representations Over Time

Social representations may be defined as community objectifications that constitute,
for that community, a sui generis social reality (Moscovici 2000). This conception of
social representations points to the fact that these objectifications are a matter of
social construction. It prescribes the idea that for constructions to come into being
they require a shared systemic reality (Chryssides et al. 2009), as opposed to a
relativistic individual positioning with regards to some objectification. For instance,
as Asch (1952) argued, a society cannot have multiple objectifications of what
constitutes a crime. Social representations thus constitute a relatively stable commu-
nity knowledge (“sensus communis”) in a shared cultural context (Jovchelovitch
2007), that is, an interobjective common-sense (Sammut et al. 2010).
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The ontological interobjectivity of social representations is framed in Bauer and
Gaskell’s (1999) ‘toblerone’ model. Social representations can be understood as
interobjective inasmuch as they constitute a non-conscious common background of
intelligibility according to which two or more subjects structure their social relations
(Daanen and Sammut 2012). This background of intelligibility, whilst being socially
constructed in itself, is assumed by interlocutors as objective standard to the extent
that it is deemed common-sense (Jovchelovitch 2007). Violations of the background
of intelligibility in social relations are problematic in that they are perceived as
unreasonable from an objective point of view. On the other hand, routine and non-
problematic interaction takes place in ways that conform to the standard regardless of
individual dispositions, such that interaction proceeds in line with a socially con-
structed objectivity (i.e. interobjectivity) that prescribes appropriate forms of
interaction.

In the toblerone model, social representations are held to exist systemically across
a minimal triad of two subjects concerned with an object. In this triad, the relation
between these entities defines how “in the object, the project of the subjects is
represented; or how in the subjects the object appears in relation to a project; or
how the project links the subjects and object” (p. 168). What is noteworthy about this
is that a social representation is not conceived of as a static objectification that holds
for a given people at a particular point in time. Rather, it is conceptualised as a
community project that extends over time. The notion of temporality is critical for the
present purpose, as it denotes a trajectory for how an objectification not only comes to
exist, but survives after it has sprung into existence. Furthermore, change in the
objectification is inherent in this model, as the content of a representation varies at
different time intervals by way of an elaboration of meaning across time. This
element of the model has an added implication in that it accords subjects participant
in a social representation with agency to determine the project the social representa-
tion achieves. Whilst much research in social representations adopts a societal level of
analysis (Wagner and Hayes 2005), the actions human subjects undertake in their
routine affairs, such as with whom and with whom not to seek association, enact
social representations and bring community projects into being.

The aspect of functional changes of social representations has been elaborated
further in Central Nucleus Theory (CNT) (Abric 1993, 2001). CNT posits that social
representations are constituted by a structured network of values, beliefs, and ideas.
Some beliefs and ideas are central to the representation’s meaning and constitute
inviolable precepts that form the representation’s core. The representation would not
be the same representation without these critical elements. In addition, however,
social representations include peripheral elements that are made up of other values,
beliefs, and ideas, and that may transpire more readily under inquiry, but that are
disposable and serve merely to adapt the social representation to some current
context. In the event that a social representation is challenged by some arising matter,
such as a change in circumstances or an innovation (Sammut and Bauer 2011), the
representation survives by adapting its meaning to the new circumstance. In doing so,
it might relegate peripheral elements and incorporate new ones, but this process also
ensures that the core elements of a representation survive. The structural study of
social representations commonly relies on statistical techniques, such as Hierarchical
Cluster Analysis (HCA), that investigate clusters of beliefs that constitute a social
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representation at a given point in time. Those beliefs and ideas that form a coherent
and central structure are considered to constitute the representation’s nucleus. These
can be studied longitudinally to analyse how the beliefs constituting a representation
change over time, by mapping which beliefs are shed and which are incorporated as
the representation adapts to changing realities. However, it is worth noting that such
studies map only peripheral changes in the representation that enable the core beliefs
to survive over time. The core elements constituting the nucleus are persistent, and if
these change or they themselves become peripheral, then this would indicate a new
social representation with a new and different nucleus. In CNT, the content aspect of a
social representation is defined by its persistent core over time.

Taken together, these two models (i.e., ‘toblerone’ and ‘CNT’) describe how social
representations evolve over time after they have sprung to existence. Both models
incorporate a temporal dimension into their formulation of what social representa-
tions are, and both models suggest that social representations evolve by adapting to
changing circumstances. CNT adopts a structural approach to social representations,
by identifying which beliefs persist despite adaptation. The toblerone model, on the
other hand, adopts a pragmatic approach by focusing on the project that a social
representation materialises for a community. In any case, once they are brought to
life, social representations define social reality for the collective they espouse, and we
argue that this is a key, if often neglected, element in the study of social
representations.

Many studies of social representations take the form of studying the meaning of
some phenomenon for a particular collective at a given point in time (Wagner and
Hayes 2005). The reference to a social representation’s evolving character in these
models, however, is more than cursory. Representations change over time as they
adapt to changing circumstances. Adaptation ensures a social representations’ sur-
vival over time. The principles that govern the life of social representations are thus
evolutionary in nature. And insofar as social representations constitute a community
project that is subject to evolution through adaptation across time, then the surviving
core of a representation is inferable over time. A further observation that stems from
the present discussion is the fact that over time, social representations may be subject
to a ‘ratchet effect’ (Tomasello 1999), in that when an original representation changes
as a function of adaptation to a new reality, the emergent characteristics of the ‘new’
representation are carried over in time and utilised in the construction of meaning of
past and present events. In what follows, we will further explore the temporal
dynamics of social representations in relation to work on collective remembering.

Collective Remembering

The term “collective memory” was coined by Maurice Halbwachs (1925) to describe
the way in which different social groups share, recollect and transmit memories
amongst members of the group. In his book Les cadres sociaux de la mémoire
(abridged and translated as On Collective Memory), Halbwachs analyzes how fam-
ilies, religious and class groups develop and maintain particular social frameworks of
memory. A social framework is a series of condensed images of the past and a
structure to give them meaning.
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This notion clearly parallels Moscovici’s (2000) description of social representa-
tions as composed of figure and symbol, corresponding to the processes of ‘objecti-
fication’ and ‘anchoring’ respectively. In relation to the first process, Halbwachs
discusses how families develop distinctive ways of talking about themselves and their
members. Particular stories told and retold about members sum up their character in a
condensed image, even after their death. Language is a critical mechanism by which
individual experience is linked to social frameworks. Through naming and catego-
rizing, social frameworks enable the differentiation of individual experience into
meaningful social forms. Like social representations, social frameworks are interob-
jective, and through them the past can be transmitted beyond the lifetime of anyone.

Social memories evolve to meet the particular demands of their present situation.
Assman (2010) identifies two forms of memory, that is, ‘communicative’ and ‘cul-
tural’ memory. The former refers to the informal traditions of memory as manifest in
everyday communication and diffuse in structure, whereas the latter is formal,
ceremonial, guarded by specialists in hierarchical role structures, and highly mediated
by texts, icons, rituals and performances. There is also a difference in time-scale:
communicative memory has a horizon of 80–100 years or 3–4 generations, while
cultural memory reaches into the absolute past, creating a mythical history. Memories
of religious groups, as described by Halbwachs, clearly tend more to cultivate
‘cultural’ memory than ‘communicative’ memory. Our primary interest in this paper
is, however, communicative memory.

An analysis of how ‘communicative’memory evolves over time is provided by the
seminal work of Frederic Bartlett (1932) on reproduction of folk stories by different
groups who were unfamiliar with the stories. Contra Ebbinghaus (1885), Bartlett
concluded that any new experience is perceived and remembered against the back-
ground of previous experience, stressing that remembering has an irreducibly social
dimension. Bartlett (1923, pp. 12–13) argues that, “It is only if we interpret individual
to mean pre-social that we can take psychology to be prehistoric. The truth is
that there are some individual responses which simply do not occur outside a
social group”. Following Halbwachs, Bartlett refers to the background of past
experience as ‘social frameworks’, but also uses ‘active developing patterns’
and ‘organized settings’, to emphasize their situated and dynamic character.
Bartlett’s (1932) work on remembering explores the parallels between cultural
transmission at a group level and remembering at an individual level, and discusses
the ways in which social groups reconstruct their traditions—noting that remember-
ing occurs in the group and not by the group. In his analysis of cultural dynamics,
Bartlett (1923) explores how social groups evolve through cultural contact. All
groups have ‘cultural patterns’ distinctive to them, which guide the ‘borrowing’
and ‘blending’ of cultural elements when they come into contact with other groups.
Groups tend to selectively preserve old elements by way of constantly adapting the
new. In this way, cultural patterns retain their continuity through their ‘plastic’. Even
in extreme cases, such as forced conversion to Christianity, new cultural elements
may retain the significance of the old, thus preserving the cultural patterns of the
group at a deeper level. For example, Bartlett (1925) described how long after the
Spanish conquest and conversion of the inhabitants of New Guinea, Christian
religious paraphernalia were found being offered to the ‘overthrown’ deities. It is
this flexible way in which a group’s values and traditions are actively and
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continuously adapted to present conditions, thereby both preserved and changed, that
we wish to explore in what follows.

Values are important elements of cultural and social interpretative frameworks
(Tsirogianni and Gaskell 2011). What aspects of past events are made salient in the
exercise of remembering and interpreting past events is guided by what a community
holds as significant and worthy. Some events or interpretations are held onto and
become part of the social firmament whereas others are forgotten. Beliefs and
interpretations that stick are beliefs and interpretations that are valued for what project
they represent. In this way, social values imbue social representations with worth for a
community at some point in time.

The construction of social representations that make past events meaningful
for a community’s present purposes, is thus a deeply value-laden process
transmitted across generations and time, and used as a standard to evaluate
past and present goals, events, and states of affairs. Social representations are
thus value-laden carriers of collective memory. Beliefs are the ingredients that
make up social representations, and some beliefs pertain to past events and
their understanding by a community. As we seek to demonstrate in this paper,
these beliefs, in their turn, serve as a framework of interpretation for new or
present events, and as such, they ensure the primacy of “the past over the
present, response over the stimuli and images over ‘reality’” (Moscovici 2000,
p. 37).

The Epidemiological Time-Series Model

The approach we would like to advance in this paper presents a theoretical perspec-
tive for explaining social behaviour in terms of a historical evolution of ideas and
values that imbue current objectifications of the world with remnants from the past.
We have argued that this requires a historical focus (see also Knights this issue). We
recognise that this proposal is not a straightforward affair, in that the scientific
credentials associated with such an undertaking may yet require establishment. The
historical record, in the social sciences, is largely considered to be interpretative and
subjective and bound to the sociocultural context in which it is produced more so than
it is bound to the sociocultural context it seeks to describe. Historical representation is
a representation from someone’s point of view that is in itself contingent on the socio-
historical circumstances of its production. For this reason, the historical record is yet
to achieve the status of scientific credibility. The risk associated with this enterprise is
that we might be reconstructing particular versions of history that suit our analytical
purposes. On the other hand, such limitations do not detract from the theoretical
requirement of looking at the past trajectory of a representational project, as we will
seek to do in our case analysis hereunder. Our analysis demonstrates the merits of
such an undertaking in explaining social behaviour that is otherwise anomalous given
the present state of social psychological theory and explanation.

The second point we advance in this paper is the proposition of a ratchet effect for
social representations. We have argued that meaning evolves through time, and each
adaptation ensures the representation’s survival, exercising an influence on present
social relations through collective remembering that brings to such relations remnants
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from the past. This point is consequential in two respects. Firstly, contemporary social
relations cannot be understood solely in terms of the present. Circumstances that
bring people into social relations in the present may constitute a present crossing-over
of historical trajectories that represent different projects and that may be leading
different communities in completely different directions. Understanding present social
relations, therefore, clearly requires an appreciation of both historical circumstances and
future aspirations, and a present conflict or cooperative effort may not accurately
represent similar historical convergence. This point may be a somewhat obvious remark
when discussing issues such as conflict resolution, but we find that such ‘historicity’ is
largely overlooked in contemporary models and explanations of social behaviour. We
realise that not all social representations studies will benefit from a historical focus, but,
we argue, some do and for these we seek to describe a rationale for doing so. The second
point that ensues from our proposed ratchet effect is that the identification of core and
peripheral elements of a social representation may also transpire under historical
analysis. Tracing the evolution and adaptation of a social representation is an interpre-
tative exercise that needs to be taken into account in describing a social representation.
In our view, methods that base a distinction of core and peripheral elements on
structured semiotic relations of present beliefs may be somewhat misguided, as the core
of a representation is the stable set of beliefs that adapts and survives over time, as
opposed to a clustered set at some particular point in time.

In what follows, we proceed to apply our model to a case study of Maltese
migrants in London. We explore the ways time has shaped the meanings of certain
values, their interrelationships and their linkage to cultural identities for Maltese
immigrants relative to their compatriots. Intercultural relations amongst communities
can be a source of enrichment as well as discord due to divergences in worldviews
and cultural practices. At times different communities seem able to get along, while at
other times relations break down into outright hostility. Immigrant communities are
commonly held to pursue integration, assimilation, separation, or marginalization
acculturation strategies in establishing relations with host communities (Berry 2011).
Two of these strategies are relevant for the present paper. Acculturation strategies that
involve a positive valence towards the host country alternate between integration and
assimilation (Berry 2011). Integration refers to a strategy that maintains positive
relations with one’s country of origin, whereas assimilation refers to an acculturation
strategy that seeks dissociation from native folk. These acculturation strategies,
however, are not invariable. Though it has been argued that integration is the best
form of multicultural policy (Berry 2011), such a strategy may not be the preferred
option for particular communities at particular points in time.

In the following case study we note an anomalous finding regarding acculturation
preferences amongst the Maltese community in London that emerged in a recent study
undertaken by the first author. During interviews, respondents invariably expressed a
preference for assimilation. What is anomalous about this finding is that Maltese
immigrants across the world set up sizeable communities elsewhere such that today,
Maltese quarters can be found in places like New York, Melbourne and Toronto. By
contrast, no such well-established community exists presently in Britain, despite a
similar wave of Maltese migration to this country after the Second World War. This,
however, was not always the case. A sizeable Maltese community sprang up in London
after the war that eventually disintegrated due to well-documented circumstances that
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we revisit hereunder (see Dench 1975), in which the community became associated
with criminality. Whilst these events are long-forgotten by Londoners, Maltese
migrants to Britain seemingly retain an understanding of these events in their
collective remembering that shapes their present lack of community relations and
that justifies their preference for assimilation in this particular context and not
elsewhere. Our explanation for the particularity of this finding has to do with the
historicity of social representations over time, which we discussed above. Our proposal
is that psychological life has continuity and is subject to the influence of a constructed and
potentially reconstituted past, as well as to future anticipated outcomes and expectations
(Harre and van Langenhove 1999). We argue that explanations that fail to consider
historicity are limited insofar as they exclude a concern with human purpose. As we
demonstrate hereunder, understanding forms of social behaviour that draw on lay
explanations of social relations requires a deconstructive effort that maps the evolu-
tionary trajectory of a representational project in terms of its adaptation over time.

Case Study: Community relations amongst the Maltese in London

As noted above, objectifications of aspects of the world structure social relations in
terms of inherently meaningful behaviour for a community, which meaning is in itself an
evolved structure of beliefs and ideas, remnants of past projects in which the community
was engaged, and which survived changing sociohistorical circumstances. Accordingly,
any understanding of currently manifest social behaviour requires an appraisal of
evolved meaning that is specific to a particular community, and that pertains to its
particular collective life over its own personal history. We proceed to present data that
emerged in a recent study investigating the perspectives of Maltese immigrants to the
United Kingdom in the wake of European integration that illustrates this account. We
adopt a two-pronged approach to our case study. We start by presenting data that
demonstrates an assimilationist theme across respondents. We draw on interview data
to demonstrate how the Maltese retain a scepticism for association with their fellow
counterparts. We then proceed to present a case study of a respondent who in his long-
standing settlement in Britain and negotiation of relations with locals as well as fellow
countrymen over the years, presents clues as to why the Maltese may treat their fellow
immigrants with suspicion. The case we present bridges the present state of affairs of the
Maltese community in Britain with its disintegration in the sixties, as documented by
Dench (1975). We then proceed to revisit Dench’s anthropological inquiry that draws
extensively on the historical record in accounting for the disintegration of the Maltese
community in London during the sixties. We conclude that for a context-specific
understanding of social relations, history and social psychology can be bridged in an
epidemiological time-series model that maps the adaptation of ideas over time and
across different projects up to the point of providing a justification for contemporary
social behaviour that is incongruous with the present state of acculturation theory.

Study 1: Maltese Migrants to Britain

The present study involved forty qualitative in-depth interviews with Maltese
migrants to Britain, some of whom had re-patriated, and was undertaken over the
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last and first quarters of 2008 and 2009 respectively. The study queried into the
various points of view of immigrants with regards to their host country and
their country of origin. Methodological details and findings that demonstrate
variances across point of view types (Sammut & Gaskell 2010) have been
published elsewhere (see Sammut 2010, 2012). The present data, however, was
consistent and invariable across the various points of view, regardless of
whether respondents expressed a preference for life in Britain or life in Malta,
of whether they aimed at returning to Malta or settling in Britain, and regard-
less of whether their views towards Malta and Britain could be typified as open
or closed-minded (Sammut & Gaskell 2010). Regardless of the variable types,
respondents expressed a preference for limited interaction with fellow Maltese
immigrants, and argued that had they wanted the company of fellow Maltese they
would have stayed in Malta. For this reason they did not actively seek out other
Maltese people during their stay in Britain. Whereas for a lot of immigrants, native
communities are a source of support and social capital in a foreign land (Sammut
2012; Sammut et al. 2012), respondents chose to do away with such support and
relied only on their own resources.

it was just us, no one really helped […] we didn’t search for support, no one
ever saw me in the worst of times. (Respondent 7).

Respondent 12 provides a clue as to why this might be the case:

the primary source of support is mostly ourselves; we’re not the type to seek
support outside of our nucleus; we’re an independent type; no one helped us to
settle, we knew people but we wanted to do it ourselves; the only help we got
were services that we paid for, we didn’t seek support […] it wasn’t easy but I’d
rather do it like that; otherwise you get obliged and I don’t like to be in that
situation. (Respondent 12).

The desire to make it on their own and to avoid community relations seems to have
underlined respondents’ desire for assimilation, for fear of incurring obligations with
fellow Maltese that could turn sour. Looking at the historical underpinnings of this
relational approach, they are placing importance on the values of honour and auton-
omy, which as we saw have historical significance and are central to the Maltese
identity. But they are doing this at the expense of security, by emphasising the need to
gain control over their lives and affirming their agency without any help from the
community despite the difficulty of this endeavour. At the same time, they affirm the
value of autonomy by opening themselves to the diversity and opportunities that
British culture offers them. Both of these findings are in line with those outlined by
Dench (1975) and may be particular to the Maltese community in Britain. The goal of
assimilation as well as the scepticism directed towards fellow countrymen, was
reiterated across respondents:

there are Maltese people here but I don’t seek them out; maybe because I know
they’re not my type. (Respondent 32).
I know Maltese who have been here but didn’t integrate; we want to integrate
now that we’re here, we want to be part of this community now, that’s why we
came here. (Respondent 25).
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Efforts at building community that are instigated by the Malta High Commission
in London in partnership with the Maltese Culture Movement (an association of long-
time immigrants to the UK, who migrated to Britain around the sixties), due to this
deep-seated scepticism, go largely unheeded. Many respondents do not participate in
such initiatives at all, whilst others participate for functional reasons.

I do participate in Maltese cultural events but they are a tad antiquated, I
participate to buy pastizzi1, rather than to participate in a Maltese feast.
(Respondent 4).

The event Respondent 4 refers to in this excerpt is Malta Day, held annually in
Westminster Cathedral in London on the 8th of September. The event involves a
religious mass (Catholic), and a street procession with a brass-band and fireworks
bearing a statue of Our Lady of Victory. Similar feasts are held annually in Malta over
summer in every Maltese village, paying homage to the local patron saint, and a
replication of a feast is officially organized each year. The event attracts a number of
Maltese residing in Britain, but it has failed to stimulate community. The event is
better attended indoors, where Maltese food items are sold and where visitors
socialise with each other in an annex to Westminster cathedral, than when the
celebration is subsequently taken to the streets. When the first author attended one
such event, the congregation withered once the community event became visible to
the outside by way of a street procession. Many attendees did not join the ranks of the
procession, even if they had made an effort to get to the event. Rather, they stood by
the side and became onlookers, just like locals pacing the streets around Westminster
who happened upon the event and stopped to take a look. Others, rather than joining
the procession in line as is customary in Malta, opted for distance by following the
route across the other side of the road. Additionally, very few young generation
immigrants joined the procession at all. Most participants, once the community event
became public, were older migrants who presumably moved to Britain at the time of
Dench’s inquiry.

It seems, therefore, that whilst participants are drawn to a community event that
celebrates their country of origin, for some reason some of them are loathe of making
their affiliation with this community public. It seems that older generation immigrants
are less wary than younger ones. This might be due to the fact that older aged Maltese
immigrants to Britain may be subject to stereotypes that the Maltese hold of the
Maltese in Britain and the communities that existed there at the time of Dench’s
investigation, lodged in collective remembering of the Maltese. This is evident in the
following extract, where Respondent 10 expresses a wariness of association with
fellow Maltese. Respondent 10 did not seek out Maltese community and she did not
attend Maltese cultural events even if these were easily accessible to her due to
geographical proximity.

maybe this is a stereotype, but I met someone who’s been here 40 years and he
was boasting on a plane that he got rabbits2 from Malta. The fact that the
Maltese here are proud of these things, I think they’re closed-minded. If you

1 Typical indigenous Maltese pasties
2 Farmed rabbits are a Maltese delicacy and commonly regarded as the national dish
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have to be proud of Malta you can be proud of different things. After all these
years is this how you show off? And I associate the Maltese community with
that stereotype. (Respondent 10).

These findings are rather surprising given the different ways respondents acquire
the ability to fit in and find a balance between the values of tradition and openness to
change and diversity. For example, respondent 1 stated that her life in Britain has
improved markedly ever since a few other Maltese acquaintances of hers also moved
to Britain, as these have now come to constitute her social network. Respondent 37
claimed that for her, fellow Maltese in Britain were her ‘extended family’. And
respondent 35 argued that whilst she does not fit in with the Maltese in Malta, the
Maltese in Britain are different from the Maltese in Malta. One would therefore have
expected similar differences in the acculturation objectives of different respondents,
but no evidence for this emerged in the course of this inquiry. On the other hand, and
equally surprisingly, there was also no evidence for significant culture loss amongst
the respondents, despite their common desire for assimilation. Respondents retained
their ability to converse in the Maltese language, identified themselves as Maltese,
displayed Maltese artifacts in their homes, and stayed in touch with Maltese affairs
and Maltese networks, particularly their families. Even the staunchest assimilationist
respondents made it a point to keep contact with their families and to remember
events such as the birthdays of friends and relatives.

Study 2: The Case of Bertu

Bertu was a long-term immigrant to the UK. Bertu was in his seventies and living in
an independent-living retirement community. He had migrated to London when in his
twenties, over 50 years before the interview. In that time, he had brought up his
family in Britain, but had retained Maltese roots. He described himself strongly and
unequivocally as Maltese, although he claimed he belonged in both countries. He had
retained exclusive Maltese citizenship, he boasted of his ability to converse in the
Maltese language, he described himself as “Maltese through and through”, and he
flew back regularly to both visit his family and support his local football team in
important matches:

do not feel British; why should I; I act like Maltese, I speak Maltese; I can speak
to you Maltese like normal [interview was conducted in English] … I do not
feel Britainised; I’ve been here 50 years, I speak the language, I meet British
people, I like British things, football, but only because I’m here; if I were in
Malta I’d be into Maltese things

Voicing a degree of nostalgia about Malta, Bertu argued that:

when it’s your country it’s your country, my family is there, my mother, my
brother, my brother is buried in Malta, we have a family grave; don’t know
where I will be buried; when it comes to things like this I like it

Bertu had at one point taken his family back to Malta but his wife, who was
foreign, had found it difficult to settle due to the fact that their household income had
been relatively low. He claimed that had circumstances been different, they may well
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have stayed. Bertu claimed he had no problems fitting in Malta, despite the time he
had been away, because he was Maltese and still had acquaintances there.

Describing his early years in Britain and how he was able to draw on the network
he got going when he moved to Britain, Bertu claimed that:

at first I had problems being Maltese here; like you’re not wanted in this country;
but as you start working you find it’s not as bad; I thought it would be worse, like
taking their jobs; I coped because I mixed with people, if I didn’t; English people
are very racist but when you mix, they know you’re foreigner but when you mix
you’re accepted; there’s no problem when foreigners integrate

He then went on to claim that:

I got friends, not many many, mostly British; I make friends straight away; I can
walk in anywhere and make friends […] English people helped me in the first
few years, they used to take me places, I was given space, I found them very
nice people, they respect you

Asked about his relations with fellow Maltese immigrants in Britain, Bertu
reiterates much of the claims made by other respondents in justification for ditching
community relations. His discourse echoes a conflict between the values of openness
to change and diversity and tradition. He draws both on Maltese and British cultural
resources to talk about his identity as a migrant and affirms the central role both
tradition and openness to change play in his identity. But in his attempt to resolve this
incompatibility, Bertu did not draw on the values of security and honour. For him it is
the tension between tradition and openness to diversity/autonomy that features
prominently in his decision to distance himself from the Maltese community, evoking
feelings of disappointment and sadness rather than shame. He lamented the fact that
he did not have any at present, but did so in the following way:

I didn’t like the Maltese here, it seemed like they didn’t change, they lived like
they did in Malta and I didn’t like that, I wanted to integrate … I’m not saying
it’s wrong, but I didn’t like it. I made some Maltese friends after a couple of
years, I joined the Maltese club, we used to go dancing, used to organise things
and get together, but now I’m cut off, everyone went their separate ways … it’s
a shame we don’t have community here, but the ones I described they stayed
Maltese, whereas I talk to everybody. I used to meet Maltese people and then
find out they were no good, so I’d steer clear… it was exaggerated in the papers
[referring to the criminal events that marked the community in the sixties]

Despite the fact that he had resided away from Malta twice the time he had resided
there, Bertu’s Maltese roots remained uncompromised and, sitting up from the sofa he
was sitting on during the interview, he affirmed that were his daughter to go there, he
would “pack up and leave right now”.

The assimilationist preferences expressed by respondents in this study could have
suggested either ‘push’ factors that were motivating respondents to flee their country
of origin, or ‘pull’ factors that were drawing them to their host country (Berry et al.
2002) to the extent that they were inclined to shed their original culture. As we
demonstrate in our case analysis hereunder, however, this is not the case. In light of
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historical conditions that we proceed to revisit and that Dench (1975) traces back to
Medieval times and the practice of concubinage, we argue that these circumstances
historically provided the Maltese the opportunity to enact the values of security,
autonomy and honour, that centuries later become a source of conflict for the Maltese
in Britain, as they are anchored in memories about the sex industry in Valletta and its
exportation to London and consequently the Maltese community there. This kind of
conflict is fraught with feelings of shame and the respondents in the case study
detailed above resolved it by disengaging themselves from the Maltese community
that was viewed as a threat to these values.

Case History: The Maltese Community in London

The Maltese established a sizable native community in London in the sixties and
seventies, following mass migration from the country after the second world war. Malta
was a British dominion at the time, so theMaltese had freedom of travel and residence in
the UK. The Maltese also embarked on mass migration to Australia and Canada at the
time, and Maltese communities in those countries survive to date. However, the Maltese
community in London perished towards the end of the seventies. As noted, the details of
this have been extensively documented by Dench (1975).

Dench investigated the Maltese community in London in an effort to under-
stand processes that lead to the erosion of ethnic consciousness. Dench docu-
mented how the Maltese community withered following a string of events that
brought the community under attack from the national media in Britain. In
particular, these had to do with the fact that members of the Maltese commu-
nity were involved in an organised vice network offering mostly sexual enter-
tainment. According to Dench, in consequence, “Among a community with a
generally bad reputation, the Maltese had a specifically bad name” (1975, p. 71).
Dench estimates that at the time of his inquiry, as much as a quarter of settlers were
serving or had served prison terms, with the completed criminality rate being3 being
higher yet. Dench’s interest in studying the community preceded the press crusade
against the Maltese, after noting that some Maltese immigrants not only did not make
an effort to engage with their native community, but went to great lengths not to. The
Maltese community disintegrated after significant hostile press and following a
revision of laws regarding sexual services. Curbs in immigration following Malta’s
independence from the UK meant that the community could not be sustainably
replenished.

In his efforts to map the erosion of Maltese community in Britain, Dench
(1975) charted the origins of this same community. According to Dench, due to the
extent of damages experienced in World War II, Malta precipitated into recession
leading to widespread poverty and mass migration. Migration agreements were
established, as noted, with Australia and Canada that saw numerous skilled workers
emigrate to these countries. Others opted to take their chances in Britain. The British
garrison provided Malta with a significant economic boost after the war, as sailors
required all sorts of supplies to sustain the significant military presence. Amongst

3 The chance of being convicted at some time during settlement
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these were those of an entertainment kind. The Grand Harbour region in Malta,
particularly the capital city Valletta, became hubs of entertainment for British
troops. The local workers who served in this industry were often unskilled and
uneducated individuals with little reasonable prospects of alternative employ-
ment. Through working in this industry, they came to develop ties with the
British and learn enough of the language to take their chances in migrating to
Britain. In Britain, these individuals did the same as they had done in Malta.
They flocked to the docklands in London and established a cafe society that
provided culinary and sexual services to visiting sailors that, to their mind, the
British supposedly acceded. In the absence of a regulated industry of sex
entertainment in Britain at the time, these individuals prospered. According to
Dench, this state of affairs led to the community attracting seasoned criminals
from Malta to work in the pimping trade and mastermind a vice-network that
would eventually attract the loathe of the public and the hand of the law.

Dench’s (1975) study is a masterful anthropological inquiry into ethnic conscious-
ness. In his studies, Dench visited Malta to investigate the situation in its origin.
He documents how in Maltese society, the habits displayed by the Maltese
community in Britain were as, if not more, despicable. According to Dench, the
moral regulation exercised by the Catholic Church in Malta condemned the
satisfaction of sexual desires. The proferring of such services to foreign and
wealthy British troops was, however, condoned. In a collapsed economy fol-
lowing extensive calamity brought about by the second world war, the sex
industry became a means for some to survive.

Dench noted double-standards that applied to the sexual consummation of intimate
relations in the case of foreigners and Maltese, and inquired into the nature of this
excusation. He traces the roots of this double standard through historical records to
medieval times when the country was ruled by The Knights of the Sovereign Military
Hospitaller Order of St John of Jerusalem of Rhodes and of Malta. At the time, Malta
was similarly ruled by a foreign order made up of armed, wealthy, and foreign troops
who were similarly engaged in protecting the country’s sovereignty through armed
conflict. The local population similarly suffered and benefitted from favours
bestowed by this foreign occupation. In more specific terms, a characteristic form
of interpersonal and intimate relations emerged between these monks, sworn to
celibate chastity, and young, attractive ladies from the local population. At the time,
chivalric love was condoned. Its expressed, if often unpracticed, ideal was an intimate
and noble love that was supposedly transcendental. Chivalric love could not be
consummated between husband and wife due to its spoiling through sexual inter-
course. Concubinage, on the other hand, provided locals the mechanism to preserve
and enact values of economic security as well as family honour, insofar as it was
meant to be asexual. The idea, therefore, that privation could be alleviated through
intimate relations with chivalrous, foreign rulers was, to the population, a grace that
would save them from poverty as well as the throes of the enemy and allow them to
enact the value of autonomy, and has its origin in these noble aspirations. The idea
would, according to Dench, centuries later justify the sex industry in Valletta along
with its exportation to Britain by the Maltese community in the sixties and seventies,
when the value of security would be implemented in ways that would come into
conflict with the value of honour.
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Case Analysis

The trail of an idea imbued with social values, as posited by Dench, from medieval
times through to erotic entertainment in the aftermath of the second world war, to its
culmination in a ring of prostitution amongst the Maltese community in Britain in the
sixties and seventies, is undoubtedly astounding. Moreover, it is certainly open to
critical interpretation, not least due to the fact that it relies for evidence on the
historical record, as well as the fact that the actual behaviour involved was a noble,
transcendental aspiration in its origin, but a mark of depravity in its later expression.
And yet, this trail of an idea helps explain not only the double standard noted by
Dench (1975) amongst the Maltese in Malta themselves, it further explains the
seemingly inherent criminality of the Maltese community in Britain in the sixties.
More important to the present cause, it explains the bipolar anomaly of contemporary
community relations amongst the Maltese in Britain. On the one hand, Maltese
immigrants are fond and proud of their native country, whilst on the other hand they
are loathe to socialise with fellow Maltese.

In acculturation studies, such a state presents a stark anomaly in two respects.
Firstly, it is clear that whilst respondents are disinclined to associate with fellow
Maltese in Britain, they are not similarly inclined to disassociate with their compa-
triots elsewhere, so much so that they regularly travel to Malta and strive to keep their
Maltese networks alive. The case of Bertu is most illustrative, in that despite ample
opportunity for naturalisation, despite having lived twice as long in Britain as he did
in Malta, and despite the possibility afforded him of dual citizenship, throughout the
years he retained an exclusively Maltese passport that he proudly displayed to the
researcher because he retained himself Maltese. Nevertheless, in his own time, Bertu
admittedly steered clear of fellow Maltese when he found out they were up to no
good, and he remains to date without any association with fellow native migrants.
Secondly, no similar such relations have been recorded in other Maltese communities
in other countries. One cannot, therefore, ascribe the efforts to dissociate from
Maltese community to immigrant culture-shedding due to some problematic aspect
of Maltese identity in general, as this would otherwise transpire also in these other
Maltese immigrant communities.

We suggest that the explanation of distancing efforts is perhaps better attributable
to the collective remembering of the Maltese and their ideas of their compatriots who
went to Britain to scrape a living in unsanctioned ways. Honour and security transpire
as important values in Dench’s investigation as well as in the present studies and
emerge as valued elements of Maltese history and identity. Concubinage in medieval
times was a way to achieve security through honourable means. Yet from the
contemporary Maltese migrants’ perspective, honour was relegated in favour of
autonomy and security through the activities their compatriots engaged in during
the years following World War II. So while these values are central in the Maltese
tradition, they lead to tensions when they are anchored in the memory of compatriots’
activities. Seemingly, to avoid placing a value on depravity as well as to maintain
autonomy, Maltese immigrants draw a sharp distinction between themselves and the
community. Respondents referred to Maltese cultural events in Britain as antiquated,
and that Maltese immigrants are proud of their Malteseness in wrong ways. Bertu was
ambivalent in relating with the Maltese community at its infamous time. He at once
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says that he joined the Maltese club and used to meet regularly with fellowMaltese and
go dancing, as well as that ‘it’ [Maltese criminality in Britain] was exaggerated in the
press, whilst at the same time saying that he was different from them and that he would
find out that they were up to no good. The Maltese in Britain recognise the self-
descriptive social representation of the Maltese as morally corruptible if it comes to
scraping a living. They recognise themselves, as Maltese, such and so. They then strive
to distance themselves from this representation by shunning community relations, whilst
at the same time seeking proximity with the Maltese through oft-visitation.

In these accounts of Maltese migration to Britain, and given the historical context
documented in Dench’s inquiry, one can infer the evolution of a social representation
over time as a function of the representational project the social representation
achieves for participant subjects. In the present studies, the social representation of
securing a livelihood by getting intimate with a foreign ruler transpires under
historical analysis of the Maltese. This representational core is what the Maltese
recognise in their own kind when in Britain, and from which they seek dissociation. It
is this evolutionary adaptation of the social representation that marks its change over
historical time from a transcendental ideal at one point in time to a despicable and
corrupt practice at a later point, from which present Maltese immigrants seek disso-
ciation. The representation is not activated in relations both with other communities
in Britain and with other Maltese outside of Britain. It is this idea that has become
lodged and identifiable in Maltese collective remembering.

At this point, therefore, we can present the following epidemiological time-series
model accounting for context-specific social relations amongst the Maltese in London
empirically documented above (Table 1): At time 1, a social representation of
Maltese-foreigner relations (based on chivalric love, which was founded on values
of honour and security) evolved to sexual entertainment with British marines at time 2
(post-war years) and was exported to London at time 3 amongst the Maltese com-
munity in London (during this period the values of security and autonomy were
brought to the fore and change meaning), as justification for the organization of a
vice-network (the values of autonomy and security are used by the Maltese migrants
to distance themselves from the old ways of life). At time 4 (present) the represen-
tation is recognized by Maltese who seek to dissociate themselves from fellow
Maltese immigrants for fear they end up getting involved in the wrong affairs. At
this point, the representation of getting by getting intimate with foreign rulers has
become a loathed self-stereotype amongst the Maltese, and justifies a preference for
assimilation acculturation strategies in Britain over other forms.

It appears, therefore, that the reverence associated with chivalric love and the
honour it bestowed in medieval times were merely peripheral elements, whilst
economic fortitude constituted the representation’s core, seeing that it is this aspect
of the social representation of concubinage that has survived. This is in line with the
postulates of CNT. Indeed, were it not so, the very representation of chivalric love in
its original form would have been challenged by the common instances of sinful
degeneration of these relations into sexual consummation, as the many Maltese
surnames that survive today and that trace their lineage to the knights attests. In spite
of such transgressions, the representation of chivalric love remained serving its
purpose (or project), and insofar as this purpose was intimacy/economic wellbeing
as opposed to holiness, the challenge of sin could not obliterate its meaning, as indeed
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it didn’t. Moreover, the changes that have occurred in the social representation have
ensued situational and political changes in the social reality of the Maltese and their
project of self-sustenance. This is also in line with what the toblerone-model predi-
cates. All of this suggests, therefore, that from the Maltese perspective, the core of the
social representation of chivalric love was more to do with economic wellbeing than
with transcendental worship. Across its evolution, this element was disposed of when
later, at a time when no such transcendental aspirations had any currency in public life
(i.e. the after-war years), the representation of economic wellbeing through intimate
relations with foreign rulers adapted and survived by shedding the peripheral moral
aspect. At this point we can note, therefore, that once a representation undergoes
some such change in its peripheral elements, this seems to carry forward irreversibly
akin to a ratchet effect.

In conclusion, we would also like to tease out specific contributions that the
historical analysis undertaken in this paper makes to social psychological
theory. Firstly, our analysis demonstrates the identity functions of representa-
tional projects, even as these accrue over time. The Maltese in London seem to
prefer assimilationist acculturation over integration to preserve a positive social
identity. Yet in keeping their Maltese identity and maintaining their Maltese
networks in Malta, they seem disposed to change ‘ingroups’ depending on the
contextual features of their migrant relations. Additionally, the case study of the
Maltese community in the sixties undertaken by Dench along with the present
historical analysis suggest that an outgroup’s perceptions of the ingroup have
the power to change how the ingroup perceive themselves and who they
associate with, and that these perceptions carry over in time due to a ratchet
effect even when the outgroup’s perceptions themselves change due to changing
historical circumstances. This latter point suggests further that one way ingroup
identities and self-social representations are formed is by adopting the perspec-
tive of the other towards one’s own group. Maltese in London disassociate from
other Maltese due to their adopting the perspective of the British towards the
Maltese during the sixties, which saw certain forms of social behaviour engaged
in by the Maltese as despicable, even though for fellow Maltese these might
have been justifiable in terms of other values. Finally, the case analysis
demonstrates that social representations and associated forms of social behav-
iour at times ‘fail to go away’, even when the circumstances that justified their
being in a particular historical epoch have changed and no longer warrant their
existence.

Table 1 Epidemiological time-series model of social representation of Maltese-foreign relations over
history

Historical epoch Setting Social Behaviour Values

Time 1 Medieval Times Malta Chivalric Love Honour, Security

Time 2 After-war years Malta Sexual entertainment Security, Survival

Time 3 After-war years London Sexual entertainment (illicit) Security, Autonomy

Time 4 Contemporary London Dissociation from fellow countrymen Security, Autonomy, Respect
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Abstract With the evolution of computer-mediated communication and the arrival of
new virtual environments, there are potential implications for how the Self may be
conceptualised. This paper considers these implications by examining the continuities
and discontinuities between the Self in virtual and non-virtual environments, and
contemporary and historical settings. Symbolic Interaction and Activity Theory
approaches emphasise the Self as emerging in context, through Self-Other and Self-
environment interactions in the minutiae of everyday life, but to some extent fore-
ground physical rather than virtual interactions. Interactions in virtual environments
are characterised by specific forms of embodiment and the experience of “presence”,
with avatars providing embodiment for interaction separate from the physical world
and interaction with others being one of the determinants of presence. The complex-
ion of Self-Other interactions in virtual environments is circumscribed by the char-
acteristics of communications and relationships that occur in them, which are
constrained by reduced social cues but overcome through the invention of techniques
driven by the desire to socially interact. This paper highlights the role of symbolic
mediation in the emergence of Self in virtual environments and posits that, while
emergence of Self is interactive in nature, virtual environments are particular sites for
a Self where the specific role of social interaction must be foregrounded.

Keywords Virtual self . Virtual environments . Virtual relationships . Social
interactions . Symbolic interaction . Activity theory

Introduction: Virtual Environments and Implications for Theories of Self

The Internet has been transformed from the “information superhighway” (Poster
1995, p.81) of the twentieth century to a “globally shared playground and workspace”
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(Messinger et al. 2009, p.204) in the twenty-first. The increased availability of high
speed Internet, concurrent with New Technologies and computer-mediated commu-
nication (CMC), has been accompanied by a wide variety of virtual environments.1

These virtual environments take many forms. Some are asynchronous in nature and
essentially text based, where participants make posts or respond to the posts of others,
or can upload and share data, information and links to pictures, music and films; these
include Internet “forums” and Social Networking Sites (SNS), such as Facebook,
Twitter and Academia.edu. Other environments are also text-dependent but synchro-
nous and allow participants to communicate in “real time”; these include “chat
rooms” and the Instant Messenger clients provided by the Yahoo!, MSN and AOL
Web portals. In more recent years, increased computer graphic capabilities have
facilitated the emergence of synchronous graphical environments, where participants
use “avatars” to interact in “real time”; these include so-called “virtual worlds”, such
as Second Life and World of Warcraft.2

There are several types of virtual world with different orientations, including
education, music, specialist communities and role-play gaming.3 “Self-determined
virtual worlds” offer a particular form of environment, of which Second Life is the
best-known example.4 Unlike worlds that have an orientation towards a specific
interest, these have no pre-determined purpose; their main purpose is socialising. The
lack of externally determined purpose means, besides for meeting and interacting
with others, participants use them for myriad reasons, such as commercial ventures,
education, and role-play (Boellstorff 2008; Messinger et al. 2009). As such, they can
overlap with worlds with clearly delineated purpose, but in ways which mean
participants can have many different experiences within the same virtual environ-
ment. In the case of Second Life, everything within the virtual world is created by
those who use it, rather than the creators of the programme: its users replicate aspects
of the physical world,5 such as geography, landmarks and social structures, as well as
creating environments and identities usual found in science fiction or fantasy.

One surprising aspect of all these virtual environments is the extent to which
relationships and emotional experiences with others play a role. Indeed, the fact that
virtual environments are sites where people establish communities, forge friendships,
create familial ties and experience romantic and sexual intimacy with others, is well
documented (e.g. Boellstorff 2008; Evans 2011; Gilbert et al. 2011; Hercheui 2011;
Rheingold 2000). There has been a fascination with this aspect of the Internet, both
from the media in the outside world (e.g. Morris 2008) and the users themselves, who

1 This paper uses the term “virtual environment” to refer to any space facilitated by the Internet and
accessed via electronic media such as computers, mobile telephones and tablets, where participants interact
with one another. It does not include the Cave Automatic Virtual Environments, i.e. systems where
projectors are used to create immersive environments in room-sized cubes, as described by Cruz-Neira,
et al. (1992), for example.
2 For graphical virtual environments, a wide variety of terms is used synonymously, including virtual
world, metaverse, synthetic world, MUV (multi-user virtual environment) and IVE (immersive virtual
environment). For consistency this paper always uses the expression “virtual world”.
3 Worlds dedicated to role-play gaming are commonly called Massively Multiplayer Online Role Playing
Games (MMORPGs). See Messinger et al. (2009) for a taxonomy of virtual world types.
4 See Boellstorff (2008) and Au (2008) for detailed histories of the creation of Second Life.
5 The expression “physical world” is used to differentiate virtual environments from what participants
commonly term “real life”, as described by Peachey and Childs (2011).
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spend time discussing “virtual relationships” in online blogs and fora (Gilbert et al.
2011).6

At the same time as virtual environments have emerged, an academic debate
has ensued on the place that they, and the New Technologies that facilitate
them, hold in contemporary life, in particular their impact on the experience of
Self. They have been argued as encouraging a Self that is “decentred, dispersed
and multiplied in continuous instability” (Poster 1990, p.6), inauthentic and
unknowable (Gergen 1991), while concurrently posited as facilitating a Self that is
an agentic, “reflexive project” (Giddens 1990, 1991) and allowing people to be
“masters of self-presentation and self-creation” (Turkle 1996, p.158). As the technol-
ogy has evolved and become more integrated into everyday contemporary life, this
debate has subsided somewhat, with current efforts focussing more on how virtual
environments are experienced and how they can be used to enhance experience,
rather than questioning their role in the experience of the Self as a whole.7

Given that there are claims that the number of virtual worlds accounts alone has
quadrupled in two years, to almost 1.8 billion (KZero 2012),8 deliberation on the role
of virtual environments in everyday experience continues to be important, in partic-
ular the experience of Self. This paper seeks to explore how we may theorise the Self
in the context of virtual environments. While other aspects of experience of Self in
virtual environments are highlighted, for example the relationship between an avatar
and its user, its main focus is on the role of interactions between online participants in
virtual settings. It demonstrates how any emerging theory that considers the Self in
virtual environments must foreground the role of interpersonal relationships and
interactions. In particular, one aspect of the exploration is to consider the extent to
which the experiences in contemporary virtual environments are novel and unique, or
in fact exhibit continuities with other environments, both contemporary and in
history.

The Emergence of Self: Context, Interaction, Activity and the Role of the Other

Before it is possible to consider a theoretical approach to the Self in virtual
environments, it is necessary to evaluate the role of context in the emergence of
Self, in particular as provided by the environment and other selves. Useful in
this analysis are concepts arising from the academic schools of Symbolic
Interaction and Activity Theory. While both having their roots in the early part
of the twentieth century, they have disparate origins and foci: Symbolic Inter-
action and its emphasis on the implications of social exchange originated in the

6 Typical examples of blog entries that discuss relationships in Second Life are Heron (2007) and Miles
(2008). Additionally, the virtual world Second Life publishes a specific forum on its website devoted to
what it calls “Lifestyles and Relationships” (see http://community.secondlife.com/t5/Lifestyles-and-Rela-
tionships/bd-p/lifestyles_relationships).
7 For some academics, the debate continues. For example, Turkle (2011) has recently argued that mediation
of experience by technology is having a deleterious impact on interpersonal relationships.
8 It is possible to have an account with more than one world, and to have more than one account with each
world; hence 1.8 billion accounts is not equivalent to 1.8 billion individuals.
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American mid-west, while Activity Theory and its emphasis on the implications
of physical action originated in communist Russia. However, despite these
distinctions, the approaches hold a common view of the relationship between
Self and context. In general, the role of context in Self-experience is widely
recognised, from the general role of culture in human subjectivity (e.g. Markus
and Kitayama 1991), through to the role of one-to-one relationships between
individuals in providing the basis of knowledge regarding Self and others (e.g. the
theory of Relational Self, as discussed by Andersen and Chen 2002). Nevertheless,
there is also a general assumption that aspects such as Self-perception, construal and
esteem are mental phenomena, with social environment relegated to an influencing
factor. Symbolic Interaction and Activity Theory go beyond this: the Self is not just
influenced by context, it emerges from context. A brief overview of these approaches
will substantiate their common view that the Self is nothing without context, but
moreover illustrate how the Self cannot become without the Other.

The Symbolic Interaction approach has at its heart the notion that the person
is not bounded and unitary, but a multiple product of interaction with others. It
has two main antecedents. The first is James’ conception of the Self as being
comprised of a subjective I and an objective Me, with “the Self as knower” and
“the Self as known” in constant dialogue, forming decisions on the kind of Self
to be (Baressi 2002; James 1890). The second antecedent is Cooley’s conception of
a “looking-glass Self” which imagines how it appears to and may be judged by others
(a “Generalised Other”) and then develops an emotional response to that judgement
(Cooley 1902; Robinson 2007). Following such ideas, Mead (1956) develops the
notion of Self as being an intrinsically social process, but de-emphasises the emo-
tional components that James and Cooley emphasise. He takes a social behaviourist
view, envisaging a Self that is purely the result of interaction, a “conversation of
gestures” between the Self and the Other: through such interaction, the Self adopts the
perspective of the Other and hence becomes Self-aware and hence the I/Me distinc-
tion arises. Meanwhile for Goffman (1959), interactions in social environments,
reflexivity on those interactions, and assessment of the judgements of others are also
fundamental, but he elaborates on these using theatrical metaphors. The presentation
of the Self is a salient part of everyday life and involves the strategic management of
information given intentionally or given off unintentionally (Papacharissi 2002), to
present a credible image to other interactants; hence the Self is likened to an actor on
a stage, using scripts and props to portray convincing performances in particular
settings. The Symbolic Interaction approach emphasises the multiplicity of the Self:
“we divide ourselves up in all sorts of different selves with reference to our acquain-
tances” (Mead 1962, p.142), with Self-awareness arising from “an awareness of the
multiplicity of roles that are performed in various situated contexts” (Elliot 2001,
p.31). It indicates a Self that is not bounded and static, but changes over time and
context, internalising the external world, anticipating the views of the Other and
acting upon them.

Activity Theory has its roots in the work of Vygotsky, Leont’ev and Luria,
with at its core the notion that cognition and knowledge are not just mental
structures and context independent, but embedded and interwoven with context,
arising through moment-to-moment interactions between the Self and context,
mediated by artifacts (Nardi 1996). Activity Theory in particular considers how
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every activity is comprised of: a subject (the person engaged in the activity); an object
(or objective) and motivations towards it; and actions, i.e. goal-oriented processes
towards achieving the objective. It envisages the Self as emerging from social
practices, with people as having conscious motivations towards self-generated goals,
such that “in essence, we are what we do” (Nardi 1996, p.88). One particular
perspective, Cultural-Historical Activity Theory, offers the basic premise that every
living organism is connected with the environment and every other organism in a
dynamic system, and through complex exchanges between organisms and environ-
ments open-ended and ongoing psychological processes emerge (Stetsenko and
Arievitch 2004). Through collaborative practice and with the aid of tools in socially
and historically specific cultural contexts, people change, create and re-create their
environment, hence changing themselves and gaining Self-knowledge in the process.
Hence, just as with Symbolic Interaction perspectives, the Self does not evolve and
exist in individual heads but as the result of intersubjective processes in the “collec-
tive practical involvements of humans in the world around them” (Stetsenko and
Arievitch 2004, p.484). This is a two-fold transition process: from the world into
practical goal-oriented activity and from activity to the subjective product (i.e. the
Self). Moreover, besides emerging as a result of activity, the Self can be a “leading
activity” in its own right (what Giddens 1990, might call a project): hence the Self is
constituted by what we do.

Consequently, for both Symbolic Interaction and Activity Theory approaches,
the Self is simultaneously social and individual. For both, without context there
can be no Self, since it arises as a result of the minutiae of everyday life, the
minute-by-minute interactions between the person and other persons, the person
and their context and environment. For both, tools and artifacts have a mediating
role in the emergence of Self, whether Goffman’s notion of props used by actors
to present a credible role, or Activity Theory’s notion of the Self emerging
through the use of tools as providers of cultural knowledge. For both, the role
of the Other is crucial in emergence of Self-awareness and knowledge, whether it
is as offering a position from which to reflect on oneself in the case of Symbolic
Interaction, or as a collaborator in enacting on and in the environment, in the
case of Activity Theory. For both, the Self is never accomplished, but always in
a state of becoming, emerging through reflexivity, in the case of Symbolic
Interaction, and achievement of goals, in the case of Activity Theory.

However, although they indicate that the Self is not self-contained and static
but “leaky” and transmutable, to some extent these approaches conceptualise
the emergence of Self as located in physical interactions. Mead in particular
sees embodied interaction through the “conversation of gestures” as crucial; as
Berger and Luckmann (1966) claim, “a person’s experience of himself always
hovers in balance between being and having a body” (p.68), with both “organismic
development” and social context mediated by the Generalised Other in the emergence
of Self. Similarly, Goffman implies the primacy of physically embodied interaction
when he states “presumably the telephone and mails provide reduced versions of the
primordial real thing” (1983, p.2). Hence, the emergence of virtual environments,
where experiences occur in absence of a physical body, might suggest that interac-
tions in these spaces somehow contribute less to the emergence of Self or, alterna-
tively, that a different conception of Self might be necessary.
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The Long andMultiple Histories of Virtual Environments: The Self as Always Virtual

Given without context there is no Self, this suggests that virtual environments, as with
any non-virtual environments, can provide contexts in which the Self is a continual
state of emergence and re-emergence. However, there is the potential for differentials
with the physical world which may call for a re-evaluation of how the Self might
emerge. To ascertain this, we will consider the extent to which there may or may not
be continuities between the characteristics of virtual environments and the character-
istics of other environments. Important for this consideration is history: indeed it can
be argued that there is not one history of virtual environments but two.

The first is a technological history. In this history, the inception of the Internet in 1983
allowed text-based environments, such as the asynchronous Bulletin Board Systems and
synchronous Internet Relay Chat and Multi-User Dungeons, where using only the
written word people interacted, maintained communities, engaged in role-playing
games, created fantasy worlds and formed close personal relationships, through which
they explored aspects of Self and identity (Fornäs et al. 2002; Markham 1998;
Rheingold 2000; Turkle 1994, 1995). This history culminates in the phenomena of
virtual worlds, variously defined as: “any computer-generated physical space, repre-
sented in three dimensions, that can be experienced by many people at once”
(Castronova 2005, p.22); “a synchronous, persistent network of people, represented
as avatars, facilitated by networked computers” (Bell 2008, p.2)9; and “computer-
generated environments in which participants adopt an avatar to interact with each
other and with the virtual environment around them” (Peachey and Childs 2011, p.1).
These definitions in combination indicate a fundamental premise of interaction
between Self and others, and Self and context: within virtual worlds relationship
and community-building occur, as well as sophisticated social structures, such as
education, religion and economies (e.g. Bainbridge 2010; Boellstorff 2008). Also part
of this history is the emergence of the concept of the “Virtual Self”, the general
experience of being “connected to the world and to others through electronic means
such as the Internet, television, and cell phones” (Agger 2004, p.1), and more
specifically the Self experienced and represented in virtual environments (e.g.
Bailenson et al. 2001; Bessiere et al. 2007; Lawson 2000).

A second history is one that stems from recognising that virtual environments such
as virtual worlds are not just spaces circumscribed by contemporary technology, but
are symbolic spaces (Boellstorff 2008). Symbols “open up imaginary worlds that tend
to be virtual worlds by including traits that imitate real social worlds” (Fornäs et al.
2002, p.30). Viewed in this way, virtual environments have a very long history indeed
being present in human culture since the prehistoric use of symbols in cave paintings
(Heim 1995). If we redefine virtual worlds as “symbolic spaces that represent
imaginary and social worlds”, this means that there are many examples of virtual
environments in historical and contemporary society. In particular it raises the notion
of the “imagined community” (Anderson 2006), one that exists only in the minds of

9 Here, “persistent” refers to how virtual worlds are active 24 h per day, where any changes made to the
environment cannot be undone and where events occur even when the individual is not present (Castronova
and Falk 2009). This compares to a conventional video game, which is only active when the user runs the
gaming programme, and where changes may be undone, or the game restarted.
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its members. While the present day virtual environments of the Social Networking
Sites and virtual worlds are prime examples of vehicles for “imagined community”,
they are not novel or unique in this regard: for example, the invention of print-media
facilitated the emergence of the imagined community of the nation-state (Anderson
2006). Even preceding this, the Republic of Letters, the community of intellectuals in
Renaissance Europe and America that was maintained by written correspondence,
offered a site of imagined community: it was symbolic, transcended national borders
and religious beliefs, with no formal structure as such and “existed only in the minds
of its members” (Goldgar 1995, p.2), characteristics in common with today’s virtual
environments. Moreover, other symbolic realms such as theatre and literature offer a
form of virtual world, in which the Self is experienced and represented (Shimizu, this
issue), further cementing virtual environments in a historical context and simulta-
neously recalling Goffman’s notion of the Self as a performance (Goffman 1959).
This all suggests that the Self in virtual environments has several historical trajecto-
ries and is not necessarily a recent phenomenon; while the emergence of New
Technologies and the virtual experiences they facilitate may be the source of more
recent debate, it can be argued that human experience has always been “virtual” to
some extent. Moreover, while conceptions of Self may emphasise physically embod-
ied interactions between the Self and context, non-physical interactions in symbolic
spaces also have a role in the emergence of Self.

Multiplicity, Embodiment and Presence: The Self in Physical and Virtual
Environments

Although primacy has been given to physical experience in conceptions of the Self,
despite there also always having been virtual experience, this does not necessarily
mean that such conceptions need re-evaluation. A brief examination of how there
may be continuities or discontinuities of the Self as experienced through physical and
virtual environments can illuminate this.

One of the key concerns regarding New Technologies is the multiplicative
effect that they have on the Self, because of their potential to increase infor-
mation, responsibilities, relationships and social roles through an increase in
potential social interactants. Gergen (1991) discusses how the Self is “saturated” by
the “multiple voices” that result from the complexities and scale of information
available from New Technologies, and how “technologies of saturation” incur a
“continuous motion of significant others” which manifest a Self characterised by
multiple disconnected relationships and roles. Similarly, Meyrowitz (1989) expands
on the Symbolic Interaction notion of the Generalised Other, to claim that New
Technologies indicate a Self that is defined in relation to “generalised elsewheres”.
New Technologies also increase the opportunity for new variations of Self. Ostensi-
bly participation in virtual environments is anonymous, where for the most part there
is no obligation to reveal (truthful) personal information.10 This anonymity removes

10 While some online fora allow participation as a “guest” or a new username with every use, the premise of
Social Networking Sites is that participants submit authentic names and information, although there is no
verification of the information they supply.
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inhibitions, the so-called “online disinhibition effect” (Suler 2004), and encourages
identity exploration and freedom of expression (e.g. Junglas et al. 2007; Turkle
1995). Postmodernists such as Poster (1990) use this kind of effect as evidence for
a change in society from one comprised of rational, autonomous, centred and stable
individuals to one comprised of unstable, multiple and diffuse individuals. However,
any conception of the Self is culturally and historically situated: the concept of a
bounded, singular and integrated Self, previously organised into a distinct whole but
now transformed by changes in technology, is a concept of Self that is peculiar to the
West and has its basis in Cartesian mind-body dualism (Bolter 1996; Geertz 1983;
Taylor 1975). As we have already seen, the Self can be described as inherently social
and multiple, reflexive and active, hence the claim that technological changes are
themselves the instigants of a multiplicity of Self not previously existing can be
contested. Moreover, users of virtual environments are not necessarily passive
receivers of the information and obligations pushed on them through technology;
rather such environments are actively used to reflect and explore aspects of Self,
others and the world around, and to enhance everyday life in the physical world
(Evans 2011). Hence, in this sense the reflexive, multiple nature of self-experience is
one that continues in both physical and virtual contexts.

An aspect of online experience of Self that may differentiate it from expe-
rience in the physical world is the role of embodiment. In virtual environments
where there is no physical body, the use of avatars is common place. Origi-
nating in the Hindi tradition of “avatârah”, the manifestation of deities on
Earth, the term “avatar” refers to “a graphical representation of a user within
the environment which is under his or her direct control” (Allbeck and Badler
2002, p.313) and “a digital representation of a human utilised in immersive virtual
environments” (Bailenson et al. 2006, p.361). In practice, an avatar may range from a
relatively basic icon such as a two-dimensional character comprised of pre-set
elements chosen by the user (e.g. the Yahoo! Avatars described by Vasalou et al.
2008), through to a totally customisable avatar as found in three-dimensional virtual
worlds such as Second Life. The representation of the Self in symbolic spaces such as
online environments has historical antecedents. There are commonalities with the
practice of using iconography to represent and construct the Self; for example,
Greenblatt (1980) describes the process of identity and public persona construction
through clothing and portraits in the Renaissance era, what he describes as “self-
fashioning”. Similarly, Shimizu (this issue) describes how the creation of characters
in literature and theatre offer an analogy with contemporary avatar creation. Never-
theless, the virtual environments of today allow access to tools for creation and
representation of Self on a potentially wider scale and in a more sophisticated fashion
than hitherto. In particular, there are a range of relationships possible between users
and their avatars. It can be similar to a doll, to be dressed up and played with (Liao
2011), something like a prosthetic limb, separate, yet a part of the user (Veerapen
2011) or even appear to simulate a life of its own, seemingly encouraging the user to
behave in unforeseen ways (Evans 2011; Taylor 2002; Yee et al. 2009). This suggests
that avatars offer more than a representation of the Self, they also offer some form of
embodiment for the Self in virtual spaces. Indeed, even in the absence of avatars in
text-only environments, embodiment has a role in the experience of the Self, since the
physical body is often used as a reference point or reimagined in everyday online
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interactions (Boler 2002; Markham 1998). Hence, this indicates that the embodied
nature of the Self extends beyond the physical but into the virtual, and as such it
implies that the Symbolic Interaction assumption of an embodied context for Self-
Other interactions can be extended from physical to virtual environments. Moreover,
it allows a new perspective on its assumption of a Self that emerges through the
reflexive taking of the Other’s viewpoint: there are instances when the Self in the
physical world takes the viewpoint of the Other, in effect the Self becomes the Other
to itself (Veerapen 2011).

Another aspect of virtual experience of Self that may differentiate it from
physical, is that of “presence”. Presence is not so concerned with the represen-
tation of the Self in virtual environments, but the sense of “being there”, the
subjective experience of being in one place when physically situated in another
(Heeter 1992; Witmer and Singer 1998). The sensation of presence is dependent on
“immersion” i.e. the “psychological state characterised by perceiving oneself to be
enveloped by, included in, and interacting with an environment that provides a
continual stream of stimuli and experiences” (Witmer and Singer 1998, p.227). Such
experiences are not necessarily confined to virtual worlds: the sense of transport a
reader experiences when engrossed in a novel or a viewer when watching a film could
be argued as offering presence. Indeed, although it has come to also refer to the
experience of being in virtual environments, the concept of presence has its origins in
“telepresence”, used to describe the experience of Virtual Reality technology11 and
remote robots (Huang and Alessi 1999) i.e. environments that are physical in origin.
The experience of presence is not dependent on physical surroundings or the close
replication of them; arguably the participants in text-based online environments such
as chat rooms and Multi-User Dungeons experience presence and immersion despite
all aspects of the experience (context, interactions with objects, embodiment, feel-
ings) being imagined, described and co-constructed through the written word. Hence,
while there is some debate on what the characteristics of presence actually are (e.g.
Lee 2004), Heeter (1992) posits three main aspects: personal (the sense of being
physically present); environmental (the extent to which the environment reacts to the
person); and social (the existence of others in the environment). Consequently,
presence is a function of Self-Other and Self-environment interactions, and so the
experience of immersion in a particular context is due in no small part to relationships
with others and the mutual awareness of being together with another (Biocca et al.
2003). In particular for virtual worlds, avatars are the media through which presence
is achieved, with one of the key determinants of presence being the realism of
interactants’ avatars (Bailenson et al. 2006; Nowak and Biocca 2003). Crucially, this
emphasises the role of the Other in developing the immersion necessary for presence
and also links us back to the notion that the Self is impossible in absence of social and
environmental context. In this sense, continuities between physical and virtual expe-
riences of Self can be seen: Self-Other interactions are as important for the Self in
virtual contexts as in non-virtual, since through them not only does Self-awareness
emerge but the Self is immersed into its context.

11 E.g. CAVEs.
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Communications and Relationships: Self-Other Interactions in Virtual Environments

The role of Self-Other interactions in virtual environments, as embodied and medi-
ated by the avatar and in establishing presence and emergence of the Self, calls into
question the nature of the Self-Other interactions in virtual environments, to what
extent they are the same as those that occur in the physical world and hence the nature
of the contribution these interactions have in the emergence of Self. Two aspects of
interactions in virtual environments are considered here: communication as mediated
by technology and the characteristics of online social relationships.

In the first instance, communication in virtual environments has characteristics
which, by the nature of the mediating technology, are not necessarily present in face-
to-face (FtF) communication. FtF communication occurs in a “co-operative environ-
ment constantly regulated by mutual adjustment and correction” (Riva 2002, p.581),
but co-operation potential in virtual environments depends on it being mediated by
computers. This is because any computer-mediated communication is characterised
by reduced social cues, such as anonymity, emphasis on text and the use of avatars.
Even in the graphically sophisticated environments offered by virtual worlds the
majority of interaction is written or spoken communication, because the animations
possible for avatars are limited. Reduced social cues can be constraining, reinforcing
group rather than individual identity so leading to increased stereotyping and ingroup
bias as well as mistrust of others, fewer socioemotional bonds, and everyday mis-
understandings (Evans 2011; Henderson and Gilding 2004; Kim 2000; Postmes et al.
1998; Reicher et al. 1995). However they may also be liberating: they can encourage
anti-normative and uninhibited behaviour (Kim 2000) and act as a deregulator so
people share more information than they would normally (Sproull and Kiesler 1986),
with communications being “hyperpersonal” so that interlocutors present a favour-
able image of themselves while idealising the image of the Other (Walther 1996).
People who use virtual environments are adept at communicating: familiarity with the
technology and other users, together with specific strategies (e.g. questioning com-
bined with personal disclosure, using emoticons and emotes) and the motivation to
relate with others, make it possible for people to overcome the reduced social cues
available (Riva 2002; Utz 2000; Walther 1996). Indeed, those who use virtual
environments are very motivated to communicate; in the case of participants in
open-ended virtual worlds such as Second Life, the focus on social interaction with
people from all over the world is a powerful draw (Evans 2011).

With respect to relationships, all forms are evident in virtual environments, and to
a large extent always have been. Even before the inception of the Internet, relation-
ships that were almost entirely comprised of virtual interactions were not uncommon.
The aforementioned Republic of Letters was a community imagined and maintained
with the written word by members who had not necessarily met physically. Despite
this, friendships were forged (Goldgar 1995); indeed very intimate bonds in the form
of virtual families, so-called “familles d’alliance”, were constructed through ties of
patronage and intellectual common interest (Pal 2009). Similarly, the more recent
emergence of the Internet has been accompanied by the construction of relationships:
as early as 1995, a sizeable minority of all Internet users, 14 %, had friends that they
only knew through Internet communities (Katz and Aspden 1997). Even in virtual
environments whose focus is gameplay rather than social interaction the social aspect
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is an important component and leads to friendships and romantic partnerships that can
transfer to the physical world, or involve players participating with physical world
family and friends (Cole and Griffiths 2007; Yee 2006). For participants in virtual
environments, relationships are not just a role-play or a game, they are as authentic as
those conducted in the physical world, whether in text environments or the more
graphically sophisticated virtual worlds (Gilbert et al. 2011; Peris et al. 2002).
Moreover, the characteristics that determine a close relationship in virtual environ-
ments are similar to the physical world, and include perceived needs fulfilment,
relationship irreplaceableness and resource investment (Yi et al. 2010). However,
despite such continuities, there are also discontinuities between virtual and physical
relationships. Relationships in virtual environments can be seen by their participants
to be more requiring of trust because of the potential for reduced social cues; in
particular, anonymity means there is greater opportunity for deception (Evans 2011).
In the case of intimate relationships, virtual partners tend to be seen as imbued with
personality traits that are more idealised than physical partners (Gilbert et al. 2011),
recalling the “hyperpersonal” nature of online communications discussed earlier
(Walther 1996).

Hence interactions conducted in virtual environments can be characterised by both
continuities and discontinuities with physical interactions: while conventional social
cues are reduced, compensatory communications techniques and the basic desire to
relate enables relationships and connections that are equal to, or in some cases deeper
than, those in the physical world. This suggests that a theory of the Self in virtual
environments must recognise the particular nature of the Self-Other interactions in
them.

The Self in Virtual Environments: Social Interactions and Relationships
in the Second Life Virtual World

It is useful to briefly consider a specific example in order to illustrate the role of social
interactions and relationships in the Self as emerging in virtual environments. While
all virtual environments involve and facilitate social interaction and relationships,
even if that is not their sole and intended purpose (e.g. Cole and Griffiths 2007), self-
determined worlds whose main purpose is socialising are of particular interest.
Research outlined in Evans (2011), uses interviews with 40 users of the Second Life
self-determined virtual world to consider the relationship between the Self experi-
enced in the physical world with the Self experienced in Second Life. Among its
findings, it reveals that social relationships with other users are a recurring theme in
the experience of being a person in virtual environments while supporting the notion
that Self-Other interactions permeate the experience of Self in virtual environment
and are integral to it.

In the first instance, the research indicates that interactions with others encourage
immersion into Second Life: existing users socialise new users into the way things are
“done”, while the opportunity for new interactions with new people they would not
otherwise meet encourages users to repeatedly return and spend significant lengths of
time participating. The work also supports the notion that people are highly motivated
to interact with other users of virtual environments: in Second Life, they are driven by
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the notion of meeting people they might otherwise not have the opportunity to,
engaging in relationships that for some reason they cannot in the physical world
(same-sex intimate relationships, for example), and having intense emotional expe-
riences that may be otherwise not possible. Additionally, the example indicates that
the tension between the advantages and disadvantages of social interactions for the
users of virtual environments; they are risky because there is the ever-present risk of
deception or misunderstanding, but at the same time they hold the potential to give
emotional satisfaction and give access to new experiences of Self not necessarily
possible in the physical world because of the emphasis such environments place on
conversation and social interaction. Furthermore, the example underlines the role of
the avatar as the embodiment of a Self that is separate to the Self in the physical
world. Whether they use it like a doll, a simple vehicle for using Second Life, or if it
seems to encourage new behaviours and attitudes that are transferred to the physical
world (Liao 2011; Taylor 2002; Yee et al. 2009), users have the sense of the avatar as
a separate entity, an Other, whose characteristics and experiences they are able to
reflect upon and with whom they have a relationship.

The example demonstrates that a recurring theme for virtual environment users is
the notion that social interaction is an experience desired for its own sake and as a
gateway to other new experiences. People love to socialise and virtual environments
enable relationships and experiences with others that they cannot have in the physical
world. In the case of its role in socialisation and immersion into Second Life, while
the notion of the role of interaction with others in socialisation is not new (see Berger
and Luckmann 1966, for example), the twist here is that the socialisation is in itself a
desired-for practice: new users of Second Life actively seek interaction with others in
order to become immersed in it. The opportunity to use a novel medium for social
interaction in the form of avatars is also attractive and is an incentive to participate in
virtual worlds; they are a new way to experience the Self and they are a means to
interact with people from all over the world. In the case of relationships in Second
Life, they are appealing because they offer connections and emotional experiences
with other people not possible in the physical world, even though they may also have
a negative impact on physical world relationships or cause emotional pain. Ultimately
the example underlines how social interactions are fundamental to the experience of
the Self in virtual environments: they act as a desired facilitator of the ongoing day-
to-day process of emerging Self and as a cementer of the Self into the environment
itself.

Conclusions: Contributing to a Theory of Self in Virtual Environments

This paper has explored how the increasing penetration of New Technologies,
computer-mediated communication and contemporary virtual environments may
have implications for how we conceptualise the emergence of Self in virtual environ-
ments. In the deliberations, we have highlighted the crucial role of Self-Other
interactions and how they have a particular role and complexion in the experience
and emergence of Self in virtual environments.

A number of key points are apparent. Firstly, the Self emerges in context through
the day-to-day interactions between the Self and the Other, and the Self and the
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environment. Secondly, virtual environments as facilitated by contemporary New
Technologies are symbolic spaces that represent imaginary and social worlds, and as
such offer contexts for the Self that have continuities with other contexts, past and
present. Thirdly, despite these continuities, contemporary virtual environments pro-
vide contexts where discontinuities in experience of Self are in evidence, in particular
the immersion, representation and participation of the Self in places separate from the
physical body. Fourthly, immersion and participation of the Self in virtual environ-
ments is, as with emergence of Self, to some extent dependent on interactions with
others. Fifth, the context offered by virtual environments means interactions and
relationships with others in virtual environments are of a particular complexion,
offering both similarities and differences with those in physical settings. The impli-
cation of this is that there is a key role for symbolic mediation in the emergence of
and experience of Self in virtual environments: the mediation by technology (in what
activities it affords within a symbolic space); the mediation of embodiment (whether
through an avatar or text, in what it allows a person to be symbolically); the mediation
of others who through interaction contribute to awareness and definitions of Self
(through their viewpoint of the Self and by giving the symbolic space substance).
This final aspect of mediation is the most fundamental to the experience of Self
online.

There exists the potential for the Self to emerge not just from the moment-to-
moment interactions of everyday physical life, but those in virtual life too. However,
Self-Other interactions in virtual environments have a particular purpose and form
which have implications for how we can theorise the Self. In terms of the purpose of
Self-Other interactions, as with those in the physical world they serve to facilitate the
emergence of Self; through interactions with others and taking on the viewpoint of
the Other, people reflect and become aware of Self in virtual environments. Self-
Other interactions serve another purpose: they also serve to locate the Self in the
virtual environment and provide the sense of being present in that environment,
lending authenticity to the interactions and activities that are conducted there. More-
over, for the users of virtual environments Self-Other interactions are a purpose and
objective in themselves; they are highly motivated to seek such interactions out,
irrespective of any role in Self-realisation and immersion. While Symbolic Interaction
and Activity Theory place some emphasis on the role of physical interaction and
embodiment in the emergence of Self, interactions in virtual environments occur in
the context of limited embodiment and reduced social cues. Despite, or because of,
their reduced physical nature, interpersonal relationships and emotional experience
can be of a deep and intense complexion (even to the point of disrupting those in the
physical world). Furthermore, the Other in virtual environments is not limited to other
individuals: awareness of virtual Self is in some ways a result of distantiation between
Self in physical world and virtual environment through the presence of virtual Self in
a location separate from physical Self, and mediated by the avatar. This enables the
Self situated in the physical world to become the Other to the Self in the virtual
environment, to judge and assess its performance and adapt accordingly.

Because the virtual environments of contemporary society are facilitated by
technologies that are “new” this might suggest that such Self-Other interactions have
implications for the experience of Self that are discontinuous from other environ-
ments. However, contemporary virtual environments in fact offer continuities to other
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contexts, physical and non-physical, contemporary and historical. As with sites in the
physical world, they provide spaces for social interaction and identity exploration,
even though the interactions may take a different form and the identities explored
may be otherwise impossible. Moreover, the virtual experience of Self-Other inter-
actions has existed throughout history, in the symbolic spaces of “imagined commu-
nity” and Self-representation in theatrical and fictional settings for example.
Ultimately, such continuities indicate by considering how the Self in virtual environ-
ments emerges we can illuminate further the emergence of Self generally: even in the
absence of physical context and embodiment, through the sought-for interaction with
others, selves emerge that are cemented into the social world around them.
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Abstract This essay is an expanded set of comments on the social psychology
papers written for the special issue on History and Social Psychology. It considers
what social psychology, and particularly the theory of social representations, might
offer historians working on similar problems, and what historical methods might offer
social psychology. The social history of thinking has been a major theme in twentieth
and twenty-first century historical writing, represented most recently by the genre of
‘cultural history’. Cultural history and the theory of social representations have
common ancestors in early twentieth-century social science. Nevertheless, the two
lines of research have developed in different ways and are better seen as comple-
mentary than similar. The theory of social representations usefully foregrounds
issues, like social division and change over time, that cultural history relegates to
the background. But for historians, the theory of social representations seems oddly
fixated on comparing the thought styles associated with positivist science and
‘common sense’. Using historical analysis, this essay tries to dissect the core oppo-
sition ‘science : common sense’ and argues for a more flexible approach to comparing
modes of thought.

Keywords Cultural history . Theory of social representations . Common sense .
Interpretive frames . Cognitive polyphasia

The animating problems of social psychology are tremendously important to historians.
The social history of thinking has been a major research agenda among historians
throughout the twentieth century, from the early Annalistes through the cultural
historians of the 1970s and 1980s to the current beginnings of a post-cultural turn
in historical research. This last shift is in its early stages, but in general historians
have begun to move from langue to parole, from systems of signs to their strategic
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use by persons in particular situations. Both the post-structuralism of Bourdieu (1977)
and the institutional economics of North (1990) and Greif (2006), which have
become influential among historians, emphasize the importance of reconstructing
the subject position of particular actors and the systems of cognitions, expectations
and incentives they face. However, these approaches start with a sort of blandly
rationalistic and individualistic subjectivity—structured by norms and culture, cer-
tainly, but also pursuing ends of self-aggrandizement and economic accumulation.
This seems an attenuated account of human experience, more like the battlefield or the
marketplace than the complex social world of everyday life. We are in great need of
understanding something more profound about the sociology of everyday knowledge. It
is here, I think, that social psychology can help.

Yet it is, perhaps, overly optimistic to expect that the research techniques and
theoretical vocabulary of social psychology could be imported wholesale into histor-
ical research. Social psychology, too, has a history that has exerted influence on its
development. The theory of social representations, the paradigm in which many of
the foregoing papers work, was initially developed in a particular context and
elaborated to explain a particular phenomenon of twentieth century public life: the
public (that is, non-specialist or amateur) discourse of science. Serge Moscovici’s
early work on psychoanalysis remains the paradigmatic case for social representa-
tions research and public discourse of scientific topics remains a central part of its
research agenda (Bauer and Gaskell 1999). Applying a theoretical apparatus designed
for one purpose to another can be tricky, especially when basic assumptions and terms
become murky. For example, ‘science’ and the ‘public’—which form part of social
psychology’s descriptive terminology—are themselves problematic historical phe-
nomena that historians are required to explain. Other terms are even less familiar. To
sustain dialogue between the two disciplines, the relationship between the
approaches, methods and problems posed by history and social psychology are worth
teasing out in some detail.

This comment has two parts. First, I will comment briefly on the development and
current state of the scholarship on the social history of thinking, drawing on my own
research for illustrative examples. The point of this is to indicate the lingering problems
historians face and how social psychology might help contribute to their solutions. I will
then discuss several of the papers offered by social psychologists in this issue to see how
the insights and approaches they offer would support or advance historians’ work. I am
particularly interested in social psychologists’ commitment to what Jovchelovitch
(2008, 2012) calls ‘cognitive polyphasia’ and their interest in socio-cognitive divi-
sions within, and not only between, particular societies. Both of these moves, I think,
can help direct history away from monolithic accounts of ‘culture’.

Second, I will discuss parts of the papers I found challenging. I was particularly
struck by the terminology of ‘common sense’, a phrase little used in historians’
discourse but which seems to be an essential term for social psychologists
(Jovchelovitch 2008). For historians working on similar problems the phrase ‘com-
mon sense’ has, as far as I know, no technical meaning and there is no obvious
substitute term. Investigating the history of the phrase in social psychology, I found it
was often used as part of a dyad with ‘science’; that is to say, common sense has been
most often defined as the opposite or negative image of positivist science. The history
behind our own analytic terminology can condition its use, pushing us towards some
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questions but away from others; and I will conclude by suggesting ways to historicise
not only our subjects but also our own techniques. Historical criticism is, therefore,
not only a search for ‘ancestors’ but also an inquiry into the structure of our own
thought and an appraisal of its strengths and weaknesses: a necessary part of a
reflexive social science.

Historiography of Thinking

The notion that people speak and behave differently in different times and places—
that the past is a foreign country—was invented in the Renaissance. As textual
scholars and religious reformers tried to work out the meaning of ancient works,
Greek, Roman, Jewish and Christian, they came to believe those books had been
composed in worlds radically different from their own. Language, custom, manners,
economic life, religious traditions and beliefs, and even politics had all changed so
dramatically in the centuries separating the Renaissance from antiquity that ancient
texts could only be understood through the laborious recovery of their contexts
(Grafton 2007). In the centuries that followed, this approach had mixed fortunes,
offering a standing alternative to the high political narratives that came to dominate
historical writing (White 1975; Novick 1988; Burke 1997a).

In the modern historical profession, the problem of how people used to think is
sometimes traced to a clique of French historians that coalesced around Marc Bloch
and Lucien Febvre during the interwar period, referred to by the name of their journal,
Annales (Schöttler 1995). Influenced by Émile Durkheim and Lucien Lévy-Bruhl
(whom Febvre (1938:248) called ‘our master’), the Annalistes adopted the latter’s
term, mentalité, to discuss how ways of thinking and mental equipment (‘outillage
mental’) may have differed in past ages. In classic works, Bloch (1924) explored the
ability of the kings of England and France to cure scrofula, ‘the king’s evil’, by touch,
while Febvre (1982) asked whether modern atheism was thinkable within the systems
of thought prevailing in the early sixteenth century. Their histoire des mentalités
assumed that foreign systems of thinking had their own logic, which could be
recovered through research and analysis. This helped shift intellectual history away
from tracing how single ideas changed over time and towards reconstructing entire
ways of looking at the world as they prevailed at a particular times and places
(Chartier 1988a). For the early Annalistes, the histoire des mentalités was never
meant to stand on its own; their primary interest was in social and economic history,
and the history of thinking formed one part of a total history (Burke 1997b).

But what part, exactly? Specifying how the symbolic dimensions of human life
relate to other dimensions—environmental, geographic, social, economic, material,
and political—has proven to be enormously difficult. Some versions of materialism,
including tendencies within Marxism and within the Annales group itself, tended to
view the geographic, social and economic ‘base’ as the real motor of historical
change and more or less determinative of the discursive ‘superstructure’. Deeply
influenced by sociology, social historians turned toward economic and demographic
data and charting changes in the fortunes of classes, ethnic groups and other social
categories. In such work, the history of thinking and communication was usually
accorded a secondary, and often simply an ornamental, role.
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The social history of thinking re-emerged in the 1970s as a critique of these trends.
Earlier attempts to explain political change as a function of demography or class
struggle were declared failures—partly because the social categories themselves
came to be seen as problematic historical constructions. After decades of debating
the rise and fall of the ‘gentry’, ‘aristocracy’, ‘middle class’ and ‘working class’, for
example, British historians began to argue that those labels raised more questions
than they answered (Stedman-Jones 1983; Joyce 1991). New attention was directed
towards language and systems of meaning, and historians began to borrow problems,
methods, and even essay genres from anthropology (Hunt 1989). Under the influence
particularly of Clifford Geertz, historians remade themselves as students of culture
(Geertz 1973). ‘Culture’—meaning not art and literature, but instead the ‘representa-
tions, rituals, discourses, values’, in short, the distinctive symbolic codes and prac-
tices that characterized past societies—became a major target of historical inquiry
(Calaresu et al. 2010). The ‘cultural turn’ encouraged historians to reconstruct
broader symbolic contexts to explain the meaning of particular events, making ‘thick
description’, cultural anthropology’s favourite mode of exposition, commonplace.
Typically, essays written in the cultural style begin with a text or event that appears
mysterious or opaque—a parodic massacre of cats in eighteenth century Paris, say—
and then use historically contemporary materials to unpack the tacit symbolism,
locating the event in its own ‘webs of significance’ (Darnton 1984). Toward the
end of the last century, ‘cultural history’ became a byword and, in some graduate
schools, even a form of orthodoxy.

What did this mean in practice? In early modern history, simple descriptive
categories, like Puritan, Catholic, royalist, or parliamentarian, had been taken as
referring to specific groups. Historians might disagree about how to define the
categories properly, but this was our interpretive problem. Under the new paradigm,
the categories were instead seen as problematic and contested by the actors them-
selves. Rather than coming up with ever more ingenious analytic definitions of
‘puritan’, for example, scholars began to examine how contemporaries used the term,
how that usage might be polemical or contestable, and in what situations such name-
calling did important work. Beliefs like anti-Catholic prejudice or witchcraft, formerly
seen as deeply irrational or backwards, were now interpreted as part of a complex system
of ideas and symbols that governed early modern life. Likewise, political history moved
from studying the actions of politicians towards the study of ‘political culture’, under-
stood as the complex of symbolic codes and practices that gave political events meaning
(Lake 1987, 1989; Lake and Questier 2000; Bellany 2002).

Cultural history has produced a great body of outstanding work. Nevertheless, like
all approaches, it has weaknesses as well as strengths. Three are worth addressing, if
only because it is at these points of weakness that social psychology, particularly the
rich literature on social representations, offers most to historical scholarship. First, in
constructing an era as a cultural whole, historians have tended to ignore social
divisions within that society and have shown little interest in social context or milieu
(though some have made a point of emphasising them; Chartier 1988b). This is
inadequate because social division was one of the fundamental structuring facts of
many societies, past and present. The modern normative ‘public sphere’may prefer to
erase social identity, but early modern European society, for example, was deeply
divided: by education level, wealth, legal rights and privileges, corporate and
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confessional identity, linguistic division and much else besides. This was an age of
educated laymen who conversed in Latin, princes who were above the law, illiterate
aristocrats who owned vast estates and slaves who were kidnapped and transported
over oceans. In such a world, knowledge and representation were closely bound up
with questions of power. This helped make the social division of knowledge a hugely
important theme of early modern life (Ginzburg 1976). Some of the most important
historical problems of the whole era are about the relationship between social division
and the spread of ideas. These problems have been relatively neglected by cultural
history—though a growing body of work has recognised the contribution of practical
and artisanal knowledge to the development of scientific and political expertise
(Shapin 1994; Smith 2004; Harkness 2007; Soll 2009).

By contrast, the theory of social representations has been fundamentally commit-
ted to the social component of knowledge, insisting on linking knowledge, stories and
ways of thinking to particular social groups rather than to cultures at large or to
atomised individuals. Moscovici’s most important divergence from mainstream struc-
turalism, and one of the most important continuing contributions of the theory of
social representations, is the importance he allowed to the relationship between repre-
sentations and particular social milieux, between social divisions and meaning-systems.
This insistence on particularity not only between but also within societies is terrifically
important.

This sort of cognitive particularism is a major theme of the social psychology
research presented in this issue. Jovchelovitch (2012) claims that knowledge is
polyphasic, and urges researchers to attend to the ‘multiple’ genres and ‘modalities
of knowledge’ prevailing (and ‘coexisting’) at different social and historical points.
Sammut et al. (2012) work with a very specific social milieu, whose representations
interact with those of the larger society but are not identical with them. Tileag!’s
(2012) analysis rests on the idea that representations are insistently multivocal and
multivalent, helping to constitute divisions within the national community and around
narratives of national memory. The theory of social representations thus reminds us to
think carefully about the way social life mediates the circulation of knowledge and
ideas.

Second, cultural historians have often struggled to explain change over time. To
construct a ‘codebook’ to interpret a given cultural problem, historians are forced to
select some era and analyse it as though it constituted a cultural whole. To explicate a
particular event, say a royal procession in England in 1635, one must find comparisons
(other processions, other royal acts, other uses of the same symbols) and these compar-
isons must be relatively local—from the same decade in England, say, rather than from
twentieth century Kenya. Selecting an era and treating it as constituting a symbolic
system often has the unintended consequence of suppressing the temporal dimension of
human life. The actors’ own time horizons and the time horizons of the study may not
match up. Change over time is not only an important part of historical analysis, but also
was sometimes very important to historical actors themselves. Self-conscious historical
action formed an important part of meaning-making in many different times and places.
Cultural analysis often uses synchronic tools to analyse diachronic situations. This,
ironically, effaces what has been the discipline’s most distinctive concern.

By contrast, change over time plays an important role in the theory of social
representations—unusually important, in comparison to other fields of
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representations research. In this paradigm, researchers have found that a new event,
such as the introduction of a new scientific idea or technology into public discourse,
the dissolution of a community or the change of a regime, offers something like a
natural experiment, an opportunity to study social representations forming themselves
in real time. For social representations research, exogenous change represents an
opportunity to study social cognition in motion. Thus time and novelty are expressly
built into the model for social representations proposed by Bauer and Gaskell (1999).
And in their essay here, Sammut et al. (2012) extend Central Nucleus Theory in a
similar way, proposing to use survival through time as a way to distinguish a
representations’ central and peripheral elements.

Third, cultural history has often been accused of effacing the role of the agent or
historical actor, essentially by explaining human conduct as the expression of cultural
logic. This is particularly problematic for the early modern period because individual
subjectivity itself was another key theme of early modern life. This was the age of
interiority and character; of individual salvation, Machiavellian courtiers, Montaigne’s
scepticism and Descartes’ cogito. Individual subjectivity itself has a history, rooted in
the early modern world, and our methods of historical inquiry must at least be open to
its possibilities.

The tools of social psychology can help us move beyond analysis of a symbolic
system’s formal properties to thinking about its purpose and its social life. The theory
of social representations insists that representational schemes are produced for rea-
sons: to fulfil needs and solve problems. It links ways of thinking to particular,
socially and historically bounded milieux by connecting them to group ‘projects’.
This move, grounded in pragmatist attitudes, brackets questions about the objective
rightness or wrongness of representations and asks instead what representations do
for the groups that articulate them. The concept of a ‘project’, it seems to me, helps
bridge the gap between structure and agency, between impersonal systems of mean-
ing and atomised individual choice. Sammut et al. (2012) and Tileag! (2012) explain
the discourse they report by referring to the projects of the groups who articulate
them: in these cases, either constituting or discarding group identity, or imposing a
particular political and moral vision. And Marková (2012) tries to reground the
human sciences, and perhaps science more generally, in the work of the pragmatist
Charles Peirce—essentially proposing a new representation of science for social
scientists to pursue.

A slightly more concrete example will clarify how these tensions arise in the
course of historical research. Part of my current work focuses on a piece of cognitive
technology for constructing representations of politics. Known as ‘reason of state’,
this style of thinking became fashionable during the late Renaissance, particularly in
the sixteenth century. Associated most notoriously with the Florentine chancellor
Niccolò Machiavelli, ‘reason of state’ taught its practitioners to represent politics as a
disenchanted world of subterfuge, cunning and self-interest. In contrast to other,
contemporary representations of the political, reason of state was relatively
uninterested in moral virtue or divine interventions. Using reason of state, governing
elites gained knowledge about their enemies and subjects, allowing them to magnify
their power. The techniques of reason of state taught observers to explain political
events as the consequences of the hidden intentions of the actors and to emplot events
into a narrative form in order to make sense of them. Agency, intention and temporal
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trajectory were, therefore, important themes in the discourse produced by this
interpretive frame.

The social restriction of this knowledge was critical to its efficacy. ‘Reason of
state’ was thought to be an instrument of power, a way to help extend a regime’s
domination over its subject population and defeat foreign and domestic rivals.
Therefore, its spread beyond the governing elite into subject populations caused early
modern regimes substantial anxiety. Subject populations had to be taught other
representations of politics, which (it was hoped) would render them more pliable. If
the ‘sight’ of ‘silly and simple people’ became too sharp, as one writer put it; if the
‘vulgar’ became ‘statesmen’, in the phrase of another, Renaissance governing tech-
niques might cease to function adequately (Millstone 2011). Here not just the form
and content of the knowledge but its very purpose was bound up with social
exclusion.

The coexistence of alternative representational styles, the temporal alteration of
representations, the spread of representations and cognitive technology into different
social milieux and their consequent transformations—concerning these, cultural
history has little to say. If critics have lately called for moving beyond cultural
history, such a change must address these problems by helping put culture back into
motion and giving an account of how cognition and meaning-making are embedded
in divided societies. Social psychology’s theory of social representations offers a way.
Its interventions propose a set of questions—phrased by Jovchelovitch (2007) as the
‘who’, ‘how’, ‘why’, ‘what’ and ‘what for’—to guide studies of representations. By
locating representations in the relation between social groups and the objects of their
knowledge, this approach can help reorient historical studies towards dimensions of
human life that the focus on symbolic structures sometimes neglects—social division,
engagement with the material world and the problem of power.

How Common is Common Sense?

Many aspects of the theory of social representations shed light on intellectual and
cultural history. Some, however, seem relatively opaque and perhaps themselves
deserve historical scrutiny. For instance: though ‘common sense’ obviously plays
an important role in social psychology, I have not been able to decipher what,
precisely, is meant by it. The phrase itself has meant numerous things over time—
for Aristotle, a sixth sense combining impressions from the other five; for the Stoics,
care for the public weal; for early modern Rationalists and Empiricists, the widespread
ability to make basic judgments, e.g. that 10 is greater than 5; and for Enlightenment
pamphleteers, a common moral and aesthetic judgment that unites men of bon sens
(Rosenfeld 2008).

To find out what the phrase ‘common sense’might mean in the analytic terminology
of social psychology, I reviewed some of the literature on social representations. What I
found is a tendency to define ‘common sense’ mainly through a contrast with scientific
positivism. This tendency is strongly marked in the writings of Moscovici, whose
‘exemplary’ work served ‘as the original foundation for the theory of social representa-
tions’ (Jovchelovitch 2008). In a 1983 essay on social representations and attribution
theory, Moscovici and Miles Hewstone describe ‘a bifurcation’ or ‘radical divergence

Integr Psych Behav (2012) 46:529–543 535



between two worlds of knowing or acquiring knowledge, the standard and the non-
standard one.’ This divergence, Moscovici and Hewstone suggest, has been given
several names: ‘logic and myth’; ‘“domestic” and “savage” thought’ (here citing
Lévi-Strauss); ‘“logical” and “pre-logical” mentality’ (here citing Lévy-Bruhl); and
so on. Whatever their ‘labels’, the authors conclude, ‘the nature of these opposites
remains the same’: ‘standard thinking’ is ‘logical’, pursuing ‘truth’ through ‘valid’
reasoning; while ‘non-standard thinking corresponds to a more ‘natural’ form of
thinking, a native one which is acquired directly without any special training’
(Moscovici and Hewstone 1983: 102). Indeed, Moscovici (1984) regularly defines
common sense (or ‘primitive thought’ or ‘the consensual universe’) mainly though a
series of contrasts with ‘modern scientific thought’ or ‘the reified universe’. For
Moscovici, as Jovchelovitch (2008) observes, common sense was ‘the unrelenting
undercurrent of science, its doppelgänger, its denied other’. Bangerter (1995) even
constructs a table displaying the set of binary oppositions Moscovici expounds in
contrasting science and common sense.

The dyad ‘science :: common sense’ also recurs in the work of Marková. In her
Dialogicality and Social Representations (2003), Marková writes,

In contrast to scientific thinking, which attempts to arrive at scientific knowledge,
common sense thinking arrives at social representations of natural and social
phenomena. Science searches for truth through the power of individual ratio-
nality. Social representations search for truth through trust based on beliefs,
common knowledge and through the power of dialogical rationality. Social
representations do not originate from pure reasoning or information processing.
They are rooted in the past, culture, tradition and language (xi–xii).

This contrast remains current.
It is also very, very old. The notion that there exist two mutually-defining regimes

of knowing is fundamental to the history of Western thought. Even before Plato, the
pair episteme and doxa, normally translated as ‘knowledge’ and ‘opinion’, formed an
important part of Greek philosophy. Knowledge and opinion differed primarily in
their objects. The objects of true knowledge were eternal and unchanging forms or
universals, and it was the very fact of their stasis that made them intelligible. Opinion,
by contrast, was the best one could do when it came to the changeable and the
particular. This perspective served to validate the claims of geometry and logic, where
everyday shapes and reasons were replaced by abstractions more susceptible to
rigorous deduction (Collingwood 1972; Marková 2003).

The modern version of the ‘two kinds of knowledge’ trope dates to the era of the
seventeenth-century Scientific Revolution, which was partly a change in what sort of
knowing would be privileged as ‘true knowledge’. It was possible to have knowledge
about change, natural philosophers argued, because the changes themselves could be
described by eternal, unchanging laws. By uncovering universal laws couched in the
language of mathematics, natural philosophers were able to claim that what they
produced was not mere opinion, but rather true science (Shapin and Schaffer 1985).
Forms of knowledge with different conventions were, by contrast, stigmatised as
‘unscientific’. In the nineteenth century, as scientists validated their knowledge
through social and discursive norms, Romantics instead valorised art, passion and
folk knowledge.
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This nineteenth-century tendency to separate culture and science had major ram-
ifications for the human sciences. An important tradition, stemming from Durkheim,
uses the dyad ‘science :: common sense’ to call for a radical break or rupture between
social science and common sense. In his manifesto The Rules of Sociological Method
(1894), Durkheim made a systematic rejection of ‘prénotions’ the basis of a scientific
sociology. Such a step was particularly important in the human sciences because the
objects of study—beliefs, culture, religion—were often accompanied by interior
explanations. It is not sufficient, in Durkheim’s view, for the scientist to simply
repeat what a cultural insider says about their own culture; actors’ discourse itself
forms part of the culture under study and therefore part of what needs to be explained
(Durkheim 1907; Durkheim 2001). The separation between science and common
sense was meant to help create this distance.

Since the rightness of science had become self-evident to its practitioners—that is,
since it had become their form of common sense—all other modes of thought became
problems to be solved, and so scholars began to produce studies of unscientific
thought. Lévy-Bruhl’s How Natives Think (1910) represented an early attempt to
interpret the patterns of ‘prescientific’ thought not as stunted or undeveloped scien-
tific thought but as a mode of thinking with its own logic. Lévy-Bruhl’s project was to
explain how the seemingly ‘irrational’ behaviour of non-Western peoples might make
a robust sort of sense inside a different thought-world or ‘mentality’.

Lévy-Bruhl’s work on ‘primitive’mentality was tremendously influential, both on the
anthropological tradition and among historians—and both Durkheim and Lévy-Bruhl
exerted substantial influence on the development of the theory of social representations
(Jovchelovtich 2007). Yet it is important to see that Lévy-Bruhl’s theory of primitive
mentality was rooted in his exalted, even positivist view of modern scientific thought.
To explain the precise character of ‘primitive’ thought, Lévy-Bruhl contrasted it with
‘modern’ thought, which he took to be coextensive with his own explicitly ‘scientific’
and positivist approach. Lévy-Bruhl’s critics, including Durkheim and Marcel Mauss,
argued that Lévy-Bruhl defined a single ‘primitive’, unscientific mentality as a simple
negative image of positivist science (Schmaus 1996).

Whatever its history, this system of binary oppositions has obviously been very
fruitful for Moscovici and other researchers. The paradigmatic cases of social repre-
sentations research have been concerned with the transformation of knowledge from
scientific to common sense; and the theory of social representations is, above all, a
theory about how those transformations occur. The distinction has also done the
important work of recognising the importance of ‘non-standard’ thought, making
room for its systematic and sympathetic study and rescuing it from the ‘enormous
condescension’ of scholarly analysis (Thompson 1966:12). Simultaneously, however,
social psychologists have also become keen critics of the positivist view of science.
For example, Marková (2012) develops a critique of positivism not only as a bad
guide for social science but as an inaccurate account of how all science proceeds. This
reveals positivism for what it has always been: a set of myths, stories or representa-
tions. Debunking positivism has a long tradition in the history and sociology of
science (Kuhn 1962; Luckmann and Berger 1966; Latour 1987; Wimsatt 2007), and
one is tempted to attribute its continued salience for social psychologists to disci-
plinary anxiety about their relation to biological and social sciences rather than to any
genuine intellectual dilemma.
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But if ‘science’ is proven to be multiple, changeable, polyphasic, where does that
leave common sense? Once we drop the dyad with science, does the concept
‘common sense’ have any specific content? Another way to ask the same question:
in the original dyad ‘science :: common sense’, science was imagined to be formal
and restricted to a few, and common sense was informal and available to the many.
Once ‘science’ has been deconstructed as a particular object, what is common any
longer about common sense?

I am not sure what the answer to this question is; but it is clear that even though
they reject the positivist view of science, some social psychologists retain the ‘science ::
common sense’ dyad, if only as a rhetorical structure. Tileag! (2012) can be taken as an
example. The scope of his paper is to present what he calls a ‘critical-interpretive’
perspective on memory of the Communist past in Romanian culture, focusing on a
2006 report issued by the political scientist Vladimir Tism!naenu. The Tism!naenu
Report, Tileag! argues persuasively, presents a particular account of the Romanian
Communist regime in the guise of an objective, universal account, attempting to
impose a single view of the past on a much more complex reality.

In making his argument, Tileag! rigorously separates the ‘concerns’ of ‘professional
academics’ from those of ‘ordinary people’. Citing the work of Michael Billig, Tileaga
asserts that this separation reflects the ‘tensions between “intellectual” and “lived”
ideology’. Tileag! glosses intellectual ideology ‘as formal (academic), systematic and
systematized philosophy’ while lived ideology means ‘common sense and everyday
meaning-making and meaning-interpretation practices’. Finally, Tileag! affirms a dis-
tinction between the ‘“reified” universe of scientific inquiry and scientific knowledge
(especially that of historical and political sciences), and the “consensual” universe of lay
representations and forms of knowledge (and memory) that produce the content of
common sense.’ Tileag!’s discourse can be summarized in a table of oppositions
(Table 1).

Tileag!’s intellectuals form ‘an academic “community of agreement”’ constituted
through ‘taken-for-granted knowledge arising from disciplinary/academic adherence’.
Tileag!’s work amounts to a critique of elite discourse: taking ‘official history’ to task for
its insensitivity to lived experience, and documenting attempts to pathologise ‘nostalgia
for communism’. By contrast, for Tileag!, ‘vernacular’ accounts are implicitly multi-
vocal, sensitive and grounded.

Yet Tileag!’s critique proceeds not through examination of ‘vernacular’ discourse
but mostly through considering views drawn from a contrary set of experts: among
others, Alfred Schutz, Keith Jenkins, Michael Billig, Kenneth Gergen, Jürgen Haber-
mas, andDominic La Capra. It is these other experts who claim that vernacular discourse
is multivalent and multivocal. Tileag! really opposes not an academic community of

Table 1 Conceptual oppositions in Tileag!’s analysis

“Intellectual” ideology “Lived” ideology

Professional academics Ordinary people, lay social actors

Systematic and systematized philosophy Everyday meaning-making

‘Reified’ universe ‘Consensual’ universe

Science Common sense
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agreement and a vernacular, common sense culture but two (or more) different academic
communities—each their own milieu, each with their own set of representations and
common senses. Tileag!’s article reveals divisions within the world of scientific dis-
course, not just between science and the common sense.

Jovchelovitch is deeply committed to the polyphasic and multiple characters of
representational practices: in subjectivities, communicative structures, purposes and
contents. Nevertheless, in her Knowledge in Context (2007), she offers a pair of
‘modalities’ of representations. The difference between ‘collective’ and ‘social’
representations lies in the sort of societies that create them. ‘Collective representa-
tions’ are produced by traditional societies, ‘social representations’ by modern or ‘de-
traditionalised’ ones. Although she argues that representations ‘express a state of
cognitive polyphasia and are hybrid in character’, to explicate the differences be-
tween these modalities, Jovchelovitch produces a chart of oppositions, very much like
the one I made for Tileag!’s essay above: collective representations are unaware of
alternatives, are hierarchical, and tend towards closure and conformity, while social
representations are aware of alternatives, are non-hierarchical, and tend towards
opening and innovation (121). Jovchelovitch then elaborates the two modes into
more specific types—like myth, ideology, and science—based on different functions
(like identity, community and memory). Unlike the other representational schemes,
however, science ‘attemp[s] to withdraw’ entirely from three of the five functions.
Science is still the outlier, and a modified version of Lévy-Bruhl’s ‘modern ::
traditional’ dyad continues to do some work.

Marková (2012) also addresses the relative status of science and common sense
not only as objects of study, but also as modes of thought. At first, the concept of
common sense seems difficult to grasp. Is ‘common sense’ knowledge common to all
‘humankind’? Or is it specific to ‘different cultures’? If ‘common sense’ refers to a
‘habitual, routinized, normative and perscriptive way of knowing’, as Marková
asserts, why does it seem so obvious to exclude ‘knowing how to repair a bicycle’,
as she does? To an outsider, the concept’s reference remains vague.

However, the concept ‘common sense’ becomes much clearer and more distinct
when Marková contrasts it with positivistic science. Social psychologists, she writes,
have been too preoccupied with their scientific status. Misled by the false promises of
the positivists, mainstream social psychologists pursue ‘objective’ knowledge using
‘logical and formalistic thinking’, even attempting to propose ‘general natural laws’.
History, Marková writes, is different, relying on ‘common sense’, intuition and
judgment. And like history, Marková argues, the theory of social representations
itself is based on ‘common sense thinking’. Not just these, but all genuine empirical
science, Marková suggests, works through the imaginative, common sense mechanisms
represented by Peircean abduction.

This seems right to me. But there is a tension in Marková’s argument. On the one
hand, Marková strives to distinguish common sense as a distinctive ‘way of knowing’
that is a ‘habitual, routinized, normative and prescriptive’. On the other hand, her
arguments against positivism are so strong that they invite us to assimilate most
thinking, even the less ‘formalistic’ procedures of natural science, to ‘common
sense’. If, as Marková avers, ‘common sense’ refers to the ‘thinking of daily life that
uses knowledge shared by social groups’—that is, to historically specific socio-
cultural conventions—the distinction between ‘science’ and ‘common sense’ become
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even less clear. For scientific disciplines are themselves social groups operating
according to their own conventions, with their own forms of practical knowledge
and internal power struggles (Latour 1987; Shapin 1994). Once the phantom of
positivist science is finally exorcised—once ‘common sense’ is taken as playing a
major role in empirical natural science—the concept of ‘common sense’ itself,
constructed out of the opposition between ‘formalistic’ and ‘naturalistic’ modes of
thought, loses a great deal of its force and purchase.

This would not be an end to the project of social psychology. Even if they did not
belong to some privileged domain of thought called ‘science’, the forms of thought
prevailing among different scientific disciplines, or among different groups within a
single discipline, not to mention ‘lay’ actors across a variety of times and places, are
all probably very different and worth characterizing independently. These differ not
only in content but also in form. Representations and techniques for representation-
building vary from group to group. If we abandon the privileged position of ‘science’,
we still need a way to describe the range of representational schemes.

Representations are symbolic structures, and the theory of social representations is
a theory of how they are produced and what they do. If Jovchelovitch is correct about
the importance of cognitive polyphasia, what we need is not a single theory of social
representations but a family of such theories. Some may be based in narrative, as
Jovchelovitch urges (2012); some may reject narrative in favour of analogical,
mathematical or taxonomic representational styles (Foucault 1970); some may be
based on pairs of opposites (Lévi-Strauss 1972; Marková 2003); some may be based
instead on triads (Marková 2003; Shagan 2010) or on the four classical tropes (White
1982) or on archetypal genres (Frye 1973); and so on. All of these are ways to
characterize how representations can be developed and structured. None of them
make persuasive claims to universality (cf. Jovchelovitch 2012). But this is not
something we should require from a theory of representations. A metatheory of
representations should allow substantial range for variation along a wide variety of
measures; and an adequate metatheory would not always use positivist science as its
Archimedean point. Perhaps the studies historians produce, grounded in societies
very different from our own, can help construct the range of possibilities.

Conclusion

Confronting this multiplicity is probably what doomed the idea of ‘common sense’ in
historiography. The original cognate concept for historians, the ‘prescientific’ men-
tality outlined by Lévy-Bruhl, was abandoned when it became clear two mentalities,
prescientific and scientific, were nowhere near enough. Historians have described a
richer universe, hundreds of different mental landscapes varying across time and
space.

Nevertheless, if only as a heuristic device, historians often find it convenient to
make explicit the distance between one’s own way of thinking and the way of
thinking used by the people one studies. Otherwise, it is easy to make an error called
‘anachronism’: to incorrectly identify an historical phenomenon—such as an idea or
institution—with an apparently similar one from a different era and to draw infer-
ences from this misrecognition. For example: in the sixteenth and seventeenth
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centuries, people talked about politics in all sorts of ways: as expressions of chivalric
honour, as signs of God’s providence, and as the workings of human agency. This last
form of discourse, associated with ‘reason of state’, has been persistently described as
more ‘realistic’ than the others by scholars (Burke 1969; Berlin 1979; Anglo 2005).
That is to say, it appears more similar to modern discourse about politics than other
contemporary discourses do. There is, however, nothing intrinsically ‘realistic’ about
the representations of politics produced by reason of state. Early modern ‘statesmen’
employed a range of heuristic tropes, including the tendency to view all events as
meaningful and to reflect the secret intentions of dissembling actors, to generate what
White (1982) calls ‘explanatory effect’. Despite its echoes in modern discourse, this
interpretive frame must be treated analytically, as a system with its own conventions,
such as dissembling, interest, design and faction. For our purposes, all of these ought
to be understood as analytic categories, not as real objects. This is not to say that they
never exist—they obviously do—but to take such discourse as unproblematic and
directly reflecting reality because of its contemporary echoes can lead historians
astray.

In studying this interpretive frame, I have found it necessary to distinguish ‘reason
of state’ both from other contemporary representational schemes such as chivalry and
from our own representations of politics, which sometimes produce misleadingly
similar representations. In working up these divisions, neither the ‘science :: common
sense’ dyad nor the ‘modern :: traditional’ dyad can be of much use. Instead, we must
focus on the cognitive polyphasia of early modern life, while acknowledging that we
can only perceive this thanks to our own representational schemes. Thus while
Sammut et al. (2012) are quite right to say that historical discourse is ‘a representation
from someone’s point of view that is in itself contingent on the socio-historical
circumstances of its production’, this is true of all human knowledge production.
The virtue of the enterprise is not simply to produce a report on the past, but rather to
produce a view of human conduct anchored at multiple points in space and time.
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Abstract Social representations in later medieval culture have attracted little atten-
tion amongst psychologists, pre-dating the development of the so-called ‘public
sphere’ in the eighteenth century. In addition, the association of pre-modern societies
with ‘traditional’ modes of communication in social psychology places implicit limits
on areas that may be studied through the lens of social representation theory. This
article analyses the way in which knowledge circulated in late medieval society,
noting initially the plural nature of representations of events and marginal groups, and
the myriad channels through which beliefs were consolidated. In later medieval
England perceptions of the past depended on collective and group memory, with
customary rights and local histories forged through ‘common knowledge’, hearsay
and the opinions of ‘trustworthy men’ of the village. The final section of this
commentary provides an analysis of testimony from the late medieval church courts,
in which witnesses articulated gender ideologies that reflected perceptions drawn
from everyday life. Social representations of women were thus deployed in ecclesi-
astical suits, on the one hand supporting evidence of female witnesses and on the
other justifying misogynistic stereotypes of women’s behaviour.
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The fields of history and the social sciences share a common project, pursuing similar
aims that have forged a shared intellectual heritage. As a discipline that has often
regarded mental processes as mechanical exchanges, firstly through behaviourist and
later cognitive models, psychology has experienced a ‘social turn’, evident in several
strands of research, not least the development of the field of social psychology itself
(Kruglanski and Higgins 2007; Valsiner and Rosa 2007). This ‘social turn’ is
acknowledged as a recent occurrence, with the editors of one volume published in
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2007 noting that ‘the social world has always stood as a dark and silent specter’ in the
discipline of social psychology (Sugiman et al. 2007, p.1). The separation of social
life from human activity was believed to facilitate the study of the latter in scientific
and objective terms; social factors were thus regarded as secondary elements of
human action. Yet for psychologists assured of the communal nature of beliefs about
the world, all knowledge is formed through social encounters. The central project
of social psychologists concerns the way that shared ideas, referred to as ‘social
knowledge’, are produced and transmitted, both in familiar and novel settings. The
work of pioneering psychologists and sociologists, such as Frederic Bartlett and
Maurice Halbwachs, provided the foundations for later studies on the production
and circulation of knowledge, and how it is embedded in society. In Bartlett’s
concept of ‘social constructiveness’ lie the foundations of what later became
known as ‘social constructionism’, the school of psychology to which Serge
Moscovici belonged and from which his theory of ‘social representation’ emerged
(Bloor 2000).

In a similar vein, historians have long recognised the implications of scien-
tific studies in understanding past cultures, an awareness particularly present in
the work of the Annales School during the first half of the twentieth century,
and figuring most prominently in the projects of its two main founders, Marc
Bloch and Lucien Febvre (Clark 1985; Milstone 2012). Bloch’s analysis of the
royal touch for scrofula in medieval Europe formed an anthropological study of the
assumptions structuring this ritual, an approach that was strongly influenced by Emile
Durkheim’s theories of collective belief (Bloch 1973; Rhodes 1978). In 1934 Eileen
Power, a pioneer of economic and women’s history, reflected on the intellectual
programme in which social historians and social scientists were mutually engaged,
commenting that

‘a Professor of Economic History in a school devoted specifically to the social
sciences cannot look upon his department as a separate entity. He is bound to
regard himself as a co-worker in a common field, his subject as a companion-
study both to economics and to sociology, since the object of all these social
sciences is the same’ (Power 1934, p. 13).

Although the two disciplines maintain a shared purpose, the methods and language
of ‘social representations’ in these fields remain different. In the most cited exposition
of social representation theory, Moscovici disavowed certain attributes in order to
explain the concept. Social representations do ‘not simply represent ‘opinions about’,
‘images of’ or ‘attitudes’ towards’ an object or group, but are instead ‘theories’ or
‘branches of knowledge’ in their own right, for the discovery and organization of
reality’ (Moscovici 1973, p. xiii). From the perspective of cultural and social histor-
ians, this emphasis on ‘theories’ and ‘branches of knowledge’ resonates with the
concept of ‘ideology’, belief systems that are central to groups and individuals,
operating to crystallise and maintain identities and to organise related worldviews.
Yet social representation theory has been developed primarily as a system for
understanding novel events and experiences, concentrating on the assimilation of
unfamiliar knowledge into existing epistemological frameworks. Moscovici describes
in detail the means of creating and sustaining social representations, namely through
the two-fold processes of ‘anchoring’ and ‘objectification’, while social and cultural
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historians theorise the development of identities in relation to marginal groups in
terms of ‘othering’ (Said 1978).

For Moscovici, and social psychologists who apply his methods, it was only the
onset of modernity that allowed shared representations to circulate in a recognisable
‘public sphere’. Jürgen Habermas charts this transition from pre-modern ‘traditional’
cultures that failed to differentiate between public and private discursive modes to the
emergence of a bourgeois space in the seventeenth century (Habermas 1989). This
preoccupation with modernity persists in social representation theory, as few
studies explore the prevalence and tenor of social representations in later
medieval and early modern society (Sandall 2012). Moscovici himself described
the theory in terms that exclude the pre-modern period, locating its relevance in recent
centuries: ‘the main aim of the theory of social representations is clear…it hopes to
determine the link between human psychology and modern social and cultural trends’
(Moscovici 1988, p. 225).

Collective and individual memory shaped identities in later medieval England,
governing perceptions of other groups in this period as well. The concept of social
representations contributes to understandings of how these identities were formed.
The accumulation of meaning, and its use in social representations, was central to the
production and maintenance of memory in medieval society. According to
Moscovici, representations were generated through two discrete but related stages.
The first of these occurs through ‘anchoring’, while the second entails the objectifi-
cation of novel concepts, both of which, as this study will demonstrate, operated
within medieval belief systems. The process of ‘anchoring’ depended on framing new
ideas within remembered knowledge, with novel experiences and situations often
couched in emotional and evocative language (Joffé 1999; Höijer 2010). One of the
most problematic elements of social representation theory concerns this relationship
between individual agency and collective identity (Voelklein and Howarth 2005). In
his summary of social representations Slunecko comments that ‘individual experi-
ence, then, may only be comprehended in the light of collective experiential spaces;
in fact, individual experience cannot be detached from its collective frame of
reference’ (Slunecko and Hengl 2007, p. 50).

Two related strands of this study will establish the relationship between later
medieval belief systems and their social representation. Firstly, the commentary
considers the appearance and solidification of categories of ‘others’ in this period, a
process that was complicated by varieties of representation, apparent in the study
of responses to the plague and to ethnic, religious and gender difference. The
second half of this article explores the development of social representations of
gender through church court litigation, by examining spaces in which gender
ideologies were constructed, from testimony and legal defences to the household
and street.

Such analyses suggest striking ways in which social representation theory can
be mapped onto and thereby elucidate patterns of communication in the late
Middle Ages. The implications of this historical exercise can be profound. This
study will demonstrate the way in which knowledge was rendered familiar in late
medieval England, exploring how novel ideas circulated in lay society, and
attending to the way in which ideological attributes clustered around new concepts
and marginal groups.
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Social Practice and the Circulation of Knowledge

Social representations theory charts the relationship between collective identities and
the knowledge on which they depend, with discussions often orbiting around medical
and scientific discourses, the advent of AIDS and the treatment of mental illness
forming two core elements (de Rosa 1987). In a piece that does address pre-modern
society, Thomas Slunecko and Sophie Hengl have noted the significance of social
representation in fourteenth-century Europe, drawing on responses to the plague that
claimed between a third and a half of the population (Slunecko and Hengl 2007).
Slunecko and Hengl argue that the epistemological aftershock that followed the
plague extended beyond mere representation of the event itself, enacting a seismic
shift on the Weltanschauung, the worldview, of fourteenth-century Europeans
(Slunecko and Hengl, p. 50). The certainty that epidemic disease influenced everyday
life, progressing beyond discourse, represents the standard argument of historians, but
social psychologists appear to favour chronological representations of the plague.
Interpretations amongst the latter tend to present plague, or other events and epi-
demics, as the single source of homogenous representations that in turn generate
widespread changes in mindset.

However, social representations of this cataclysmic disease in the fourteenth
century were richer and more diverse than is often acknowledged. As the plague
advanced across the continent it was admittedly ‘anchored’ in existing discourses that
structured the worldviews of European Christians. The visitation was characterised as
a manifestation of ‘divine anger’, as fervent penitential movements developed in
order to obviate God’s fury (Horrox 1994, p. 96). Knowledge of the plague spread at
disparate rates, however, with chroniclers making sense of its implications in differ-
ing ways. Samuel K. Cohn emphasises that the pious response of the flagellants and
the attribution of plague to God’s wrath were neither uniform nor abiding (Cohn
2002). The Italian writer Giovanni Boccaccio signalled this breadth of opinion
concerning the plague’s origin: ‘some say that it descended upon the human race
through the influence of heavenly bodies, others that it was a punishment signifying
God’s righteous anger at our iniquitous way of life’. The unidentified nature of the
source of the pestilence was recognised, with Boccaccio noting that ‘whatever its
cause, it had originated some years earlier in the East’ (Boccaccio, trans. Williams
1972, p. 5). Such responses to the plague, therefore, signal plurality in its represen-
tation, ensuring that the epidemic could be attributed to a range of groups or causes.

Similar objectification occurs throughout medieval culture, often in reference to
groups that suffered marginalisation due to ethnic and religious difference, such as
Jews and Muslims, or on the grounds of social, sexual or economic status, for
example, prostitutes and the poor. Miri Rubin charts how anti-semitic tales of ritual
murder and Host desecration circulated in late medieval Europe and thereby became
solidified narratives that were used to incite and justify atrocities. Her work also
explores the role of the Passion plays in exacerbating religious tensions; David
Nirenberg notes that these public performances were not only incitements to violence,
which they were on many occasions, but constituted ‘ritualized agonistic events re-
enacting and encapsulating the foundational history of Jewish-Christian relations’
(Rubin 1998; Nirenberg 1996, p. 215). Given the analytic importance of the objec-
tification and transference of knowledge amongst historians and social psychologists,
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the relationship between individual belief systems and their social representations
merits more research by the two disciplines. This methodological imperative
becomes even more urgent in the context of groups that have endured the
material consequences of stereotyping and persecution.

The development of the category of the ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving poor’
constitutes another persistent social representation whose genealogy was con-
solidated in later medieval Europe. Although an ideological concern with a long
legacy, anxieties over those labelled the indigent poor were heightened from the
thirteenth century as population growth generated high levels of unemployment.
The early fourteenth century witnessed famine and pressures on the economy
even before the onset of epidemic disease. It is in this climate that, as David
Aers notes,

‘the mobile, able-bodied beggar could be figured as someone who chooses not
to work, the perfect antithesis to the newer work ethos…and a perfect way of
demonizing all who opposed the rules of the current ethos drawn up by the
gentry’ (Aers 1988, p. 37).

Conceived in terms of social representations, these novel attitudes were transmit-
ted through the later medieval form of mass communication: sermons and exempla.
This method of imparting ecclesiastical teaching was widespread and central to late
medieval social and religious experience (d’Avray 2001). Although a churchman and
prolific preacher to the Christian masses, Richard FitzRalph, Archbishop of
Armagh, wrote in the 1350s, proclaiming that ‘Holy Writ sayeth that the poor shall
be hated by his neighbour…much more a beggar shall be hated by his neighbour’
(Perry 1925, p. 83).

Sermons such as these, while reflecting concerns of certain interest groups,
simultaneously nurtured the birth of a new social label, that of the ‘undeserving
poor’, a representation that accrued new meanings over time. From the pulpit
emerged a discourse on communal relations that lambasted dependent neighbours,
articulating an emotional response that was deemed appropriate to parishioners
providing economic support. Sermons of this kind were not merely salutary warnings
on the disruptive effects of dependence on neighbourhood relations but were the
ideological embodiment of a novel discourse on worth founded on economic ability.
The exacerbating economic ‘reality’ of the fourteenth century thus engendered a new
social representation ‘with a long future before it, one that dispensed with any need
for conceptual distinctions which might encourage discomfortingly complex analysis
of the diverse causes pushing people out of their villages and onto the roads’ (Aers
1988, p. 37). These social representations relied on the emotional response of
communities that regarded marginalised groups as threats, deploying rhetoric that
heightened anxieties, and transformed lack of understanding and conflicting interests
into fear.

Social Representations and Collective Memory

The previous section noted how novel social representations were anchored in later
medieval society, indicating how ideas were transmitted through sermons, and how
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these influenced attitudes towards certain groups. The development of shared mem-
ories was another essential aspect of the epistemologies in which these groups
invested (Fentress and Wickham 1992; Connerton 1989). The significance of mem-
ory in social representations is apparent in Moscovici’s outline of the theory that
encouraged individuals to forge ‘a code for naming and classifying unambiguously
the various aspects of their world and their individual and group history’ (Moscovici
1973, p. xiii, my italics). The relationship between social representation theory and
memory studies is apparent in the similarities between the work of Moscovici and
Maurice Halbwachs, both of whom adapted Durkheim’s focus on the collective as a
key organising principle. János László detects a latent equivalence between these two
theories but for their nominal difference (László 2008). For Moscovici, Durkheim’s
‘collective representations’ lacked interpretive power, eliding key ways of under-
standing shared belief systems. Halbwachs and Moscovici thus diverged in their
understanding of how memory was organised and the way in which it circulated
(László 2008). The latter incorporated the influence of social forces to a greater
degree than Durkheim in order to chart representations that were formed in shared
contexts, rather than merely held by a particular group (Eiser 1986).

The place of collective beliefs and social structures in past cultures has preoccu-
pied historians of the Annales school. A criticism of this approach, namely its focus
on the group at the expense of individual agency, has been levelled at Halbwachs’
idea of collective memory and Moscovici’s concept of social representations. In a
similar fashion, Stuart Clark characterised the approach of later Annales historians as
one that interpreted structures not as the ‘background to history but its foreground’ in
studies that presented their subjects as ‘groping blindly for survival as prisoners of
their own productive practices’ (Clark 1985, p. 186). This criticism was made of
Fernand Braudel and Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie in particular, with the former
described recently as the figure who most exemplifies the Annales intention of
‘convert[ing] history into social science’ (Iggers 2012, p. 221).

Marková (2012) proposes an approach that integrates social representations with
historical methods, in an attempt to discern the degree to which generalisation can
underpin interpretation. Carlo Levi outlines the differences between macro
approaches and unique case studies, in which the former detects ‘homogenous
meaning in public signs and symbols’, while the latter attempt ‘to define and measure
them with reference to the multiplicity of social representations they produce’ (Iggers
1997, p. 110). Historians’ grand narratives of western modernity often privilege the
shared memory of nation states or a masculine ‘public sphere’, at the expense of more
fragmented, dissonant memories in wider society (Confino 1997, p. 1396, n.1). The
use of memory studies and social representations together, as will be seen below,
presents opportunities to analyse popular memory in legal testimony, and to under-
stand further how social representations circulated in vernacular and formal
discourses.

Prior to the analysis of social representations in later medieval church court records
a description of these records is required, alongside an explanation of the significance
of memory in this evidence. Markova cites Moscovici’s approach that ‘knowledge,
beliefs and images arise in and through lived social experience’. The testimony
generated in disputes within the church courts offer evidence for this kind of
‘world-making’ in medieval communities (Moscovici 1988, p. 231). The Church
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maintained jurisdiction over the religious and moral activities of parishioners,
arbitrating in cases that ranged from marriage and defamation disputes to suits
settling issues over tithes, ecclesiastical rights and testaments (Helmholz 1976).

In medieval England, boundaries of parishes were guarded to protect custom and
resources but these traditions, and the details of natural or artificial boundary markers,
were transmitted across generations. The memories upon which parish boundaries
depended were not the product of a hermetic vernacular culture. These landscapes
were often described in the church courts, under whose jurisdiction these cases often
fell. The influence of court officials not only shaped how these accounts were
recorded, but structured the language used. Even before suits of any kind reached
the court, lay people were aware of the types of knowledge that formed a plausible
argument under the law. Cases from the church courts of Canterbury and York I have
examined elsewhere demonstrate that this kind of meaning-making extended beyond
understanding the landscape. Sexual relations and marriage were similarly ‘proven’
in court, through the application of shared epistemologies, images and beliefs.
Though litigants demonstrate their apparent understanding of common cultural sys-
tems, this did not preclude disagreement or rejection of these values, evident in
citations from the policing, disciplining arm of the Church for sexual deviance,
bigamy, failure to pay dues to the Church, heresy and heterodoxy.

Yet witness statements from the medieval church courts were not unalloyed
mirrors of popular vernacular thought. Popular memories articulated in testimony
were mediated through clerical proctors and advocates, men holding expert legal
positions who inhabited a rarefied world of widespread literacy, possessed varying
degrees of education and tended towards religious and theological orthodoxy (Brund-
age 2008). This clerical elite advised litigants, tailored their arguments, and judged
the validity of their claims, exerting an implicit and occasionally explicit influence on
the discursive modes of witnesses. The language practices of both groups could draw
on shared meanings. Perhaps most crucial is the recognition that intersubjectivity –
encounters between people - not only shape memory but structure the way memories
accrue meaning. Though clerical discourse in the medieval church courts seems to
have influenced the defence of witnesses outlined earlier, exchange did not flow in
only one direction, from elite to popular. The late thirteenth-century drive to record
the memories of witnesses came from court officials, but was probably motivated,
in part, by increasing numbers of lay people attending confession in their local
parish churches. A process of feedback thus operated between the laity and the
Church, with encounters through the law and with parish clergy, acting as sites of
intersubjectivity. This could influence the popular discourses expressed in testimo-
ny in subtle and obscure ways. In a mid-fifteenth-century marriage case, a defence
of two witnesses, was made by the female plaintiff, which declared that they ‘had
ordered and clever memories’ (B.I. CP.F. 187). Perhaps an oblique response to a
charge of corruption, bribery and perjury, the defence used ideas on orderly
memory that circulated in learned treatises, available mainly to clerical male
readers. In disputes that were determined in the ecclesiastical courts, ‘official’
collective memory did not occupy a position that was entirely distinct from so-called
vernacular cultures.

In pre-modern culture, group memory was formed in ways that similarly tempt
historians to approach it as monolithic, collective and representative. This is
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demonstrated in the many examples of the ‘collective memory’ of monasteries, towns
and cities, and parishes that sought to generate and stabilise an ‘official’ memory.
Some historians have also interpreted these projects as evidence of collective (as
opposed to pluralistic) memory, underplaying the absence of other perceptions of the
past. Yet ‘collective’ memories were not independent of one another, with certain
types forging a close co-existence. In the early fifteenth century the history of the city
of York was recorded and celebrated by Roger Burton, a common clerk whose
interest in memorialisation led him to copy into the civic register a chronicle account
of the archbishops of York (Dobson 1991).

The selection and emphasis of knowledge occurred as part of the process by which
concepts were anchored and objectified. In the medieval period, as in modern
societies studied by social psychologists, the omission of certain events thus formed
an indispensable element in the social representation of groups and individuals, and
their production through the church courts in particular. Oral histories and narratives
are often characterized by the selection of chronological focal points. Numerous
examples from medieval England demonstrate this attitude towards traumatic past
events. For example, following the tumultuous reign of Stephen in the early
twelfth century, charters confirmed by the chancery of Henry II referred primarily
to the reign of Henry I, eliding the civil war to imply the illegitimacy of Stephen’s
monarchy and thus invalidate grants made in this period (Tanner 2007; Warren
1973).

This kind of perspective shaped memories in late medieval suits relating to custom
and common rights. In disputes over tithes witnesses usually remembered a golden
age of quiet enjoyment of the land prior to the disruption of their rights. Similar
nostalgic tropes mark a late twelfth-century suit between the convent of Rochester
and its bishop. A letter of complaint to the archbishop of Canterbury used opposi-
tional language: ‘the aforesaid church…sufficiently supported with authentic docu-
ments rejoiced in its liberties all the time of the life of the aforesaid Gundulf…Ralph
succeeded him [who] nourished his monks with a maternal breast’. In later years
conflict had developed between the bishop of Rochester and the religious community
who ‘suffered thus in the face of such grievances and oppressions for 8 years’
(Donahue and Adams 1981, pp. 42, 46). This use of nostalgia was deployed in order
to structure collective experience of the past, but smaller groups wielded identical
discursive tools. Sets of marriage suits from the courts of Canterbury and York for the
late thirteenth to the fifteenth centuries involved male defendants who sought to
resist an alleged marriage, relying on hyperbolic memories of male bonding to
provide their alibis (Kane 2007). Social representations of gender were prevalent in
witness testimony, with perceived sexual and gender difference used to construct
negative characterisations of female opponents. Misogynistic portrayals of women
witnesses and litigants articulated the anxieties of ecclesiastical and civic elites, as
well as offering convenient tropes to undermine female evidence. The authority
of women’s testimony was thus undermined under the law, but female witnesses
were nevertheless preferred in specific types of suits, indicating that women’s
memory was valued in certain juridical contexts. Social representations of
gender, and women in particular, were thus characterised by plurality, and
endowed with different attributes and associations according to the specific
discourse in which they appeared.
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Social Representations of Gender

As the previous section suggests, representations of masculinity in the medieval
church courts were accompanied by the objectification of female identity in the form
of coherent tropes and stereotypes. Indeed a central use of social representations, both
historically and in contemporary society, has been the maintenance of specific ideas
of gender and sexuality. The majority of research on social representations of gender
in psychology concentrates on the socialisation of children and adolescents (Lloyd
and Duveen 1990). Apart from the work of Duveen, the circulation of representa-
tions of gender beyond these developmental stages has received less attention
amongst social psychologists. The accounts of non-elite medieval women, in
particular, amplify the memories and daily practices of this often overlooked social
group. The social representation of gender identity maintained a complex relation
with collective and personal memory, both as a mode of ‘anchoring’ novel
experiences in familiar settings and as a way of implying the shortcomings of
female witnesses, and women in wider society. From historical records such as
litigation emerge attitudes toward and, to an extent, the experience of the feminine
‘other’.

While not forming a novel threat comparable with ethnic or religious minorities or
the poor, women in late medieval society could become the locus of various anxieties,
partly due to their symbolic status as the site of domestic virtue (Riddy 1996). Social
representations of women in later medieval England were forged in an ambivalent
context in which the threat they posed was perhaps amplified in a post-plague setting.
Moscovici indicates the central importance of emotion in social representations,
particularly anxieties of this kind. Thus ‘all concepts of the world are a means of
solving psychic or emotional tensions, compensations to restore inner stability’ (Joffé
1999, p. 100). In her analysis of responses to risk, Hélène Joffé identifies a neglect of
emotion in current social psychology, with few studies addressing how affect is
produced by novel situations, or how it represents a way of sense-making (Joffé
1999). A crucial element of Moscovici’s concept of social representations concerns
the resolution of perceived dangers to wider society (Joffé 1999). The earlier
discussion of anti-Semitic discourse highlights this emotional response to ‘others’.

Birgitta Höijer identifies the central relationship within social representations
‘between the collective and the individual, between the present and the past, and
between the known and the unknown’ (Höijer 2011, p. 6). A preoccupation with the
final set of relations, the known and the unknown, saturates the male-authored natural
philosophical genre on ‘women’s secrets’, best exemplified by the Latin pseudo-
Albertan ‘Secrets of Women’, a treatise that probably appeared first in the late
thirteenth-century (Green 2008). Works on gynaecological matters drew on long
misogynistic traditions relating to female secrecy, but from the fourteenth century
onwards these emphasised the suspicious, hidden and dangerous aspects of female
reproduction. These Latin texts circulated amongst literate, educated men, who
exerted control over this genre, thus gaining epistemological control over women’s
bodies and generation itself. In this way masculine fears and suspicion were replaced
by male control and the production of feminine shame.

Before examining case studies of gender in the medieval church courts, the
interplay between memory and emotion in the production of social representations
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of other groups must also be acknowledged. A recent turn towards the study of
emotions in cultural history has generated an interest in the production and inculca-
tion of feelings, with significant studies on pre-modern emotion challenging Nortbert
Elias’s ‘civilizing process’ (Reddy 2001; Rosenwein 2002, 2006; Frevert 2011).
Daniel Lord Smail has noted how the law was used to channel and express emotion
in the secular courts of late medieval Marseille (Smail 2003). In Europe during this
period litigants relied on a relatively formal body of law to air grievances, a set of
laws that had developed to accomplish the balancing act of containing emotion, while
simultaneously allowing its careful expression. From these records of arbitration
emerges the affective tenor of exchanges between different groups, including the
way in which emotion influenced attitudes towards women in legal suits.

The belief that emotion gave veracity to memories was prevalent in late medieval
learned circles. Like classical practitioners of skilled memory, Thomas Bradwardine
in his fourteenth-century manual, De memoria artificiali adquirenda, advocated
emotion as the most evocative peg for past events. Violent imagery litters his treatise
to be conjured in the imagination as mnemonics for words, ideas and events; many of
these suggested examples are associated with biological and reproductive process,
such as painful births or bulls with swollen testicles (Carruthers 1990). Despite male
clerical attempts to appropriate metaphors of birth, their acknowledgement of the
trauma and pain involved during childbirth probably meant that in the church courts,
and in other jurisdictions, women were recognised as credible witnesses when they
referenced memories of childbirth. Goldberg notes that female witnesses were often
selected to give evidence in suits that required memories of births, and proof of sexual
activity (Goldberg 2007). In 1422, for example, Agnes, wife of John Bacon remem-
bered the birth of a child because she had disappointed the expectant mother by
missing the labour and birth (B.I. CP.F. 133). The fusion of emotional and biological
factors produced a gender-based social representation of female memory, allowing
popular ideas of gender to penetrate intellectual and elite culture.

Fears surrounding transgressions of gender roles often crystallised in representa-
tions of the household and of sexuality, both of which emerge as symbolic centres in
church court testimony. The reputation of the patriarchal head of household in later
medieval England hinged on the successful control of dependents who dwelled under
their roof, from servants and apprentices, to children and wives. Accordingly, anxi-
eties surrounding lack of control in the domestic sphere are evident in cases initiated
in the Court of York. In 1363 a defamation suit was initiated by Thomas de
Pickworthe, whose unmarried daughter had become pregnant, apparently by a family
servant, who was subsequently dismissed from his position (B.I. CP.E. 249). Yet
Pickworthe was accompanied by another litigant, a priest named William de
Saperton, who was accused of fathering the child himself. Witnesses testified how
Pickworthe received gifts from Saperton in exchange for favours from his daughter,
while the two men conspired to conceal the arrangement, identifying his servant as
the father instead. This suit indicates how male gender identities were represented in
testimony, as witnesses drew on stereotypes of masters, servants and the clergy,
amplifying insecure aspects of their masculinities to construct their evidence.
In this context the social representation of masculinity overshadowed depictions
of femininity, unsurprisingly since it was male honour and related expectations
that were under scrutiny.

Integr Psych Behav (2012) 46:544–558 553



The maintenance of an orderly household was a central concern in another suit
dated 1396, in which Margery Nesfeld sought a separation from the court of York due
to her husband Thomas’s extreme cruelty (B.I. CP.E. 221; Goldberg 1999). Thomas
never refuted accusations of his violence; the medieval Church permitted the hus-
band’s physical chastisement of his wife, provided it was not deemed excessive
(Butler 2007). Thomas contended that Margery had remained absent from their home
for the entire day, only returning after nightfall, for which ‘rebellion’ he proceeded to
reprimand her. This absence from the home was imbued with associations of street-
walking, gossiping with other women and rebellious behaviour. Thomas’s defence
also rested on the claim that Margery had threatened that she could murder him in his
sleep, drawing on an established representation of female aggression as secretive,
cunning and requiring little strength in order to attack the vulnerable male while
asleep. Yet his response gained force when he labelled Margery’s activities specifi-
cally as ‘rebellion’. Goldberg argues that this patriarchal defence was strengthened by
the allusion to the stereotype of the virago from the Book of Proverbs: ‘wayward,
loud, disobedient and unchaste’ (Goldberg 1999, p. 63). This established representa-
tion of unruly women - leaving the domestic realm, walking the streets and speaking
out of turn - was manipulated in order to objectify the threat posed to Thomas’s public
reputation as a respectable head of household in control of his dependents.

Were representations of female ‘transgression’, and related anxieties about the
patriarchal domestic order engendered by a new set of circumstances that arose in the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries? A relevant historiographical debate concerns the
influence of the plague on gender relations and, in particular, the economic and social
position of women in this period. P.J.P. Goldberg has suggested that the decades after
the arrival of epidemic disease brought novel labour opportunities for women in
urban areas; Caroline Barron similarly detected improved conditions for women
living in London, that endured until the sixteenth century. Yet, as Goldberg and
others note, advances in economic power were not followed by wholesale progres-
sion in other areas such as legal recourse and socio-cultural attitudes (Goldberg 1992;
Rigby 2000). Thus, potential gains may have been short-lived, confined to towns and
cities, and perhaps limited to the period between 1370 and 1470. An anti-feminist
response to these gains may have followed, with women prosecuted in higher
numbers by male authorities throughout the secular and ecclesiastical courts (Barron
1989; Goldberg 1992). In contrast, Judith Bennett argues that the situation of women
remained constant during this period, with a ‘patriarchal equilibrium’ ensuring that
ameliorations in conditions for women, such as higher wages, were met with deteri-
oration in other avenues (Bennett 1997). Concerns over female speech heightened
during this period as growing numbers of women were prosecuted for ‘sins of the
tongue’ through presentments for scolding (Bardsley 2006). The position of women
thus fluctuated over time, with changing circumstances failing to ensure universally
higher standards of living. Yet how these gendered representations operated in
tandem with one another reveals much about perceptions of, if not the experiences
of later medieval women.

Recent work on classification and gender has explored the way in which medieval
single women, and women in general, were identified according to marital status
beyond the well-known categories of ‘virgin’, ‘widow’ or ‘whore’ (Beattie 2006).
Beattie notes the variety in meaning and use of the term, arguing that women were
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categorized to a greater extent than later medieval men, attracting a larger number of
classificatory labels than later medieval men. Women were thus described in a variety
of discourses that illuminate a range of social representations of medieval women,
embracing moral, marital, economic and legal meanings. Throughout fifteenth- and
sixteenth-century Europe, civic authorities devoted particular moral comment to the
single woman outside of the male-headed household, a figure who drew more
attention than the ‘masterless’ men that flocked to towns and cities. The groups of
women these statutes attempted to regulate formed the ‘youth sub-culture’ of young,
single women who arrived in towns and cities from the countryside, worked as
servants, deferred marriage and chose to share cheap housing (Riddy 1996). This
representation of women, both married and single, shifted after the Reformation. In
the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries women maintained their expertise as
witnesses in the church courts, but higher numbers of defamation suits brought
predominantly between women suggests that female morality, measured through
sexual reputation, became even more crucial as a reflection of male honour (Gowing
1996). The integrity of the household, and its patriarchal, godly head was measured
through wifely virtue.

Conclusion

Social representations possess dense and changeable histories, with few ‘events’
generating entirely novel oppositional discourses. In this volume Tileag!
emphasises the ‘paradoxical’, contingent character of social memory, or collec-
tive representation in Durkheimian terms. His study of contradictory public
accounts of communism in Romania demonstrates individual contributions to
perceptions of the past, as well as the accumulation of meaning in the social
representation of identity. As Marková suggests, studies of individual relation-
ships to the past not only account for the agency of marginal subjects, but also
disrupt official collective memories. Situating these in broader contexts of the
law, social practice, and gendered attitudes, elucidates the importance of inves-
tigating memory in pre-modern culture. By combining social representation
theory with a reappraisal of social practice and gendered attitudes, we can
begin to illuminate the dynamic aspects of communal life in an otherwise
hierarchical society. Patterns of communication in later medieval England relied
on complex networks that facilitated debates over the meaning of novel sit-
uations and groups. These ideas circulated in parish sermons, the church courts,
within households and in the street, but these discourses presented subtly
different interpretations of the world around them. Bringing together historical
and social psychological disciplines, moreover, challenges the distinction be-
tween modern and pre-modern societies so central to the classic formulation of
social representation theory.
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Abstract This paper takes key insights from social psychologists and interrogates them
as methodological tools for historians, applying these theories to a large-scale uprising
that occurred in southern England in 1549. In a social order based on notions of
paternalism and deference, a diverse band of rebels were able to forge an alliance strong
enough to pose a serious threat to local authorities in Norwich. Social psychological
approaches to collective memory and evolving social representations are deployed to
highlight contested memories of rebellion as central to Tudor state formation, and to
understand how a rebel group with many competing interests was able to sustain their
alliance. I argue that the imperative to understand individual behaviour in a collective
context illuminates the way that this group could form a vision of the world which
contradicted deferential social ideals without ranging themselves against central govern-
ment. The article also suggests ways in which historical approaches can inform social
psychological concepts.

Keywords Early modern history . Social psychology . Rebellion . Tudor state . Social
representation . Collective memory . Micro-history . State formation . Naive
monarchism

In 1549 the regime of Protector Somerset (ruling on behalf of the minor Edward VI) was
rocked by a series of large-scale uprisings across the southern half of the realm that had
recently declared itself as a Protestant nation. There were varying regional causes for these
insurrections. The rising in Exeter used to be characterised as protest in support of older,
Catholic, religious practices although historians have since identified this as a far more
multi-causal affair which was also driven by local social and economic conflicts. Kent,
Oxfordshire and East Anglia witnessed other ‘commotions’, as they became known, but
the most troubling to the Edwardian state was the rising which became known as Kett’s
Rebellion in Norwich, the provincial capital of Norfolk. At a time when this second
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largest city in England had just over 9,000 inhabitants, the rebel group numbered
approximately 10,000, and was comprised of people from all social groups with diverse
interests, such as peasants, artisans, merchants, and more affluent landholders.

How, then, were their competing and often contradictory interests reconciled? Here I
adopt Cristian Tileaga’s social psychological approach to collective memory and Gordon
Sammut’s use of social representation theory (Tileaga 2012; Sammut et al 2012). These
help to explain how heterogeneous groups came together—at least temporarily—
under an idealised, traditional vision of the world which, in this context, implied a
critique of the existing social order. Prevailing notions of the social order in early
modern England derived from a religiously ordained hierarchy, or ‘common weal’,
characterised by the paternal care of the ruling elite in return for the deferential
obedience of a poor labouring population. In this system, it was expected that the
‘vertical’ and reciprocal relation of rich and poor worked to the benefit of all in the
‘common weal’. By the middle of the sixteenth century, however, it seems that the
changing economic and agrarian practices of gentry masters and landholders, combined
with perceived injustices in criminal law, were making this ideal difficult to sustain. E.P.
Thompson has suggested that by the eighteenth century, ‘economic rationalization
nibbled (and had long been nibbling) through the bonds of paternalism’ (Thompson
1974, p. 385). The Norfolk rebel demands of 1549 suggest that this was already
becoming evident. Their appeal to traditional ideals of the ‘common weal’ thus threw
into relief the dereliction of elite paternalist duties. While exploring the application of
social psychological approaches to this situation, the paper also argues that a micro-
historical approach to studying past events and communities can help to nuance and
refine these conceptual tools in return. The analysis, therefore, begins to elaborate two of
the ‘bridges’ outlined in Mark Knights’ contribution to this issue (Knights 2012).

Under the leadership of Robert Kett, a wealthy local tanner, the rebel group set up
camp onMousehold Heath, an elevated area of common land which overlooked the city
of Norwich. This site held both symbolic and strategic advantages. The camp provided
an example of orderly governance in contrast to the traditional gentry-led paternalism
which had characterised local authority structures and which was now being held up for
reproach. Kett had been in dispute with his neighbour Sir John Flowerdew, a landowner
from the adjoining parish of Hethersett to the west of Norwich. Flowerdew was a lawyer
who had attracted animosity from the parishioners ofWymondham by acting as overseer
to the dissolution of the local Abbey whilst Kett had been vociferous in helping
parishioners resist its destruction. Unrest erupted during the annual feast dedicated to
Thomas Beckett, patron saint of Wymondham Abbey. Celebrating crowds began to tear
down controversial enclosures of common land on Flowerdew’s estate and it is alleged
that he bribed them to move on to Kett’s land. When they did it seems that Kett joined
them and, breaking both his own and Flowerdew’s enclosures, agreed to lead this
protesting group. A hostile sixteenth-century chronicler of the uprising recalled that:

Robert Ket, a Tanner, a man of stout, rude, of an impudent boldnesse, and
unbridled violence, had inclosed a peece of Common, they ran unto him full of
furie and madnesse, & signified unto him, what advice they had taken for the
disturbance of the peace of their Country; and do earnestly intreat him, that
whatsoever of the Common feede he had inclosed, the same he would presently
(their Country and they requiring it) yeeld to common profit, the hedges &
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ditches being throwne downe, and made even with the ground. Ket, as one
burning with the same flames of furie, wherewith these were set on fire, easily
suffering himself to be drawne into this cursed fellowship, answered, That hee
was ready, and would be ready at all times to do whatsoever, not only to
represse, but to subdue the power of Great men (Woods 1615)

It is difficult to isolate any definitive reason that Kett endangered his life by assuming
leadership of the rising as it marched on Norwich. Upon arriving at the gates of the
city, the rebels requested permission to march through the city to Mousehold Heath in
the east, perhaps signalling an attempt to have their actions condoned by local
authorities. This might suggest that they looked to bestow legitimacy on their rising
which would have played well on the national stage. When this was denied by the
Mayor, they marched around the north of Norwich and set up camp on the raised
ground which overlooked the city.

Kett and others maintained discipline and order in the camp, effectively controlling
Norwich for several weeks during the summer of 1549 whilst fending off attacks.
This period saw fierce street to street fighting between the mustered forces of the
Marquis of Northampton on one side and Kett’s rebels on the other. Northampton’s
army regained the city briefly before losing it to the superior local knowledge and
tactics of the Mousehold ‘campers’ as they were known. Eventually the insurrection
was brutally suppressed by the forces of the Earl of Warwick. 3,000 ‘rebels’ are
believed to have been slaughtered and Kett’s body was hanged outside Norwich
castle for months as a grim warning to any potential insurrectionaries.

Remembering Rebellion

Both the rebel demands and post-rebellion interrogations provide very fertile material
for studying competition over the meaning of past events. They offer a valuable
opportunity to reflect on Tileaga’s (2012) study of Communism and the meaning of
collective memory. The events of 1549 also suggest intriguing possibilities for the
evolutionary theory of social representations offered by Sammut et al (2012). These
changes over time are the focus of the latter part of this piece. Initially, we shall
consider memories of 1549 in light of Tileaga’s work on competition between
‘official’ and ‘vernacular’ versions of the past.

In February 1550, John Redhead of Norwich testified that he had overheard two
local men speak these words as they looked towards the decaying body of Robert
Kett hanging from the Castle:

Oh Kette god have mercy upon thy soul and I trust in god that the King’s
Majesty and his Counsel shall be informed once between this and Midsummer
eve that of their own gentleness thou shall be taken down by the grace of god
and buried and not hanged up for winter store and sett a quietness in the Realm
(NRO, NCR 16A/6, p.33).

The previous November, according to witness Maryanne Lelly, John Rooke had said
that ‘before Christmas, you shall see as great a Camp uponMousehold as ever was. And
if it be not then, it shall be in the spring of the year and they shall come out of the Lord
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Protector’s Country to strengthen him’ (NRO, NCR 16A/6, p.3). In June 1550, John
Styngate told the court that he heard John Oldeman say these words: ‘It was a merry
world when we were yonder eating of mutton’ by which he meant the time at the wood
[that is, Thorpe Wood, near Mousehold Heath]’ (NRO, NCR 12A/1(a), fols. 9v-10r.).
Rooke and Oldeman evidently remembered the uprising of the previous summer as a
moment when many in Norfolk had been drawn together by a vision of the world that
accorded with their own interests. Rooke looked to this memory in the hope that the
camp would re-emerge that year, drawing wider support than Kett had enjoyed. These
court records, themselves, stand witness to a drive by civic authorities to dampen
popular remembrances of camping time through the punishment of seditious speech.

It seems that it was not only oral memories of rebellion which concerned author-
ities. David Rollison identifies a useful approach to material forms of popular
memory in pre-modern England. Suggesting that the landscape was literally used to
store information, he contends that ‘the land was a memory palace, so that irrevocably
to alter or destroy a land form (as in a mining operation, or in enclosure) was to erase
a part of the collective memory’ (Rollison 1992, p. 70). This relation between
collective memory and material environment did not only characterise perceptions
of the past in rural areas. Early modern civic culture, too, drew upon buildings,
streets, spaces and various types of regalia to evoke a past which underpinned
perceptions of authority and the social order (Ezzy et al. 2009: Morgan 2004). As
the Mayor’s Court recorded a wave of prosecutions intended to suppress positive
popular memories of the rebellion, Chamberlain Accounts testify to the vigorous
efforts of civic authorities to cleanse all traces of rebellion from the material fabric of
the city. Amongst many other similar payments, these accounts record the following:

Item. Paid to Henry Wodrof and Andrew Robynson, labourers, making clean the
market place after my lord was gone, each of them 24 days and to John Angell,
labourer, 12 days making clean and loading of earth at 5 d a day, each of them }
25 s
Item. Paid to Robert Rogers, labourer, making clean around the Guildhall and
also all the leads, chambers & prisons which were very sorely soiled, 11 days at 5
d a day } 4 s 7 d (NRO, NCR 18A/7, fol. 305r)

The Guildhall was adjacent to Norwich market place and was the venue for the
Mayor’s Court during the sixteenth century. Following the 1549 rebellions, the
building was also used to hold those involved in the uprising. Did this force an
uncomfortable propinquity of authority and rebellion? Do the Chamberlain Accounts
suggest, as Andy Wood proposes, that the civic authorities of Norwich were assid-
uously attempting to cleanse traces of rebellion from the city (Wood 2010)? Com-
bined with the decision to hang up Kett’s body for ‘winter store’, this presents a more
complex picture. Rather than simply erasing memories of the previous summer, it
could be suggested that the civic authorities of Norwich attempted to control the way
that the rising was remembered as they removed the signs of rebel actions but
emphasised the grim fate of their leader.

A micro-study of Norwich in 1549 thus confirms Tileaga’s conceptualisation of
collective memory as an area of contest between ‘official’ and ‘vernacular’ interpretations
of the recent past, forming a site where these contested events are given meaning. He
notes that sociolinguists, historians and political scientists ‘have approached collective
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memory with a concern for documenting or explaining macro-social political and histor-
ical processes of change and transformation’ (Tileaga 2012). Anthropologists, ethnog-
raphers and cultural historians, in contrast, have emphasised moral ambiguities and
vagaries of memory stemming from the idea that memory of social and historical
‘realities’ can be placed in different social frameworks and networks of interpretation.

While his contribution to this issue reveals much about Romanian memories of
Communism, then, we have seen that Tileaga’s perspective is also very apposite to
studying contemporary memories of these rebellions and their consequences for
historiographies of the sixteenth-century English state. The significance of events in
1549 is open to a range of interpretations and their apparent impact varies according
to focus. Like social psychological work on shifting representations, micro-historical
studies emphasise ambiguity, relativity, and evolution in the way particular commu-
nities view the world and their place in it.

What can the situation in sixteenth-century Norfolk tell us directly about these social
psychological insights? Most significantly, this episode offers a comparative study
through which to test these conceptual tools. It forces us to modify the social psycho-
logical association of competing representations with the advent of modernity, a point
which is addressed towards the end of this piece. More immediately, it causes us to think
critically about Tileaga’s terminology. While recent work has problematized clear cut
distinctions between ‘official’ and ‘vernacular’ cultures, it appears that in mid-sixteenth-
century Norfolk there were two distinct versions of what had happened in the summer of
1549. These interpretations of rebellion, however, were derived from interaction rather
than the opposition of distinct political cultures. In his critique of John Bodnar’s
characterisation of ‘official’ and ‘vernacular’ memory, Alon Confino claims that it is
unproductive to ask how vernacular interests can contain the cultural offensive of
authorities. This, he suggests, implies an idealised distinction between values derived
from ‘shared experience’ in ‘small-scale communities’ and the ‘large, impersonal,
power-hungry’ impulses of elites. He posits a more productive approach which asks
how elements of an official culture are internalised by people to become a memory as
‘intimate and authentic as the local, ethnic, and family past’ (Confino 2006, pp. 185–6).
This is more appropriate to the present study because, as we shall see, the Norfolk
rebels did not range themselves against the state but appealed to central authorities in
the hope that they would redress a local threat to the ‘common weal’.

Tileaga’s work thus illuminates the possible impact and meaning of this rising
from within the ordinary communities of sixteenth-century Norwich although it is
essential to consider the ways that so-called ‘official’ and ‘vernacular’ cultures
commingled or interacted in this episode. If we consider only elite or ‘official’
memories of macro-social transformation which overlook, or downplay, the signifi-
cance of popular rebellions we then come to the conclusion that early modern state
growth was a centrally-driven, one-way process determined by the desires of mon-
archs and their counsel. This assessment reflects historian Geoffrey Elton’s famous
assertion that the poor do not appear in history (Elton 1997). The civic court records
of Norwich from later in 1549, however, reveal a lot about competition over mem-
ories of the recent uprising. They suggest a more inclusive notion of state politics in
early modern England. Popular recollections of the rebellion and its leaders evoked a
nostalgic view of a lost and harmonious communal vision that flickered for a moment
before being brutally extinguished by the Earl of Warwick and his forces. These
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depositions also suggest that memories of the 1549 rising may have inspired hope of
another, more successful, rebellion in the near future.

Once we examine attempts to regulate memories of the rebels and their supporters,
therefore, a different picture of the Tudor state emerges. We see a state whose
consolidation depended on a complex process of negotiation in controlling or sup-
pressing the scale of popular uprisings. Important work by Steve Hindle and Mike
Braddick on sixteenth- and seventeenth-century state formation, of course, empha-
sises reciprocal relations between centre and locality (Hindle 2002; Braddick 1996;
Braddick 2000). With the notable exception of Wood (2010), however, the impor-
tance of popular rebellion has been comparatively neglected as an element of this
process. This modern historiographical lacuna does not accord with the sensitivity of
early modern elites to the dangers of popular discontent. Following Tileaga’s (2012)
argument that collective memory is the site of competition between a range of
players, it is clear that the battle for control over the remembrance of rebellion is a
very significant area of study in this context.

Social psychology can inform our study of the past, conceptualising social repre-
sentations as the ideological vehicle through which individuals frame collective
versions of the world around them. This work leads us back to the study of particular,
local, situations if we wish to understand the nature of collective mentalities in early
modern England. In return, these studies suggest much about social psychological
approaches. In the year following Kett’s arrest and execution, civic authorities in
Norwich expended considerable effort attempting to control the memory of the
uprising, signalling that they certainly understood this as a contest with significant
implications. Extant archival sources from sixteenth-century Norfolk help us to
recover the complexity and real political force of this competition. This adds a deeper
historical dimension to social psychological work on collective memory and, in this
case, forces us to acknowledge that ‘official’ and ‘vernacular’ memories were not
monolithic discrete entities.

Shifting Cultural Contexts

That the rebel group cut across different social and economic clusters raises an
important question. How was it possible for this heterogenous mass of people to
forge such a meaningful, if temporary, alliance? This section outlines the nature of
rebel grievances and how they signal disenchantment with the traditional reciprocal
hierarchy. It then locates this type of friction within historiographies of the early
modern social order and deploys anthropological insights that illuminate the strategy
of the 1549 rebels. Finally, I adopt the perspectives of Sammut et al (2012) as an
explanatory model for an evolving social representation which moved away from
‘vertical’ ties of paternalism and deference towards a representation constituted by a
more complicated mix of ‘vertical’ and ‘horizontal’ bonds.

The demands of the Norfolk rebels highlight a profound mistrust of local authority
which was an important undercurrent in local experience of the sixteenth-century
English state. This mistrust developed against the backdrop of traditional ideals of
local paternalism and deference. The traditional mode of objectification emphasised
‘vertical’ ties and a mutually beneficial relationship between master and servant based
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on the familial metaphor of the patriarchal father and his family. This social repre-
sentation was supported by the experience of deference and obedience owed to those
at the top of the local hierarchy in return for a wide range of customary rights to graze,
to glean, to fish, and to gather firewood, all of which helped to underpin the survival
strategies of poor families. Some of the so-called Mousehold ‘Articles’ made explicit
comment about the impact of enclosures on the poor, pointing towards a dereliction
of paternalist duty. Other articles were more direct, emphasising growing divisions
between rich and poor. These economic claims were far-reaching and diverse, the one
unifying aspect being criticism of oppressive gentry landlords. There was criticism of
rack-renting and the loss of customary fishing rights, but a major grievance appears to
have been the relatively novel practice of sheepfold coursing. This was a notorious
practice whereby entrepreneurial landlords would over stock common land with large
flocks of sheep to the great detriment of the grazing rights on which many poor
labourers and their families depended. Very tellingly, there were demands to end
bonded labour. Although this form of tenure was often justified as an epitome of
traditional ‘vertical’ bonds of paternalism and deference, it was criticised in the
‘Articles’ as an oppressive form of servitude. There are also complaints about
local judges known as Justices of the Peace who were generally drawn from the
ranks of the minor gentry. Collectively, the Mousehold ‘Articles’ suggest a
breakdown in trust and a general antipathy towards the attitudes and practices
of local authority figures.

This nominally deferential society evidently resounded with friction between
different social groups in sixteenth-century Norfolk. It is now a commonplace that
early modern popular protest entailed elements of a quasi-class antagonism cloaked
by claims of a dereliction of paternalist duty (Wood 2002; Wood 2010; Walters 2007).
The insights of social representation theory, however, offer a useful way of conceiv-
ing the manner in which subaltern agency could be organised by highlighting contra-
dictions within dominant representations of contemporary society. The Mousehold
rebels apparently felt that traditional versions of social relations did not reflect the
reality of their daily life. Their ‘Articles’ suggest that the ideal of a paternalist local
gentry was actually perceived as a rapacious, regressive and decadent abuse of
authority.

Anthropological work on rebellion illuminates the strategy of the 1549 ‘campers’.
We have seen that the authority of sixteenth-century Norfolk and Suffolk gentry was
grounded in notions of paternalism. Local gentlemen expected deference from the
commoners of their region in return for their protection. James C. Scott expands this
notion of local paternalism to contemporary perceptions of national politics, suggest-
ing an ideal of ‘naive monarchism’ that allowed protesters to align their cause with
that of the state, thereby avoiding accusations of rebellion (Scott 1992, pp. 96–103).
The 1549 rebels did not complain directly about the actions of the monarch. They
couched their demands in terms which avoided criticism of Edward VI or Protector
Somerset, focusing on abuses of power by the King’s council, advisors and East
Anglian gentry as local agents of state power. The ‘Articles’ took the form of a
request to a distant beneficent monarch, highlighting disorder in the realm and
imploring royal assistance in restoring order to the region.

Predominant in early modern protest was the claim to act on behalf of the
‘common weal’, that most malleable of state metaphors. Rollison suggests that ‘the
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‘discourse of commonweal’ refers to a unique collective effort to define and serve a
community with precedence over all lesser communities’ (Rollison 2010, p. 17). In its
idealised nature, the common weal was a positive concept to all in early modern
England. It could thus be appropriated in the name of most causes and was difficult to
resist. Keith Wrightson discusses the three estates of medieval social theory: those
that fought, those that worked, and those that prayed. Through this model, he
explains, ‘social harmony and divine favour depended on the proper performance
of their duties by each estate’ (Wrightson 1991, p. 30). In this context, the ‘rising of
the commons’ appears as a purely reactive force deployed to redress an imbalance in
a static society grounded in notions of mutuality and a timeless interdependence.
Calling on the King, or Protector Somerset, to resolve their relations with local
gentry, were the Norfolk rebels of 1549 simply acting as a redressive force to restore
balance to the ‘common weal’? Or did this rising suggest a more proactive, dynamic
popular politics through which local communities were able to conceive of an
alternative political organisation within their region?

So we move to Sammut et al (2012) and the use of social representation theory,
asking how this can illuminate the way that the 1549 group drew its leadership and
support. They suggest that social representations simplify lived experience (Sammut
et al 2012). Complex social relations and cultural phenomena are simplified in a
certain way of seeing the world which allows for broad consensus in communities
constituted by differing, and often contradictory, beliefs and motivations. The rebel
grievances were extremely diverse but broadly grounded in dissatisfaction with
existing local governance that had failed to offer the paternalistic care implied by
traditional social ideals. Although couched in terms of ‘naive monarchism’, rebel
demands worked to systematically deconstruct dominant objectifications of social,
cultural and economic life that were based on local paternalism and deference. The
coherence of the group was, of course, grounded in an idealised objectification of
cooperation between working people as there was conflict between these rebels for
many reasons.

Alex Gillespie’s discussion of alternative representations illuminates this coexis-
tence of competing world views. (Gillespie 2008) He suggests that competing
representations generate a view of the ‘other’ from within a particular system of
values, ideas and practices. Experience of life in sixteenth-century East Anglia
evidently encouraged the rebels to seek paternalistic redress from central rather than
local authorities. In the social representation that constituted the symbolic community
of Kett’s rebels, local gentry appeared as ‘other’ to those in the Mousehold
camp and the benefit of the ‘common weal’. (Said 1994, p. 54) Following
Sammut et al (2012), the experience of authority in sixteenth-century East Anglia
engendered a shift in the relation of these groups and the way that they were
perceived to contribute to the general well-being of the ‘common weal’. The resulting
social representation appears to have changed from one which was characterised by
local and ‘vertical’ ties of paternalism and deference, to an objectification of the
world grounded in a more complex combination of ‘vertical’ and ‘horizontal’ bonds
of association.

This chimes with social psychological racheting theory which also suggests that
representations are subject to change over time in reaction to shifting experiential
contexts. While this work focuses on more recent events and cultures, evidence from
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Norfolk in 1549 suggests that competing and evolving representations also charac-
terised the early modern English polity. This has important implications for
social psychological narratives that link the evolution of competing representa-
tions with modernisation. In mid sixteenth-century East Anglia, experience con-
tradicted a paternalistic ideal which had encouraged peaceful social relations.
This shifting cultural context seems to have engendered a new shared objectifi-
cation which underwrote the solidarity of these rebels. As we have seen, court
evidence against John Rooke and John Oldeman in 1550 suggests that this social
representation, at least in part, survived the crushing of this rebellion by the Earl
of Warwick’s forces.

Conclusion

The evidence of the 1549 rebellions, then, causes us to think again about Gillespie’s
conceptualisation of competing social representations. His framework appears to
presuppose a holistic and homogenous society of the past, from which competing
representations began to emerge with the advent of modernity. Sandra Jovchelovitch
similarly tends to associate competing representations with a transition from pre-
modernity (Jovchelovitch 2007). The evidence of the 1549 rising confirms that no
such homogeneity existed in pre-modern England at the same time as it points to
interaction rather than opposition between ‘official’ and ‘vernacular’ memory as
proffered by Tileaga (2012). The historical record thus invites social psychologists
to nuance and refine these conceptual and theoretical tools.

In return, historians can benefit from the cross-disciplinary perspective of social
psychologists. These papers provide useful conceptual frameworks which can illu-
minate the social dynamics of early modern protest and rebellion, particularly the
focus on collective memory as a site of contest between ‘elite’ and ‘popular’ groups.
Social representation theory draws our attention to the relation between shifting
cultural contexts and the way that these contexts are represented to the broad
consensus of otherwise heterogenous groups. This is undoubtedly instructive when
brought to the micro-study of the 1549 Norfolk ‘rebellions’. These are, of course, not
completely novel approaches to the history of popular politics and rebellion in early
modern England. Historians commonly conceive of these episodes in terms of
ideological transformations and the negotiation of cultural hegemony. These tools,
however, offer a more incisive and structured methodology through which to analyse
the dialectic between lived experience and ideological shifts. Concentrating on the
dynamics of individual behaviour in a collective context, the theory of evolving
social representations presented by Sammut et al (2012) illuminates the group
psychologies which underpinned early modern protest and rebellion. It especially
suggests a model of how the 1549 rebels worked to overcome internal division by
highlighting contradiction between lived experience and dominant objectifications of
the social order. Despite the implication of discrete ‘official’ and ‘vernacular’ inter-
ests, Tileaga’s (2012) particular interpretation of contested collective memories
suggests a way of understanding shifts and transmutations in the way these rebellions
were remembered. This is crucial to our understanding of the state in later sixteenth-
century England.
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Abstract While the emergence of the Internet and mobile telephone has allegedly
changed our concept of self and emotions, the fundamental idea of a character seems
to remain unchanged since literary characters came into ‘stock’ in the early modern
imagination. Focusing on the early modern literary sphere, this commentary exam-
ines how the contemporary avatar stems from the early modern concept of character.
Taking some examples from the writings of Thomas Overbury, Ben Jonson and
Shakespeare amongst others, it investigates the concept of character and the self in
the literary, legal, and medical discourses. It then analyses the practical application of
characters in the theatrical spheres. Following these findings, the study examines the
dramatic texts and argues the importance of face in the character creation and
apprehension, finding a curious correlation to the indispensable use of avatars on
the Internet. The research thus indicates that the concept of characters is not only
fundamental to the contemporary virtual life but also equally vital to the early modern
literary experience, offering an alternative view to Simon Evans’s paper that exam-
ines the continuities of selves in the virtual and the physical worlds, as well as in the
present and the past.
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Introduction: The Early Modern ‘Second Self’?

What is a character? How do we define a person? How do we position ourselves
against others, and how do we differentiate one another? We face these questions
constantly in our modern lives where the human traffic has become global and people
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from diverse socio-cultural backgrounds encounter one another constantly. The
emergence of the Internet, on the other hand, has created a complex virtual sphere
where people meet ‘online’ without physical presence and introduce themselves
through their ‘second self’ (Mansfield 2008). The virtualisation of communicative
spheres seems to prompt a strong need for understanding ‘characters’ and ‘person-
hood’ all the more because of the absence of direct contact. When we consider how
we use the avatars and symbols that express emotions in the virtual sphere, we
understand that the notions of ‘character’ and ‘personhood’ owe much to the percep-
tion of appearance and face.

This paper seeks to provide an alternative to the view on characters, personhood
and self that Simon Evans (2012) examined in his paper in this special issue. As my
background is in early modern English literature, I will explain how the early modern
concepts of character, personhood and self appear in the early seventeenth-century
English literature including the works of Thomas Overbury (1581–1613), Ben Jonson
(1572–1637) and Thomas Wright (d. 1624) and William Shakespeare (1564–1616).
As Evans points out, the literary and theatrical sphere of early modern England is
often considered as ‘the Republic of Letters,’ which served as a proto-type of what
Benedict Anderson (2006) named ‘the imagined community.’ Indeed the early
seventeenth-century writers, actors and audience corresponded with one another,
both face-to-face and by manuscript circulation, to discuss their ideas of the literary
works, publications and dramatic performance. Although Evans rightly suggests the
emergence of modern media such as the telephone as an example of the conceptual-
isation of the contemporary virtual world, I hope to add an alternative viewpoint that
the early modern theatrical sphere is the equivalent of the contemporary virtual world
where technology and performance both serve to create an interaction between the
real and the ‘second’ self (Shroeder 2002; Turkle 2005). It seems to me that the
contemporary vogue of the avatar in the virtual sphere stems from the early modern
creation of stock characters. In fact, when we look at how the early modern writers
inherited the tradition from the Greco-Roman writings, we realize that some of the
human activities remain essentially unchanged throughout history despite the appar-
ent differences with regard to technology and culture. In order to demonstrate my
point, I would like to examine: 1) the idea of characters in the early modern English
literature; 2) character as the personification of passions in the theatrical sphere; and
3) the importance of face in character apprehension. These analyses of the early
modern text will offer, with literary and historical perspectives, a brief overview of
the way in which the concept of the second self has been constructed in the past, and
how the concept of this second self is evident in the contemporary virtual sphere in
the form of avatar.

The Idea of Characters in Ben Jonson and Early Modern English Literature

To understand the early modern literary character, let us refer to its archetype:
Aristotle’s Rhetoric (1926). In the second book (II. ii. 12–17), Aristotle observes
the various oppositional emotions such as anger and calmness, or fear and boldness
and attributes them to some basic types of men such as the young, the old, the rich
and the miser. Describing the typical actions, motives and passions, Aristotle
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indicates that the individuals can be sorted into types (Sherman 1989). Aristotle’s
method of categorizing human beings was soon developed further by Theophrastus,
who established in his Characters the origin of the character writing—a literary sub-
genre in short prose writing that describes the typical manners and actions of various
different types of men of professions (Boyce 1947; Smeed 1985).

Early modern people inherited and revived this mode of writing as they found its
urban taste relevant in their mobilized society, due to their needs to judge the nature
and the social attributes of the incognitos by appearance and manners. For them,
character writing served both as an entertainment and as education: to learn how to
discern the typical behaviours of men of certain types was simply very interesting.
The early modern character writing was therefore less preoccupied with the descrip-
tion of the in-depth consciousness of the individuals than with delineating identities
in such ways as we find in the modern forensic discourse or tabloid papers.

Let us see how one of the most successful early modern character writings,
Thomas Overbury’s A Wife (1616), defines its genre:

To square out a Character by our English level, it is a picture (real or
personal) quaintly drawn in various colors, all of them heightened by one
shadowing. (p. S2v-S3v; my italics)1

Overbury’s definition of a character in terms of ‘real or personal’ pictures follows
what Horace, the Roman poet, once said in Ars Poetica: ‘ut picture poesis’ (‘As is
painting, so is poetry’). The key to understanding this concept of character lies in the
short notion on ‘a picture (real or personal).’ In the simplest sense, a character as
‘real’ picture is not a real person himself but a portrait painting—just like a present-
day avatar is. The ‘real character’ is, as Overbury suggests, already a re-presentation
and re-creation of the absent subject. Furthermore, Overbury juxtaposes the ‘real’
picture to ‘personal’ picture. As Edward Burns (1990) pointed out, the real and
personal distinction given here is a legal one. When the legal dispute was about
‘real’ estate or immovable property, the dispute could be readily settled by deciding
who had the legally rightful derivation from the absolute prerogative. The ground for
the claims was less tangible and more disputable, however, when the litigation was
addressed to a person, for compensation for honour or reputation, or by extension, for
the individual identity predicated upon them. The verbal construction of a person’s
inner self—which was less accessible—played a crucial role in the legal arguments
over ‘personal’ claims. The narrative that is essentially ‘personal,’ then, lacks the
immediacy of the subject even more than the painting does, which is precisely why
the genre of character writing found it suitable for use. For it was concerned less with
the description of the people as they really were than with delineating and contesting
‘fictional’ identities that appear feasible or probable. Overbury endorses the idea that
the impact of the fictionalization of ‘personal’ characters in the prose narrative and
epigrammatic poetry is no less significant than that of the paintings of ‘real’ charac-
ters. The dominance of virtual characters over real ones, then, has been already
accepted as a common phenomenon in the early modern literary world.

Another literary application of the Characters can be examined in some writings by
Ben Jonson, a poet and dramatist who was a contemporary of Shakespeare, and

1 Throughout the paper, I have silently modernized the spellings in the quotations.
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whose literary reputation surpassed that of Shakespeare at the time. Jonson chose to create
his characters with the help of four bodily humours that motivate them into certain action.
For John Dryden (1668/1996), this Theophrastan methodology lays at the source of
Jonson’s literary genius in his ‘description of these humours, drawn from the knowl-
edge and observation of particular persons’ whose ‘extravagant habit, passion, or
affection’ make them ‘immediately distinguished from the rest of men’ (pp. 52–53).
Jonson’s innovative ‘humours’ characterization in his comedy may be seen as a series
of attempts to make Roman moral psychology theatrically visible (Maus 1984).

Just as Overbury was conscious about the real/personal difference in his definition
of character, Jonson was aware of the overruling power of the signifying system (the
sign) over the signified person (the content of the sign). This resulted in his obsession
with presenting the gap between the idea that forms the plot and the characters who
act to materialize the idea on stage, and hence his creation of ‘divisive, actor-oriented,
explosive rather than organic’ persons who appear to rebel against audience expec-
tation (Womack 1986, p. 75). In this sense, Jonson’s humoural characters share the
same quality as contemporary avatars which ‘prove to be the material out of which
relationships and interactions are embodied’ (Taylor 2002, p. 41). Jonson’s idea on
this embodiment of characters draws on the generalization and particularization of
persons, as we see in his prose writing, Discoveries (1640/1925-52, vol. VIII):

Whilst I name no persons, but deride follies, why should any man confess or
betray himself? […] Is it such an inexplicable crime in poets to tax generally,
and no offence in them who, by their exception, confess they have committed
them particularly? […] But they that take offence where no name, character or
signature doth blazon them seem to me like affected as women, who, if they
hear any thing ill spoken of the ill of their sex, are presently mov’d, as if the
contumely respected their particular, and on the contrary, when they hear good
of good women, conclude that it belongs to them all. (lines 2314–25)

Like Overbury, Jonson observes a dichotomy of the particular and type in the
representation of persons, and seeks to reconcile the alienation of real person from
type character in the language of his dramatic personae: ‘Language most shows a
man: speak, that I may see thee. It springs out of the most retired and inmost parts of
us, and is the image of the parent of it, the mind. No glass renders a man’s form or
likeness so true as his speech’ (ibid., lines 1593–95). Jonson’s understanding of the
representational quality of language is ultimately social, as he considers speech to
bring accessibility to the hidden personality of the speaker. This view of language
preceded what the modern academic would call ‘language as social action’ in which
the ‘sociocultural factors and power dynamics’ materialise themselves most evidently
through human agency (Ahearn 2001, pp. 110–11; Edwards 1997).

For Jonson, the degeneration of language manifests a malfunction in the correla-
tion between the passions of mind and the physical gesture of a person:

There cannot be one colour of the mind; another of the wit. […] Do we not see,
if the mind languish, the members are dull? Look upon an effeminate person:
his very gait confesseth him. If a man be fiery, his motion is so; if angry,’ tis
troubled, and violent. So that we may conclude, wheresoever manners and
fashions are corrupted, language is. It imitates the public riot. The excess of
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feasts and apparel are the notes of a sick state, and the wantonness of language,
of a sick mind. (ibid., lines 948–58).

As I shall argue later in the next section, one’s inability to conceal vehement passions and
bodily sensations such as rage, disgust, repugnance, or overtly sexual body language is
considered against civil decorum, which causes the corruption of the state (Craik 2007).2

Yet, as Jonson finds ‘sick mind’ as the cause of the ‘wantonness of language,’ the
issue is as much medical as social. Jonson’s representation of the particular passions,
or humours, of men using such words as ‘affected,’ ‘moved’ and ‘touched’ proves the
underlying physiology of the body as a microcosm of the physical universe which
was developed by the ancient Roman philosopher, Galen (AD 129-c.200).3

This medical quality of passions and humours is best exemplified by a book by Thomas
Wright, a Jesuit priest and a close associate of Jonson.4 His The Passions of the Minde in
Generall (1604/1971) contains a chapter on ‘The manner how passions are moved’:

First then, to our imagination cometh by sense or memory, some object to be
known, convenient or disconvenient to Nature, the which being known[…] in the
imagination, which resideth in the former part of the brain, (as we prove) when we
imagine any thing, presently the purer spirits, flock from the brain, by certain secret
channels to the heart, where they pitch at the door, signifying what an object was
presented[…] and not only (as I said) the heart draweth [other humours to help him],
but also the same soul that informeth the heart residing in other parts, sendeth the
humours unto the heart, to perform their service in such a worthy place[…]. (p. 45).

According to Wright, humours exist in the form of liquid inside the body: the
reciprocal circulation of humours is shared by imagination and heart, and it obscures
understanding as the influenced imagination acts as advocate for our passionate
desires. Indeed in Wright’s mind, passions are reciprocal with humours: ‘Passions
engender Humours, and Humours breed Passions’ (ibid., pp. 47,74). Wright’s book
not only explicated the medical functions of humours but also tried to serve itself as a
conduct book. By observing the hidden humoural mixtures that are the cause of men’s
outward actions, one can teach oneself how to behave in a more civilized fashion.

The discourse of humours/passions thus established an indispensable bond with
the definition of characters as painting that we saw in Overbury. By applying the
theory of passions to humoural characters in literature, early modern men contributed
to the civilizing process, commending good actions as exemplary and vicious as
ludicrous.5 Character writing, then, influenced what was considered the ideal moral

2 In other words, with better language, one can take initiative over their contenders in the social hegemony.
Pierre Bourdieu (1991) names this hegemonic process ‘symbolic violence.’
3 On Galen and passions, see Alexander (2008). It is helpful to remember that the word ‘emotion’ was not
used as a term for feelings until 1660; instead, people talked of ‘affection’ and ‘passion’ (Paster et al. 2004).
As the passions were considered liquid in nature, the four bodily humours of blood, choler, black bile, and
phlegm had immediate relations to liquid states and forces of nature (Paster 2004; Bos 2009). For the
contemporary writing on passions as bodily liquid, see Bishop Edward Reynolds, Treatise of the Passions
and Faculties of the Soule of Man (1971).
4 Jonson acknowledged Wright’s theory of humours in his commendatory sonnet to Wright’s book. For
Jonson’s relationship with Wright, see Stroud (1947, 1951), Sloan (1969) and Miola (2001).
5 On the early modern civilizing process, see Elias (c1978-82) and Bryson (1998). On the contribution of
early modern medical discourse to the establishment of logic, see Maclean (2002).
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characters of real/non-fictional men, as is evident in Joseph Hall’s Characters of
Virtues and Vice (1608), where he ‘draws out the true lineaments of every virtue and
vice, so lively, that […] the ruder multitude might even by their sense learn to know
virtue, and discern what to detest’ (p. A4). By describing men’s outward behaviour,
character writing educated the readers, commending certain sets of behaviours while
stigmatizing others.

I have, so far, examined the legal, medical and educational aspects of character
writing in early modern England, and the close relationship of these factors to the
discourse and notions of passions and humours. The common underlying interest in
establishing a reconciliation of the alienated inwardness and outwardness of a person
proves how fundamentally social the discourse of character is. Now let us proceed to
the second section where we will explore the manifestation of character’s inwardness
and outwardness in the political and theatrical sphere and see how early modern
people put their theory of character and humours into practice.

Character as the Personification of Passions in the Politico-Theatrical Sphere

The potential alienation of surface from depth, of appearance from truth, of character
from person creates a need for literacy to read and interpret characters through their
thoughts and passions (James 1977; Henderson 1995; Gaukroger 1998; Freeman
2002; Cockcroft 2003; Tilmouth 2007; Smith 2009). As I shall discuss later, evidence
of the properties of the hidden interior was often sought in the most accessible part of
the body: the face. The early modern emphasis in the role of face in understanding
others shares the same structure and dynamism of the fictionalized self that Evans
(2012) examines in his paper: one needs to ‘see’ the second self in order to under-
stand the first self. Wright (1604/1971) asserts the importance of visual manifestation
of self in the following passage:

[E]very one may discover his fellow’s natural inclinations, not by philosophical
demonstrations, but only by natural conjectures and probabilities […]. For that
we cannot enter into a mans heart, and view the passions or inclinations which
there resides and lie hidden; therefore, as Philosophers by effects find out
causes, by proprieties essences, by rivers fountains, by boughs and flowers
the chore and roots; even so we must trace out passions and inclinations by
some effects & external operations. (pp. 104–105).

As Thomas O. Sloan indicates in his introduction to 1971 reprint edition of The
Passions of the Mind, Wright’s doctrine draws heavily on traditional learning by
Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, Plutarch and, most importantly, Thomas Aquinas (1947),
whose Summa Thoelogica divided and subdivided the soul into ‘discrete contentious
faculties that both serve and confound the operation of reason’ (pp. xxv-xxvi).6

Wright’s discussion moves on to the emphasis on the outward appearance of passions
and the way to interpret the characters. Indeed the fourth book of The Passions of the
Mind is entirely dedicated to showing how passions may be discovered through the

6 Aquinas’s classification identified 11 fundamental passions explicating the ‘internal system of
communication.’
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appearance and manners: ‘The discovery of passions by external Actions’ are set in
social occasions and manners such as ‘passions in play’ (pp. 125–28), ‘in feasting’
(pp. 128–30), ‘in drinking’ (pp. 130–31), ‘in gesture’ (pp. 131–32), ‘in voice’ (pp.
132–33) and ‘Managing of the hands and body’ (pp. 133–34). Passions, for Wright,
are the substituted signs of how civilized a person is; the controls of inner humours
and emotions are achieved by the controls of outward behaviour.

This belief was shared by Francis Bacon (1605/1857-1874) whose The Advance-
ment of Learning invokes the importance of studying human nature not merely in
terms of man’s ‘Physiognomy’ but also of his ‘gestures’ and ‘motions’: ‘For the
Lineaments of the body do disclose the disposition and inclination of the mind in
general; but the Motions of the countenance and parts do not only so, but do further
disclose the present humour and state of the mind and will’ (vol. 3, p. 368). The more
early modern thinkers evaluate the gestures of men, however, the more we realize
how much they were aware of the problematic manifestation and the representation of
‘real’ self.7

Just how seriously the issue of the manifestation of the mind was taken by thinkers
and magistrates during the early modern period becomes evident when we turn to the
third book of King James I’s Basilikon Doron (1599/1944). A third of this text is
devoted to advising James I’s son upon ‘a Kings outward behaviour in indifferent
things’. He discusses:

[…] what agreeance and conformity he ought to keep betwixt his outward
behaviour in these things, and the virtuous qualities of his mind; and how they
should serve for trunsh-men, to interpret the inward disposition of the mind, to
the eyes of them that cannot see farther within him, and therefore must only
judge of him by the outward appearance […]. (1599/1944, p. 15).

Keeping coherence of the mind and appearance in all matters is important as it is
considered proof or evidence of the virtue. Controlling the appearance and conduct is,
as James I asserts, an indispensable skill even for a king. The King thus plays the role
of an actor in the political sphere by manipulating the feeling through his speech and
action. This proves how flexible the shift between the political and the theatrical
norms was; the political sphere is no less theatrical than the literary sphere since early
modern people recognized that a man’s true feelings appear in his body and behaviour
no matter how hard he tries to suppress them (Maus 1995).

For the early modern mind, there is in fact little else behind ‘personified charac-
ter’—what is being ‘acted out’—such as the character of Good King. Hence in so far
as a character is consciously acted out and personified, this is something of a
theatrical existence, not a real ‘person’ (ontological existence). Early modern people’s
drive to discern hidden passions by looking at men’s actions anticipates Erving
Goffman’s notion of the self as a performer-actor which conceptualizes ‘the human
capability to dramatize the role playing’ in the face-to-face encounters (Srinivasan
1990, p. 144; Goffman 1959; Williams 1998; Chalari 2009; Johansson 2009). In

7 See Michael J Braddick (2009) for his argument on the pre-modern concept of self, which understands
‘the person [as] constituted through gesture, rather than worr[ies] about the extent to which the performed
gesture is authentic, a true reflection of the homunculus within’ (p. 33).
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order to see further complexity of character apprehension, let us now turn our
attention from the ontological and theoretical aspects of passions to the practical
application in the theatrical sphere and see how the fictional sphere of literature had a
strong impact on creating and regulating the characters and actions of real people.

As theatricality is pervasive in early modern society, action itself was human
agency. Thomas Heywood’s Apology for the Actors (1612)—a work which defends
the social significance of actors against Puritan attacks on the stage—argues that
‘without a comely and elegant gesture, a gracious and a bewitching kind of action, a
natural and a familiar motion of the head, the hand, the body, and a moderate and fit
countenance suitable to all the rest, I hold all the rest as nothing’ (p. C4r). Like Wright
and Jonson, Heywood redeems the educational quality of acting, which is ‘not to use
any impudent or forced motion in any part of the body, no rough, or other violent
gesture, nor on the contrary, to stand like a stiff starched man, but to qualify every
thing according to the nature of the person personated’ (ibid.). What he fears is that
men’s ‘toiling too much in the antique habit of humors […] may break into the most
violent absurdities’ (ibid.). Heywood is aware of three things here: first, he acknowl-
edges the fact that the whole process of portrayal requires the actor’s body and is only
completed ‘by action’; secondly, that the action is derived through the actor’s process
of creating a character—‘the person personated.’ And thirdly, that the affection of
humours can induce the demystification of acting since ‘toiling too much’ means
overacting. His points in the defence highlight that the mere corporeal embodiment of
the imagined dramatis personae (who are often with humours and not necessarily
virtuous) does not make the actor the very character he is acting.

Heywood’s awareness for the duplicity of the actor’s own self and the constructed
persona of virtual being de-establishes a naive monolithic view of the actor as
character. Heywood defines ‘all prosperous performance’ as that which makes the
audience feel ‘as if the Personater were the man Personated, so bewitching a thing is
lively and well spirited action, that it hath power to new mould the hearts of the
spectators and fashion them to the shape of any noble and notable attempt’ (p. B4r).
The ultimate interaction between the actors and the audience is achieved when the
boundary of the character as the impersonated is blurred with the actor who person-
ates it.

To grasp the meaning of ‘personater’ and ‘personated’, let us refer to the Oxford
English Dictionary. The word ‘person’ is defined as ‘an individual human being; a
man, woman, or child.’ (‘person. n.’, entry 2.a., retrieved on 13 June, 2012 from
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/141476?rskey0PJkp9l&result01&isAdvanced0
false#eid). Whereas the earliest entry of ‘person’ in this sense dates from the
thirteenth century, ‘character’ came to be used as late as the fifteenth century, and
only as a reference to ‘a person regarded in the abstract as the possessor of specified
qualities; a personage, a personality’ (‘character. n.’, entry 16.a, ibid.). Early modern
men’s awareness of the difference amongst ‘person,’ ‘impersonator’ and ‘character,’
along with that of the ‘real’ and the ‘personal,’ thus contributes to the creation of the
Cartesian split between inside and outside, and body and psyche, in the late
seventeenth-century—the split which social psychology is still striving to overcome
(Hatfield 2007; Jovchelovitch 2007; Bos 2009).

The notions of outwardness/inwardness were important for understanding the
difference between the character and passions precisely because outward appearance
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has no immediate correlation to inward self. Actors are ‘person personated’ and
characters ‘speaking pictures,’ hence actors impersonating characters are the con-
struction of abstract ideas, not the immediate person himself. For early modern
people, as much as for us contemporaries, inwardness can be secured as individual
property, whereas outwardness is something more public and transferrable to others
in the mass society (Maus 2000). Heywood’s idea of “good acting” as that which
promoted morally good action in the audience matches Jonson’s conception of
writing satire on immoral characters for the cure of the mind. Both men believe that
the exemplary way of representing, and mediating between, selves is found in the
professional art of acting. In the early seventeenth-century literature, then, the
imitative force derived from a personated character is acknowledged for its practical
use in controlling men’s moral behaviour.

We have examined in this section the link between characters and passions,
stressing that the former works as personification of the latter. In addition, we saw
that early modern writers associated passions with the inward dimension, whereas
character was viewed as an outward act. It is only through action (theatrical or other)
that ‘true’ passion is manifested, as a publicly seen humour (Hirschman 1977; Roach
1985; Saccamano and Coli 2006). In other words, the power of fictionalization and
dramatization wins over simple ontological being. By creating characters, literature
contributed in creating and regulating the first self. It seems, then, that what early
modern people experienced in presenting their characters either in the political
sphere, theatre or real life shares something of the experience of modern people
self-fashioning their fictionalized virtual self on the Internet with the help of avatars.
Now in the final section, I will introduce the notion of face, and trace how the
characters/humours and passions were apprehended in relation to it.

The Importance of Face in Character Apprehension

As a result of the contemporary emphasis on outward appearance, discussed above, a
key aspect of the consideration of characters is the face of the individual, as this is the
most sensitive part of the human to show emotions in the communicative acts. OED
defines ‘face’ as ‘In a person (or personified being) (esp. as a principal feature in
recognition)’ which develops into ‘The countenance as having particular qualities or
attributes’ and thus ‘[r]egarded as expressive of feeling or character, or as having a
specified expression’ (‘face, n.’ entries 1a; 2a). It is clear that the early modern writers
found a relationship between character construction and face. Jonson, for example,
writes in Discoveries: ‘A man is read in his face: god in his creatures’ (lines 522).
This notion is relevant to the studies by social psychologists such as Goffman, who
pointed out:

The term face may be defined as the positive social value a person effectively
claims for himself by the line others assume he has taken during a particular
contact. Face is an image of self delineated in terms of approved social
attributes–albeit an image that others may share, as when a person makes a
good showing for his profession or religion by making a good showing for
himself. (Goffman 1963, p. 5)
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Jonson manifests this notion in his comedy, The Alchemist (1612), which actually
features a main character named ‘Face.’ The ever-shifting nature of Face as a
dishonest servant is represented both physically and metaphorically in his name/face;
he is the one who puts on various faces in front of different characters, or even loses
face when his plot is exposed at the end.

The same sensitivity to the meaning of face in terms of character is observed in the
brief ‘Character’ description in the preface of another Jonsonian comedy, Every Man
Out of His Humour (1598/2001), where Fallace is depicted as ‘Deliro’s wife, and
idol, a proud mincing peat, and as perverse as he is officious; she dotes as perfectly
upon the courtier as her husband doth on her, and only wants the face to be dishonest’
(pp. 105–106). Fallace’s ‘face’ here means her audacity; just as one ‘loses face,’ her
secret is kept because of the absence of ‘face’ that manifests her true faithless
character.8 Jonson seems to be careful enough to construct the contrasts between
personal/real and inwardness/outwardness in the couple, for the perverseness of
Fallace is juxtaposed with the officiousness of Deliro, whose profession is in the
circulation and transference of money. For Fallace and Deliro, then, face does not
only express inward emotions but also functions as a public place for displaying,
feigning, and interpreting the characters.

The awareness of face as a place to negotiate inward self and outward appearance
appears throughout early modern literature. Viola’s judgment of Captain as a good
person in terms of ‘a fair behaviour in thee’ in Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night (1602/
1994), for example, reflects the trust in outwardness we have seen in King James I: ‘I
believe thou hast a mind that suits/With this thy fair and outward character’ (Act1
Scene2, lines 44, 47–48). Viola judges the Captain’s mind in terms of outward
appearance, which works in reverse as a proof of the inner virtue of his mind. As
You Like It (1623/1993) confirms this view of face as moral character. At the
beginning of the play, Celia consults Rosalind about how to disguise themselves in
order to escape from her father’s court. To Celia’s suggestion that ‘I’ll put myself in
poor and mean attire,/And with a kind of umber smirch my face’ (Act 1 Scene 3, lines
110–11), Rosalind responds,

Were it not better,
Because that I am more than common tall,
That I did suit me all points like a man,
A gallant curtle-axe upon my thigh,
A boar-spear in my hand, and in my heart
Lie there what hidden woman’s fear there will.
We’ll have a swashing and a martial outside,
As many other mannish cowards have
That do outface it with their semblances. (lines 113–21)

The disguise of Celia and Rosalind works in two directions: facing and outfacing. For
Celia, painting her face does enough to help her change her character, whereas for the
taller Rosalind, wearing men’s attire and affecting ‘a martial outside’ will restrain the

8 Here, Jonson seems to precede the quoted examples in OED, first of which dates in 1834. See OED, ‘face,
n.’, entries, I.P8.h, II.16.
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emotion of fear ‘in her heart,’ and would eventually ‘outface’ the feigned manliness
with a ‘semblance.’9 Yet, Rosalind’s plans for her disguise is sabotaged by her suitor,
Orlando, who seeks her face (and not her appearance) by putting his poems on the
trees in the Forest of Arden, to ‘character’ his thought into the barks of the trees: ‘O
Rosalind, these trees shall be my books,/And in their barks my thoughts I’ll character/
That every eye which in this forest looks/Shall see thy virtue witnessed everywhere’
(Act 3 Scene 2, lines 5–8).

What Orlando is trying to do here is establish the public image of Rosalind in
the sphere of the Forest of Arden: ‘All the pictures fairest lined/Are but black to
Rosalind./Let no face be kept in mind/But the fair of Rosalind’ (lines 88–91). To
keep only her face in memory is to privatize her, but through charactering her
name and face, Orlando, being a fool for love, ironically makes her publicly
accessible. Orlando ends the poem recognising Rosalind as a collection of better
parts from all the human beings in the world: ‘Thus Rosalind of many parts/By
heavenly synod was devised/Of many faces, eyes, and hearts/To have the touches
dearest prized’ (lines 144–47). As a natural consequence of the public ownership
of Rosalind that his poem unconsciously asserts, it is discovered in the end not
by Rosalind but by Celia.

Orlando’s view of face as a public space seems to be derived from a scene that
precedes the wooing. For Duke Senior discovers the status and the person of Orlando
when he recognises who he is in his face.

If that you were the good Sir Rowland’s son,
As you have whispered faithfully you were,
And as mine eye doth his effigies witness
Most truly limned and living in your face,
Be truly welcome hither. I am the Duke
That loved your father. (Act 2 Scene7, lines 195–200)

Orlando inherits the character of his father in his face, but he needs others to activate
the recognition. As Burns (1990) writes, ‘no one can see their face unaided,’ and
therefore ‘we are all helplessly in thrall to offered accounts of our identity’ (p. 130).
Thus the impersonated character becomes inter-subjective, prompting the recognition
not only between the characters, but also between the character and the audience. In
this sense, face becomes a topos to exchange the subjects.

Hence face in the early modern context is strongly connected to the idea of
character. For them, how passion is represented by the humour/character can be seen
in a face—just like the way we discern the emotions of the second self by looking at
the expressions of avatars or the smiley/angry/sad text faces (Garau 2006; Robinson
2012). The active control of face bears important here; as we saw in the example from
Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night in which Celia ‘makes’ her face by ‘smirching the umber
on her face,’ early modern characters have the ability to reconstitute their virtual
selves by actively controlling their expressions and impressions. Just like

9 OED defines ‘outface, v.’ 3.a. as ‘To maintain (something false or shameful) with boldness or effrontery;
to brazen out.’
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contemporary Internet users who switch between different avatars to indicate their
inner, ‘first’ selves (Taylor 2002; Meadows 2007), early modern individuals were
able to conceal or reveal their passions by the variation of the faces, each of which
would represent different humours, accessible to the public. Using the avatars and the
icons that indicate various facial expressions as substitutes for indicating our emo-
tions in the virtual sphere, we are, I think, still sharing the tradition of character
writing that has been the most fundamental subject of literature and arts since ancient
Greece. This historical and literary construction of character should be a helpful
perspective in considering how humans achieve intercommunication in the virtual
sphere (Garau 2006; Evans 2012).

Conclusion

To conclude, I would like to summarize the notions discussed in this paper. As we
have seen, literary creation of characters is a fictive process, which brings in the
dimensions of inwardness and outwardness, and requires both observer and observed
as its subjects. This fictive process of early modern literature seems to be relevant to
the contemporary virtual creation of avatars. For writers like Jonson, language was
the most important factor in creating characters as it regulates social actions through
the critical and stigmatizing eyes of the other. Actions, as King James I, Wright and
Heyward argued, were important because taking control of actions enabled the
representation of the better humours or nature of the person, which, without the good
actions of the impersonator, are indiscernible. Because passions were, in reality,
considered ultimately ungovernable, the skill to discipline, control, and police out-
ward actions was considered as the most fundamental issue in representing oneself as
a civilized person in early modern society. It is therefore no surprise that disciplining
actions seemed a plausible way of encouraging the right kinds of passions, while
eradicating, or at least discouraging, those passions considered undesirable in terms
of moral character. Thus, early modern writers strove to construct their fictional
subjects through the power of character and face, demonstrating to their readers
and audience the skills of making the inner passions publicly accessible through
the re-creation of humours and faces in their acting. By making the face or acting in a
certain way, actors on stage were able to create an instantly recognisable character
that, for the early modern audience, immediately opened up the ‘true’ passions of the
personage.

This creation of character and face bears similarity to the world of today,
where individuals in the virtual space create, re-create and display to others
various avatars as their ‘second’ selves. Arguably, they have virtually unre-
stricted freedom of expression, whereas the early modern writers were restricted
in that the variety of passions was only viewed within certain types, i.e.
humours. Yet the way these writers represent their characters seems to share
a strikingly similar kind of action to that taking place in the modern Internet
sphere. Thus it is important to bear in mind that the processes of second-self-
creation, now studied by social psychologists, originate from practices rooted
long ago, in early modern literature, which itself stems from ancient Greek and
Roman traditions. In this sense, we should keep in mind the existence of an
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interdisciplinary field of character construction yet to be studied by, and shared
amongst, social psychologists, historians and literary critics.
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Abstract The article confronts methodological differences between (and among)
social psychologists and historians about how far the social psychologist should be
interested only in contemporary or very recent history and how far general conclu-
sions can be drawn about human behaviour across time and space. The article
suggests that social psychology need not be present-centric and might take different
forms of a ‘historical turn’. In turn, it is suggested, historians can benefit from
approaches developed by social psychologists. Seven possible points of connection
with the discipline of history are put forward in the hope of fostering future collab-
orations. These are: the nature of modernity; collective memory and the uses of the
past; political discourse and ideologies; partisanship; the public sphere; stereotypes;
and languages and images. Indeed, just as they can encourage closer collaboration
between historians and social psychologists, these themes might also open a wider
inter-disciplinary discussion with anthropologists, sociologists, literary scholars, art
historians and scholars of political discourse.

Keywords Social psychology . History . Historical turn . Modernity . Collective
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It seems appropriate to finish a collection of articles which explore the interaction
between history and social psychology with some reflections on how collaboration
between the two disciplines might be achieved in the future. In what follows I wish to
suggest fruitful areas of overlap between the disciplines - often building on themes
that have been pursued in a parallel but unconnected fashion by the disciplines - and
to indicate some of the cognate historical work that might be useful to explore further.
This is not to suggest that the flow should be one way, from history to social
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psychology; rather, that there is historical research that might be of interest to social
psychologists but difficult for non-historians to discover. By ‘history’, it is worth
noting, I mean a rather expansive study of the past that embraces, incorporates and
steals from several cognate disciplines such as cultural anthropology (for its insights
into the impact of culture on human behaviour), literary studies (for its handling of
texts and focus on the use of language and symbols, as well as its own contextualisa-
tion of ideas), art and media history (for its representations), sociology (for the study
of the development and structures of society), politics (for its guidance on theory and
structures) and economics (for its models of behaviour and change). Indeed, the
boundaries between history and these other disciplines is often a very blurred one,
which should make collaboration with social psychology part of a wider process of
interdisciplinarity

Of course, some themes for collaboration between social psychology and
history have already been outlined in previous articles and so I shall restrict
comments to the prospect of a fruitful synergy between history and social repre-
sentation theory, which provided much of the focus of the workshop discussions
from which these articles spring. I am aware of the limitations of my approach:
my suggestions are far more firmly rooted in historical research than in social
psychology, and even in one part of the historical world (my own research has
focused on Britain in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries). As a result,
there will be many other possible points of connection between the disciplines
that I have overlooked; but my hope is that what follows offers at least some
avenues for future cross-fertilisation and, if it does take a more historical turn,
that social psychology can in turn provide insights from which historians could
benefit. It is worth adding that social psychologists might make such a turn in varying
degrees. This could range from (in its strongest form) analysis of pre-modern sources
and the exploration of continuities between the past and present or (in its weaker form)
to collaborative work on thematic issues of common concern. Both routes are examined
in what follows but it is the latter that I think might be most practical and perhaps even
most productive.

Before turning to the thematic points of connection, however, it is worth
observing that they raise methodological questions that require prior discussion,
since they could impede a historical turn. The first is how far social psychology
in general, and social representations in particular, is necessarily concerned with
the modern, a question that Simon Sandall’s chapter has already raised through its
study of sixteenth century popular protest. Underlying this question is a subsidiary
one: how far do social psychologists see modern mass society and its media as
intrinsically necessary to, or even constituitive of, their field of study? Are social
representations reliant on mass society and mass media, or can they be constructed
without them? Another way of putting this is to consider how far the pre-modern
world is itself, for many social psychologists, a social representation in which the past
is conceived as a backward era that was primitive, homogenous, religiously-focused,
dominated by an elite and hence it has little in common with modernity? In other
words, is social psychology inherently less interested in pre-modern society? Saadi
(2001), for example, takes a presentist perspective when arguing that social representa-
tions are ‘especially relevant for describing and understanding “hot” social issues - social
objects in the making or in rapid change’, though ‘rapid change’ clearly also occurred in
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the past. At first glance there is a good deal in both social psychology’s research topics,
with its focus on the contemporary or near-contemporary, and its scientific and present-
centred methodology, with its interrogation of living subjects through interviews, ques-
tionnaires, surveys of attitudes, experiments, and content-analyses of the press, that does
indeed seem to suggest a determined focus on the contemporary world or its very recent,
remembered past. The application of social psychology to contemporary business,
market research, healthcare, education and the concerns of the state also suggests a
strong focus on the here and now. Certainly, the historian reading the social psychology
literature is struck by its lack of a historical dimension, though there are clearly
exceptions, such as the work of Denise Jodelet whose model of a social represen-
tation as originating in and morphing out of an earlier one is inherently historical.
And arguably social psychology as a discipline was born in the crisis of modernity,
the second world war, which focused attention on the nature of group behaviour,
and that it has a particular brief to understand how phenomena such as conformity,
aggression and prejudice work in the modern world. Indeed, rather than working
with social psychologists I have been more used to drawing on the ideas of
sociologists, such as David Zaret (2000) and Jurgen Habermas, who in many ways
study similar subjects, precisely because a whole branch of that discipline - historical
sociology - investigates how institutions and cultures shaped human behaviour
in the past.

Yet Moscovici and Perez, recognising some of the limitations of an a-historical
approach, remarked that ‘all prejudices have a historical dimension that is too often
neglected when one reduces it to their cognitive dimension’ (Moscovici and Perez
1997, p.28). Sandra Jovchelovitch and Ivana Markova’s articles in this journal also
make a case for the similarities and connections between the disciplines. And, as has
become clear through earlier contributions, the historian is as much interested in
surveying and understanding attitudes and behaviour as the social psychologist, even
if his/her sources are sometimes of a rather different type. The historian might be
distinctive in handling manuscript records generated or compiled by individuals or
institutions, but historians, like social psychologists, try to understand a society, its
representations and media, even if they study pre-modern times. Only if the past and
the present are entirely different - if social change in the past happened very
differently to how it occurs now and social behaviours were fundamentally dissimilar
to contemporary ones - only if modern mass culture is thought to be of a different
category order, could the two disciplines not work closely together.

Possible Points of Connection 1: The Nature of Modernity

The ‘problem’ of modernity might thus be a promising first point of connection.
Indeed, a debate about the essential characteristics of modern mass society and how
far these differ from earlier societies would itself be an extremely worthwhile project
for history and social psychology jointly - and in conjunction with other disciplines
such as sociology and literary criticism - to investigate. For all the literature on
modernisation, and despite the influence of postmodernism which rejected grand
narratives, there is surprisingly little research that explores how human behaviour
may or may not have been reshaped by the advent of mass culture. The best recent
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attempt to integrate social science theories of modernisation with a historical per-
spective is by Steve Pincus (2009), but he is interested in using modernisation as a
tool to explain revolution in 1688 rather than in questioning how far modernisation
produced different types of behaviour. The Enlightenment of the eighteenth century is
a useful lens through which to analyse this process, prompting Michel Foucault
(2004) helpfully to ask ‘whether we may not envisage modernity rather as an attitude
than as a period of history’

My own position is that the differences between modern and pre-modern
societies, whilst important and sometimes very far-reaching, can nevertheless
also be exaggerated and that what appear to be very modern modes of (and
influences on) human behaviour have much earlier parallels. Indeed, there
might be a good deal of light to be shed on modern society by comparing
and contrasting it with a much longer history than social psychology has
traditionally allowed. For example, the modern media (TV, radio, the internet)
is, on the face of it, very different to that which existed in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries; and yet, as Eisenstein (1979), Johns (1998), Behringer
(2006), Whyman (2009), Blair (2010) and others have shown (albeit with different
emphases), that period was witnessing its own communications revolution - with the
new technology of print, the birth of a postal system, better roads, faster and more
frequent travel. That earlier communications revolution had profound effects on
culture, politics, economics, religion and society but it was also itself, just as is the
case today, a subject of anxiety. Thus my 2005 book, Representation and Misrepre-
sentation in Later Stuart Britain, tried to show how a concern with ‘spin’ or with
misrepresentations pedalled by the media was pervasive in the past as well as the
present. What changes therefore is not the capacity or need for human behaviour to
adapt to new technologies or even what they seek to do with them, but how specific
technologies or groups of them enable or force different forms of behaviour. In that
sense, the variables that social psychologists study are intrinsically historical. If the
assertion is right - and more research is needed to establish whether it is - that there
are fundamental continuities in human behaviour as well as change (and that
responding to change is itself one of the fundamental continuities) it would suggest
that the methodology adopted by social psychologists might have to evolve in quite
significant ways to embrace historical evidence, a ‘strong’ historical turn that might
question social psychology’s very identity as a social science of the contemporary
world and bring it much closer to the discipline of history.

Continuities in behaviour nevertheless raise other methodological problems.
The quantitative strand of social psychology shares with other social sciences a
desire for laws which have a universal applicability. Indeed, much of the social
psychology literature that I have read aims at conclusions that reveal an
essential psychological truth about how the mind works and humans interact.
There is an assumption that patterns discerned in one case study or experiment
will be transferable to another. The historian, however, tends to see humans as
more culturally constructed and hence needing to be placed in particular times
and places, since context fundamentally shapes how humans behave and inter-
act (The importance of historical context is set out in Skinner 2002). Historians,
for all their interest in continuity as well as change, are not confident that conclusions
are automatically transferable to a different time and place, though many would agree
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with a more qualitative approach taken by some social psychologists that some
theoretical constructs or methodologies might be transferable. As Auerbach and
Silverstein put it, ‘from the qualitative perspective, generalizable scientific laws, if
they exist at all, can only be developed after taking into account the diversity caused
by variations in context’ (Auerbach and Silverstein 2003, Qualitative data: An
introduction to coding and analysis p.25).

Again, these methodological tensions between and within the two disciplines
of history and social psychology might be productive ones. Social representa-
tions, as Markova’s discussion suggests, should also be about negotiating the
particular and the general, the micro and the macro, navigating how far the
individual or apparently unique event or behaviour is representative of some-
thing much more general. In any case, historians are probably too cautious
about drawing conclusions of a more general nature and, whilst their contextual
knowledge is important, it does them good to be asked how far they can push
their arguments across time and space. Nevertheless, if social psychologists did
take the stronger version of the historical turn it will require them to consider
whether they are trying to use the past in order to explain present behaviour or
whether there might be some forms of behaviour which were entirely space and
time specific, worthy of study in their own right because of what they might
tell us, say, about the pressures to conform or the factors behind a cultural
predisposition to violence.

Fuller exploration of these two issues - how far the social psychologist should be
interested only in contemporary or very recent history and how far general conclu-
sions can be drawn about human behaviour across time and space - is probably best
done through a study of more concrete points of connection between history and
social psychology. This should be seen as an advantage for the project in hand, since
the permeability between disciplines bodes well for a project that is explicitly
interdisciplinary in its objectives.

Possible Point of Connection 2: Collective Memory and the Uses of the Past

Tileaga and Sammut et al. offer us explorations of collective and official
memory, a theme that is also explored by Sandall in his exploration of
customary rights and by Wood (2007). Collective memory has preoccupied many
historians recently and while a good deal of research has been rooted in the modern
era (Hobsbawm 1992; Linenthal 1991; Winter 1995; Young 1993; Gillis 1994), and is
in part a reflection of recent highly charged debates about how to memorialise and
teach the past, it is also notable how often collective memory has been approached
from a pre-modern perspective. Linking modern and pre-modern concerns, for
example, has been the issue of national identity. In the British context Linda Colley’s
highly influential Britons: Forging the Nation 1707–1837 (1992) examined in part
how Britain’s Protestantism, drawing on a collective memory of catholic atrocities in
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (moulded and disseminated by partisan
histories such as Foxe’s Book of Martyrs which collected and sensationalised catholic
persecution of protestants), created a catholic French ‘other’ against and through
which to construct British identity in the first century after the creation of Great Britain
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which was the result of Union with Scotland in 1707. The self image of the Briton,
defined against the catholic French, provided the core of a long-lasting collective
memory that arguably still endures (Murdoch 1998; Newman 1987; Pittock 1997;
Smyth 2001; Taylor 1992). Historians have also been interested in examining the
collective memories generated by Britain’s two seventeenth century revolutions. Blair
Worden’s Roundhead Reputations (2001), for example, tracks the historical interpre-
tation of the revolutionaries through the two succeeding centuries. He shows how the
parliamentarians and republicans who ‘won’ the civil wars became both icons and
demons of the first political parties and even inspired modern socialism, as well as
how Oliver Cromwell, who assumed the title of Lord Protector in 1653, was for a
long time remembered as a hypocritical villain and then, during Victorian times, was
rehabilitated as a hero and had his statue erected outside the Houses of Parliament, where
it still stands. Collective memory, therefore, is an intrinsically historical subject that
nevertheless invites a social psychological approach.

Possible Points of Connection 3: Political Discourse and Ideologies

The collective memory about that radical programme of the seventeenth century
has also proved of great interest to historians of political discourse, and those
scholars provide another good link with Tileaga’s interest in the ambiguous
ways in which an ideology is remembered officially and by the populous. The
ambivalence that he discerns in attitudes towards communism could be paral-
leled in research on the mixed reactions to republicanism in Britain and its
colonies (Robbins 1959; Bailyn 1967; Fink 1945; Lacey 2003; Mori 2000; Philp
1995, 2007; Pocock 1976; Sharpe 2010; Skinner 2008; Skinner and Van Gelderen
2004; Sullivan 2006; Van Gelderen 2005; Worden 1991; Zuckert 1998). There is
plenty of evidence that republicanism was both castigated officially - the restored
monarchy established an annual national day of commemoration of the regicide every
30 January - and that there was an enduring popular hostility to republicanism that
was still very visible at the end of the eighteenth century. For example, in 1792, in
order to prevent the spread of radicalism inspired by the French Revolution, John
Reeves created an Association for Preserving Liberty and Property against Repub-
licans and Levellers. Yet equally it is clear that others valued what they saw as
‘commonwealth’ principles, which even amounted to a ‘language’ that articulated a
set of prized values and ideas, and that the ‘commonwealthsmen’ of the eighteenth
century, both in Britain and in the North American colonies, self-consciously saw the
seventeenth century republicans as their intellectual ancestors. Indeed, the war of
American Independence was justified in part by an appeal to that collective heritage.
American historians have been interested in the ways in which English identities and
collective memories transferred into the colonies, so that the ‘tyranny’ of George III
and his advisers towards their colonial subjects was read in the light of the seven-
teenth century struggles against the tyranny of the Stuart kings and their courtiers.
The commonwealth values articulated in mid-seventeenth century England (in 1649
the king was executed and the nation declared a ‘free state and commonwealth’) thus
helped to shape the republican values that led to American independence in 1776.
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The ambiguous and divided memory of the seventeenth century revolutions thus
shaped western political culture for a very long time afterwards.

Image 1: This satire, by James Sayers, shows a radical late eighteenth century politician,
Charles James Fox, reflected as Oliver Cromwell, who was demonised by ardent
monarchists as a bloodthirsty republican. Fox claimed that the print did great damage
to his political reputation.

Indeed, even if the past is not studied in its own right, a historical approach might - as
Sammut et al. suggest - highlight how many contemporary mentalities are still shaped by
far-reaching historical movements. The religious Reformations of the sixteenth century or
the Enlightenment of the eighteenth century would be other interesting case studies. The
study of the uses of the past might lend itself to analysis by social psychologists. There is a
large body of material about the writing of histories in the past that could contribute to
understandings of how collective official memories are constructed (Fox 1956; Hicks
1996; Kelley and Sacks 1997; Kewes 2005; MacGillivray 1974; Woolf 1990, 2003).
Similarly our historical heritage is now both an industry in its own right and a subject
studied by historians (Arnold et al. 1998; Hunter 1996; Jordanova 2000). What
museums, archives, historians and the public choose to remember and highlight about
the past today reveals how collective memory is manufactured and consumed.

Possible Point of Connection 4: Partisanship

As the previous section suggested, disputed ideas fuelled historical conflict. The groups
which coalesce around ideologies are another obvious point of connection between the
historian and the social psychologist (and political scientist). Moscovici, for example, was
interested in ideologies and their institutional expression in Communism, Catholicism and
Liberalism; and a preoccupation with Communism is also apparent in Tileaga’s article.
Partisanship, or conflict between contending groups, is an enduring feature of history.
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Protestants and Catholics bitterly opposed each other in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries (and arguably much longer) and in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth
centuries a two-party political system emerged in Britain in the form of Whigs and Tories
(Holmes 1986; Knights 2005, 2011; Speck 1970; Wilson 1998). These partisans had
belief systems with their own codes and symbols which provided group and personal
identity. These identities were also media constructs: each side used a newly free
press to demonise the other, to the extent that both sides routinely accused the other of
lying and fabricating misrepresentations of reality. Parties published ‘characters’ of
their rivals, listing (or inventing, depending on one’s standpoint) a series of faults - of
politics, of religion but also of morality, behaviour and even sexuality. The so-called
‘rage of party’ in the early eighteenth century, characterised by heightened emotions and
passions, or the charged re-emergence of political parties in the nineteenth century
would be another subject potentially useful for the social psychologist. Did these early
parties inculcate the same feelings, loyalties and anxieties as modern parties? How was
partisan authority constructed and policed? How far did and does consensus operate
within systems of belief? Might we study those who rejected partisan ties, or who
swapped sides, for insights into these phenomena? Moscovici assumed that partisan
belief systems were relatively closed: might a historical approach question that?

Possible Point of Connection 5: The Public Sphere

Representations of parties were created by and through a public sphere, a concept
developed by a sociologist Jürgen Habermas and eagerly taken up by historians as
well as by literary critics (Calhoun 1992; Claydon 2000; Condren 2009; Cowan 2004,
2009; Keen 1999; Habermas 1962 translated into English 1989; Harris 1997; Lake
and Pincus 2007; McKeon 2005). Inherent in Habermas’s model was the emergence
of the public sphere - in late seventeenth-century England, in mid-eighteenth-century
France and late eighteenth-century Germany- and its decay in the twentieth century.
Habermas saw this transformation in historical terms as a shift from a period when
discourse was rational and participatory to one in which it had become debased
‘candy floss’ entertainment. His work has been critiqued as painting an overly
idealistic picture of the rationalism of the pre-modern period; of failing to recognise
how religious dispute created public discussion much earlier; and for sidelining issues
of gender. Nevertheless there are many aspects of the model that have attracted
historical attention and which might provide scope for debate with social psycholo-
gists, not least because here is a set of ideas that explicitly relates the present and the
past. One of the most productive themes has been the nature of public and private
spheres that Habermas devised, whereby the public sphere is a space of interaction
between state and society in which individuals come together through the exercise of
their reason and through debate facilitated by new physical spaces (such as the coffee
house) and virtual ones (such as ‘public opinion’). Social psychologists are, of course,
conversant with the notion of a public sphere; but the historical genesis of it offered by
Habermas opens the way for social psychologists to explain how the conditions of the
eighteenth century shaped behaviour differently from that in the twentieth. An important
dimension to this might be the way in which women and men have had different spheres
of influence and movement that shape and condition their behaviour. Similarly, although
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social psychologists spend a good amount of time studying media, Habermas’s model
offers a historicised way of exploring how press freedoms opened the capacity for
different modes of acting. His interest in the etiquette of social interaction - the codes of
behaviour shaping how we behaved in the past and in the present - also seems worthy of
investigation. Much of the historical work that has sought to locate a public sphere
before the late seventeenth century has also suggested the importance of rumour in
shaping opinion before the press, and this - together with the broader issue of how
changes in communications shape what is thought or said - seems another possible
avenue of inquiry (Bellany 2007; Cogswell 1990; Fox 1997, 2000; Shagan 2001).

Possible Point of Connection 6: Stereotypes

Many of the points of connection considered so far have had a political element to
them. Another which includes a political dimension but embraces much more besides
is the stereotype. The word, coined byWalter Lippmann in 1922 to describe the mental
pictures produced by the modern mass media, is used extensively by historians of the
pre-modern era (on the assumption, often implicit, that stereotyping existed before
mass culture, even though the technique of stereotyping was arguably part of classical
rhetoric). The collective mentalities and prejudices of certain groups are of course, a
standard preoccupation of the social psychologist as well as of those working in
cognitive psychology, sociology, media studies and literary studies (including theatre,
where the stereotype is a stock character). Stereotypes thus offer a point of overlap
between a number of different disciplines. Historians have charted their pervasive
use in the pre-modern world, to invoke prejudice against puritans (Collinson
1989/2006 and 1994; Haigh 2004; Lake 1984), catholics (Lake 1989; Milton 1999;
Walsham 1993), Jews (Kamen 1985; Lewis 1995; Rubin 1999), Muslims (Blanks and
Frassetto 1999; Çirakman 2002; Harvey 2005; Wunder 2003), atheists (Hunter 1985;
Sommerville and Edwards 1990; Wootton 1985, 1992), witches (Apps and Gow
2003; Briggs 1996; Clark 1980; Dillinger 2004; Gaskill 2005; Roper 2004; Sharpe
1990), women and homosexuals (Betteridge 2002; Crawford 2007; Fradenburg and
Freccero 1996; Richards 1991; Shoemaker 1998; Trexler 1995; Walker 2003),
gyspies (Donovan 1992; Mayall 1992; Pym 2007), blacks (Bartlett 2001; Dabydeen
1987; Hahn 2001; Nichols 2007a; Schorsch 2004) and the poor (Jütte 1994; Beier
1985; Evans 1988; Kinney 1990; Nichols 2007b). Historicising stereotypes opens up
the possibility of useful discussion about emotions (Bouwsma 1980; Delumeau 1990;
Naphy and Roberts 1997), power-relations (stereotypes involved and helped to create
authority), tolerance and intolerance (Grell and Scribner 1996; Kaplan 2007;
Walsham 2006; Zagorin 1990), violence (Carroll 2006; Nirenberg 1996; Ruff 2001;
Shagan 2011), and the role of the media (Corns et al. 1982; Knights 2005, 2011;
Lemmings and Walker 2009; Pickering 2001; Scribner 1981).

Possible Points of Connection 7: Language and Images

My final point of connection relates to a theme identified by Cristian Tileaga’s article,
the role of language. Historians, some 30 years ago, took a ‘linguistic turn’ in a number
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of ways but I will focus here on the only the most relevant here. The first is the so-called
Cambridge School of contextualists: Quentin Skinner and John Pocock advocated the
study of ‘political discourse’ rather than ideas and the importance of context to understand-
ing the intended meaning of authors. Thus instead of charting a political idea from classical
antiquity to the present, Skinner (2002) and Pocock (1987) advocated relating canonical
authors and their texts to their political and linguistic contexts. The second, and more
important for our purposes, is the German Begriffsgeschichte, which advocated the
study of concepts, since these are both social and linguistic (summarised in Richter
1995). As the Begriffsgeschichte developed it became interested not just in single
concepts but in the interaction between concepts. A research group of early modern
historians of many different stripes (Early Modern Research Group 2011) took these
ideas in order to suggest that we can study the network of terms - the semantic field - that
linked key words. Taking the keyword ‘commonwealth’ we showed that its core value
lay as a representation of the common good and a description of the polity, and that a
series of associated terms helped define it at any one moment.

Image 2: This 1798 print by James Gillray depicts trees laden with terms and concepts
that constitute the meanings of ‘Opposition’ and ‘Justice’.

Such an approach can also be taken with historical images, such as the one above
(the approach is summarised in Hampsher-Monk et al. 1998). This depicts the core
concept of ‘Opposition’ (tempting John Bull) and contains an array of associated
terms that help to constitute its meaning; the apples on the tree contain the words
‘slavery’, ‘atheism’, ‘blasphemy’, ‘democracy’, ‘plunder’, ‘revolution’, ‘Whig club’,
‘deism’, ‘impiety’, ‘conspiracy’, with the radical Whig politician Charles James Fox
(the Devil) holding out the apple of ‘reform’. In the background, by contrast, is a
flourishing tree, with a trunk of ‘justice’, with branches of ‘law’ and ‘religion’, with a
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crown in its leaves and ‘happiness’, ‘security’ and ‘freedom’. Such linguistic and visual
representations of concepts come close to the notion of core/periphery invoked by Sandra
Jovchelovitch and by Gordon Sammut, drawing on Abric’s Central Nucleus Theory (Abric
1993). Abric suggested that there are structured networks of values, beliefs, and
ideas, in which some beliefs and ideas are central to that meaning (core) while others
are more peripheral but help to adapt social representation to their context. Yet he also
remarked that most representations have a central system which is stable, coherent,
‘rigid’ and historically marked; the periphery is more sensitive and determined by
immediate context. The historic evidence nevertheless suggests that even the core is
not stable; thus the concept of commonwealth underwent some major transformations,
in part because the context could also redefine the core (the declaration of a common-
wealth in 1649 following the execution of Charles I associated the term thereafter with
‘republic’). Aside from Abric, Eleanor Rosch’s prototype theory (1978) also makes use
of central and peripheral categories, and social psychology even makes use of tree-
like summaries of key data (Attride-Stirling 2001). A conversation between historians
and social psychologists on the core/centre/periphery notion might thus prove a
productive one, both confirming some of the validity of Abric’s approach but also
questioning how enduring a core could be and also highlighting the historicised role
of language in creating networks of terms that constituted the periphery

Conclusion

I have suggested seven ways in which the disciplines of history and social psychology
(particularly social representations) might find common areas of interest. These are: the
nature of modernity; collective memory and the uses of the past; political discourse and
ideologies; partisanship; the public sphere; stereotypes; and language/images. These
points of connection, it is worth stressing again, are not exclusive to the two disciplines.
Indeed, just as they might encourage closer collaboration between historians and social
psychologists, they might also open a wider discussion with anthropologists, sociolo-
gists, literary scholars, art historians and scholars of political discourse. What would be
of further interest, should social psychologists take a historical turn, would be a bold and
confident methodological manifesto about how historical processes and behaviours
might be better or differently understood were they to be treated with ideas and
approaches developed by social psychologists. Such a manifesto seems unlikely to be
achieved by either discipline working independently of the other but rather as a result of
an on-going conversation. A useful exercise in bridging the two disciplines would be a
social psychologist’s analysis of some of the historical research presented here, high-
lighting how such an approach might add to the historian’s methodologies or increasing
the number of possible points of connection by pointing to other areas of mutual interest.
Then the two disciplines really would be in productive conversation.
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