From Social to Political Psychology:

The Societal Approach

Willem DOISE & Christian STAERKLE

University of Geneva, Switzerland

Published in:

Monroe, K. (Ed., 2002). Political psycholggyp.151-172. Lawrence Erlbaum. Mahwah, NJ.




Abstract

Because social and political psychology have masgarch topics in common, it is
not easy to draw clear boundaries between thestedd, we suggest that societal psychology,
aimed at articulating individual and societal fastm explaining political behavior, attitudes
and judgements, is the link between the two rebeaadlitions. In this chapter, we argue that
analyses of societal dimensions may fruitfully céetgp more individualistic approaches of
political processes. Social representations thpaovyides the theoretical framework for
analyzing the links between individual cognitiveadtioning and more general societal factors
that orient the way people think, act and intenacciety. Evidencing common lay knowledge
about socially relevant issues and analyzing omjjagiprinciples that structure individual
positionings in this realm are the main featurea sbcial representational approach to political
psychology. We will illustrate the societal apprioad political psychology by discussing and
reinterpreting politically relevant research onividual positionings in terms of locus of
control, on political socialization, on social repentations of human rights and democracy and

on normative stereotypes and their justificatiomction.



From Social to Political Psychology: The Societgpbfoach

Introduction

The boundaries between social psychology and galliisychology are hard to trace
in a sharp way. Indeed, a large amount of res@arsbcial psychology has been devoted to
issues such as racism (Kinder & Sears, 1981; Kdtla&s, 1988; Pettigrew et al., 1998),
prejudice (Allport, 1954; Dovidio & Gaertner, 1988iernat, Vescio, Theno & Crandall, 1996),
gender (Hoffmann & Hurst, 1990; Lorenzi-Cioldi, B)9social justice (Deutsch, 1985;
Bierhoff, Cohen & Greenberg, 1986) and national{Biflig, 1995; Bar-Tal, 1997). All these
issues have an important political component. Tdreypresent on political agendas and are
subject of political debates and decisions.

Even if the relationship between political scieaoel psychology has been termed “a
long affair” by McGuire (1993), scholars in sogislychology do recognize the political
dimension of their research topics only to varyilegrees. For some, general cognitive
processes are at work when people judge, thinldanile about political issues. Typically,
they study the way people reason about politicahpmena, examine their individual decision-
taking strategies, or establish personality- ammiltadge-based typologies that explain different
political orientations and positionings. Here, fiwditical dimension is largely irrelevant to the
extent that general models of information procesaind decision-making are applied to
political issues. Other social psychologists howelam that the analysis of individual
cognitive processes alone would not suffice foedmaustive explanation of political processes.
Such analyses have to be completed by a more abg@spective that connects explanations
on an individual level with analyses of social dymes such as norms, beliefs, values and
ideologies that guide and give meaning to indivighaditical behavior. In such a perspective,
the cognitive processes underlying the relatiorsshigividuals establish with their political
environment are rather to be considered as maaifess of relational and societal dynamics
than as their causes (Sears & Funk, 1991). Hendhis chapter we use the term of societal

psychology for designating the contributions of @ensocietal social psychology to political



psychology.

In the following pages we will describe exampleswéh a societal psychology. We
will adhere to a rather large and integrative cptioa of societal psychology, one that
embraces research that many scholars would probablyonsider as part of the political
psychology tradition. Our concern is to demonsttias different research traditions in social
psychology are based on analyses of societal dysamhile trying to account for the
intervention of complex societal regulation meckars in individuals’ cognitions, evaluations
and decisions. Thus, like many others, we would likextend our perspective clearly beyond a
mainly individualistic vision of social psychologicanalyses especially when they are applied
to the political realm, or, otherwise said, wheeytlvecome political psychology.

It is also our assumption that social represematieory (see for instance Moscovici
1976; Doise, Clémence & Lorenzi-Cioldi, 1993; Augtinos & Walker, 1995) provides the
necessary theoretical tools for analyzing the linkisveen individual cognitive functioning and
more general analyses of societal factors thatdihe way people think, act and interact in
society. As Moscovici (1976, p. 284) wrote “ ...age two cognitive systems at work, one
which operates in terms of associations, inclusidisgriminations, that is to say the cognitive
operational system, and the other which contr@sfies and selects in accordance with various
logical and other rules; it involves a kind of nmtstem which re-works the material produced
by the first. ” At a general level, social represgion theory deals with shared knowledge
structures about issues debated in society andhvanient individual positioning when judging
relevant aspects of these social issues. Socigdgeptational analyses of normative lay
knowledge about social issues debated in the paphiere form a crucial element of a societal
psychology. Everyday communication about abstralitigal issues necessarily presupposes
some kind of common understanding between thegsarivolved in a discussion, otherwise
one party would not be able to understand the mdiwiew of the other party. Social
representations contribute to the constructioruohshared meaning systems that allow
individuals to communicate with each other. Butigloepresentations concern not only shared

and common knowledge. One of the researchersisaskevidence the structure of differences



in understanding that typically characterize indixal and group positioning towards political
issues. Defined priori or inferreda posteriori, organizing principles of individual and
collective positioning therefore are central featuof a societal psychology.

Unlike research on general psychological processesietal psychology is concerned
with the study of meaning and content in politigakitioning. It is indeed hard to imagine what
politics would be without collective processes afaming assignment. A democratic
functioning of a political community is charactenzby antagonistic positionings towards
socially relevant topics. One may even conceivediitics as an endless struggle between
social categories (such as political parties), digteassociating specific meanings to abstract
concepts (Mouffe, 1993). The meanings of “democtdtyman rights”, “freedom”, or
“justice”, to take but a few examples, are not, prmbably never will be defined in a
universally accepted way. Instead, social regutatind complex systems of interaction shape
the way people interpret these abstract princitaghermore, the focus on differential
meaning assignment implies that societal psycholegyecessarily embedded in a historical
context. Meaning regulation systems are not stadeimmutable social knowledge structures,
but are transformed as a function of historicainés@nd the political agenda.

It follows that in our view political psychology shld study those social and cognitive
processes that take place when individual and lsp@aps position themselves towards issues
discussed and debated in a given society. Deciaking in elections and votes is but one
example of institutionally organized political pesses. Other examples of issues that are
embraced by such a societal political psychologyceon political involvement, development of
attitudes towards legal and political institutioagplanations of political events as well as
judgements of politically relevant social categeri@ccording to a societal approach, all these
processes derive from symbolic regulations betveeeral groups, captured in the concept of
social representations. In this sense, they arernsproblematic, consensual and automatic,
but rather object of debate and subject to intdividual and temporal variation.

In the following sections, we will exemplify ourdal representational view of

societal psychology. Different approaches thatgraee societal explanations will be discussed.



In all of these, social representations intervenen if their authors do not explicitly refer tath
original theory. They show that shared knowledgé¢henone hand, and explainable differences
in individual and group-based positionings towardse common frames of references on the
other hand, provide a appropriate theoretical fnaank for a societal psychology. The diversity
of these research orientations shows the wide rahgecial-psychological topics, societal
psychology can be associated to. However, by noedee work under review here should be
considered as an exhaustive collection of sogesathology.

Before presenting four realms of research it shbeldnderlined that much of the
research that will be presented was not aimedwaldging a contribution to political
psychology. However, in line with the ideas develbpbove we consider that the reported

research trends exemplify a societal approach whiohrelevance for political psychology.

The Societal Functioning of Locus of Control Belief

Political theories necessarily involve implicit@xplicit beliefs about individual
psychological functioning. Postulates of politidatories bear for instance on the nature of
basic psychological needs of individuals and oir tieadiness to commit themselves in social
contracts in order to fulfill these needs. Oftemvhoer these beliefs have been studied without
framing them in a political perspective, and therefthe role of societal psychology is to
highlight the role of such beliefs in political fetioning.

The notion of control based on the theory of Raii®¥66) has certainly been
successful in describing beliefs about differentidividual functioning. In its initial definition
the notion was culturally defined " When a reinfarent is perceived by the subject as
following some action of his own but not being eglti contingent upon his action, then, in our
culture, it is typically perceived as the resultwafk, chance, fate, as under the control of
powerful others, or as unpredictable because ofithat complexity of the forces surrounding
him. When the event is interpreted in this way byralividual, we have labeled this a belief in
external control. If the person perceives thatethent is contingent upon his own behavior or

his own relatively permanent characteristics, weehtarmed this a belief in internal control."



(Rotter, 1966, p 1).

Following postulates were essential in shapinglteery (see Dubois, 1987).
Understanding personality is based on an analysiednteraction between individual and
environment. Notions as attitudes, values, expecsiare indispensable in such analyzes and
account for individual consistency in behavior. ifrportant organizing principle of such
consistency is the relative importance given byiddials to situational (external) and
dispositional (internal) factors in evaluating autees of goal-directed actions.

The degree of internality is therefore definedraslikelihood that an expected
outcome will result from one's own behavior anglersonal characteristics (traits, skills,
attitudes) in specific circumstances. Individualthigh internal control see themselves at the
origin of their positive or negative reinforcemenislividuals with low internal control look for
this origin in external circumstances such as chadgecisions of others or task difficulty.

Instruments have been developed for measuringdreeived locus of control of
individuals. They often consist of questionnairethviorced choice items (see for instance
Rotter, 1966). Examples of such items with a resparoice could be: a) "Most of the
accidents that strike people are due to bad lugk"Misfortunes of individuals are caused by
their mistakes" or: a) "In business, most of ussatgect to forces beyond our understanding
and control" or b) "Individuals can control eventisen participating actively in political and
social life". For these two items a) choices waaldicate an external locus of control whereas
b) choices would indicate an internal one.

In several investigations (for a review see Dubb®87) a high "internal” score has
been proven to be a good predictor for academigeofgssional achievement, and more
generally for social adjustment. That it is gergriaktter to believe in one's own internal
control than to think that one is externally detieed has led developmental psychologists to
investigate variations in locus of control over lifiespan.

A first series of research illustrates the genleyplbthesis that growth in age is
accompanied with the acquisition of various skltiagt make an individual more autonomous

and more aware of his or her internal control cijgsc Therefore scores on adapted locus of



control scales should increase in internality veigfe. Such a developmental trend was often
verified and acquired almost the status of a cosisaly accepted fact, and exceptions were
considered not to infirm a general rule. Some syatiEness was revealed in those exceptions
as the drop in internality during initial phasesadblescence (see Crandall, Katkowsky and
Crandall, 1965; Sherman, 1984; Dubois, 1986). Surcbxception could easily be explained
away as during that phase of development youthsarionted with new challenges and new
comparison groups so that they can experience kma@f control during that period of their
life. However more important is the fact that aieewof twenty years of research on the topic
led to the conclusion that no systematic trend eterved in about one third of the studies.

Given the variety of instruments and methods usetl a negative finding is not
necessarily to be considered as a serious arguagannist the existence of a developmental
trend, but it led researchers to put the questiamhat exactly is developing with age in the
realm of internal versus external control.

An important hint to answer that question is tddaend in a research by Bartel (1971)
showing that the increase in internal control veitfe was verified for middle-class children but
not for lower-class children. More generally numeravestigations in the United States have
found that children of Anglo-Saxon descent wereamnternal than African or Hispanic
Americans, "rich" children more than "poor", andabut less consistently so boys more than
girls.

These differences could be interpreted in the frahfRotter's theory: general
expectations about efficacy of one's own actiomsbEaaffected by the social status of
categories one belongs to. A difference could énisthat children of various gender, social
and ethnic categories learn in their environmepuathe power they can exert in determining
their own fate. Yet, a result by Nowicki and Stfankd (1973) shows the intervention of
stereotypical beliefs about sex differences: chitdof both genders when invited to answer the
Rotter scale in a typical masculine or feminine wegstically change their responses choosing
almost no external alternatives for the masculiag and no internal alternatives for the

feminine mode. There is therefore no doubt left éhdernality is part of the female stereotype



and internality of the masculine one.

But even more generally one can speak about tiséeexie of a very strong social
norm: "internality” is considered better than "ertdity". Jellison and Green (1981) were
amongst the first to consider that this normatisgegt was not just an artifact but an essential
ingredient of the locus of control attitude. Mag@sults of their investigations are firstly that
individuals giving many internal responses are wwred more favorably than those with a few
such responses and secondly that individuals aaeea®f the existence of such a difference in
valorization. When asked to answer for themselvess@ average student, and when they are
invited to embody a positive or negative self-imagtheir answers the scores of internality are
significantly higher in conditions where a positsgf-image is at stake.

Beauvois (1984), Le Poultier (1986) and Dubois @)9tave generalized these
findings in several settings: school, social war&ining sessions. Overall, individuals who
express more internal control and more dispositierplanations for their behavior are better
considered and more easily accepted, a critericuatess in these different settings being the
increase of belief in internal control as a coneege of education, treatment or training.
Results reported by Beauvois and Dubois (1988) shawpupils of eleven year are aware of
the desirability of "internal” responses, even tjfonot in such a strong way as it was the case
for the students patrticipating in the studies difstsn and Green (1981).

The explanation for the importance of this inteitgyalorm offered by our French
colleagues is in terms of social evaluation proggsisat imply that individuals are considered
responsible of their fate. Belief in internal expéions and control of behavior are to be shared
by those who evaluate and who are evaluated iml&ation processes although they do not
necessarily know very much about what effectivadtedmines and controls human behavior.

Hence, this is a typical example of a societaltegpretation of a line of research that
has mainly focused on consequences of individdtdrdnces without taking into account the
structural organization of these differences. Wi considered to be a psychological
characteristic is now also interpreted as a badieftthat assumes an important societal

function in contemporary political systems. Thubgéief according to which one’s own



10

behavior leads to the expected outcomes may preeeminitment in collective endeavors.
Paradoxically, the belief in individual autonomydanresponsibility may lead to a modern, i.e.
voluntary, form of serfdom (Beauvois, 1994), aneréfore potentially lessens people’s

readiness for active participation in political pesses.

Research On Political Socialisation

An explanatory model almost entirely based on #énetbpment of individual
cognitive competencies has often been used foyzinglindividual appropriation of meaning
systems in the realm of politics: the more complexcognitive instruments a child possesses,
the more complex the political judgements he orisladble to make. This is the main
conclusion of Connell's (1971) work on the “Theldsi construction of politics”. Such an
approach is also exemplified in Inhelder and Piad@©58) explanations of adolescents'
political activism: the acquisition of formal thiimg would enable the construction of
alternative views on society. On the other handctivgent of political ideas of youth was often
explained by adherence to the political orientatibtheir parents and of other significant
figures such as peers and teachers (see Jennidh@iemi, 1974).

Growth in cognitive complexity and transmissiorpaftisanship are not the only
factors that modulate political thought over thedpan. Political socialization is the
construction of a meaning system that involvesooirse cognitive operations and that evolves
in a frame of societal regulations in a complex way

The European value study published by Stoetzel3)18Bows a general trend of
change in values across different societies. Shahges cannot be explained without societal
analyses. But at the level of the individual theyadlve complex patterns of interrelationships
between attitudes and beliefs that are progregsataborated and that are emphasized in some
cases by partisan choices. Examples are givestiady on tolerance by Vollebergh (1989).

The general change in values does not preventadineof adolescents from
manifesting intolerant attitudes usually describegthnocentrism and sexism. A

psychodynamic interpretation was proposed by Adamb his colleagues (1950), who attribute
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to authoritarian educational practices of pardmtsarigin of aggressive drives that exteriorize
themselves in detriment of weaker targets. Vollgh€d989) expresses doubts about such an
interpretation and reports data on significantedéhces between pupils from more or less
prestigious educational tracks and also between boyg girls, the former being more often
authoritarian, ethnocentric or sexist than theefafturthermore more consistent patterns of high
correlations between these different syndromesaadpe pupils from the more prestigious
track but they are rather low for girls of the loweack. All these data are very difficult to
explain in terms of a psychodynamic interpretatiod Vollebergh proposes a model of
political intolerance of minorities as an organgrinciple of the interindividual differences
related to these various syndromes. Indeed heradatimtriguing, especially so the absence of
significant differences in authoritarianism, ethaeicism and racism between boys and girls
who still did not develop political party preferenand the presence of differences when party
preferences do exist, the boys being than morepdtalian than the girls. However, a
consistent significant difference in sexism andfamtinism exists as well before as after the
appearance of party preferences. The process wmeridoe one in two steps, sexist boys would
be attracted by political parties and once theyirarelved in politics a generalization of their
intolerance takes place. For females, the samenmigg principle is socially more difficult to

be actualized, hence the persistence of their tatgeant attitudes.

Another important factor in shaping political atties is the awareness of the
existence of social conflicts. Clémence (1994) tbthat both for youngsters (19 -20 years) and
for their parents awareness of conflict, even d@rpantally induced, led to more favorable
attitudes towards institutional supports for diffier categories in need. This finding is to be
related to findings reported by Torney-Purta (1988yareness of the existence of social
conflict is generally related to social origin dfildren, at least in France (Percheron, 1978):
when they are of a lower class origin they are naovare of the existence of different kinds of
political conflicts, especially distrust of the gmwment, than when they are of a higher class
origin, but this difference is much more importéortchildren under the age of 14 than for

children above 13 years. Older children from higtiass origin become almost as distrustful as
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children from lower class origin. More generallgréheron, Chiche and Muxel-Douaire (1991),
in a study of a representative sample of Paristauthy(16 to 21 years), show that their opinions
towards judiciary institutions are organized oa tasis of a twofold principle: trust versus
distrust in the judicial system (respectively cdefice in the system and belief that rights of the
accused are respected, versus absence of sucarwdiand belief that justice is unfair and
does not respect rights of the accused), and atnglaversus naturalistic conception of justice
(laws did not always exist or are no longer adegjuaey should be changed versus laws have
always existed and remain adequate, they shouldenohanged).

In a questionnaire study (Doise, Staerklé, Cléeme&n8avory, 1998), carried out in
Geneva with 849 youth of different age, schoolastre and pre-professional training, we
showed that institutionalized definitions of humaghts become more salient as a function of
progress in age and scholastic experience. Links advancement in educational level were
particularly salient when analyzing individual pgiming. With advancement in degree many
more individuals evoked public rights, whereasaeanlibertarian positioning, and to a lesser
extent an egalitarian positioning, decreased wittaacement in degree. Progress in degree is
significantly linked to an increase of definitioimsless concrete and more positive terms, and to
a very significant decrease of a reserved attitaderd protest against the establishment.

Finally, a more principled and enlarged humantdgtefinition, as opposed to a more
restricted and concrete conception, was furtheyeallvancement in degree, left-wing and
communitarian political orientation, together withubts about the usefulness of some public
organizations for the individual and general atl#tsi which are less favorable toward family,
religion and sport clubs.

On the whole, these studies on political socidltirashow the intervention of different
societal factors in the development of politicahcepts. Growth in cognitive complexity is but
one explanatory principle among others that accoiamtthe development of political attitudes

and it therefore needs to be articulated with asesyof social regulation mechanisms.
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Human Rights And Democracy Studied As Normativei@oRepresentations

Social representations can be considered as dgfinenorganizing principles of the
symbolic relationships between individuals and g=o(Doise, Clémence & Lorenzi-Cioldi,
1993). This assumes that various members of a appulunder study share common views
about a given social issue. A system necessitateshon frames of reference for participating
individuals and groups. An important phase in estaldy of social representations is the search
for a common map or cognitive organization of t®ies at stake. In Moscovici's study (1976),
this aspect deals with objectification. Howeveriagbepresentation theory does not imply that
individuals sharing common references necessanily the same positions. Individuals may
differ according to the strength of their adheretocearious opinions, attitudes or stereotypes,
we therefore search for the organizing principlesaividual differences in a representational
field. A further assumption is that such systemadigations are anchored in other collective
realities, in social psychological experiences stido different extents by individuals and in
their beliefs about other aspects of social reéltyise, 1992-93).

A working definition of human rights may be basertle idea that mutual
interactions and communications between humans gieneormative representations. While
interacting with each other, individuals know tHair fate will be affected by that interaction,
at least in certain domains, to a certain extdrd,@rtain cost. Normative representations exist
about what these mutual effects should be. As therenany kinds of interactions,
characterized by all sorts of differences in stgpusposes, interdependency, and formality
(Deutsch, 1985), there exist also various modetcoéptable relationships, prototypes of fair
and just relationships, principles of contracts tfavern these relationships and they are part of
human cultures. Human rights are such principlegyTshould, at least by intention, organize
our social interactions. For historical (i.e. econzal, political, military, religious, and also
scientific) reasons, Western societies organizidioaships within national and cultural
boundaries, but also across them.

Studying human rights in social representation®sdirst of all implies a search for

common reference systems and for their organizaliorwhat extent does the Universal
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Declaration of Human Rights, or other institutiodefinitions, offer references that are
common to the populations under consideration?

There are two kinds of studies dealing with thisitnanscultural setting. The first
kind derived from the interdisciplinary intervietudies about representations of violations. In a
guestionnaire study (Clémence, Doise, De Rosa &@&ler, 1995), pupils and students aged 13
to 20 years and living in four countries (CostagRiErance, Italy and Switzerland) were invited
to answer 21 items presenting various situatiomslumg violations or limitations of individual
rights. Some of these situations (for instanceataliscrimination, imprisonment without trial
or legal assistance, starvation) can easily beregféo classical definitions contained in the
Universal Declaration. Other situations, dealinghvtihe rights of children or with family affairs
are less explicitly related to the Declaration. 8attuations dealing with economic inequality
or health matters (e.g., prohibition of smokindghospitalization in case of contagious illness)
are not covered by official definitions of righfithe results were very clear, for the various
situations, the order of frequencies of relatingnitto human rights violations is very similar
across countries.

The complete text of the Declaration was also prteskto students of 35 countries
(Doise, Spini & Cléemence, 1999). Subjects were @stieanswer questions about personal
involvement, agreement and efficacy as well as gowental efficacy for each of the 30
Articles of the Declaration. The respondents werigarsity students in psychology, law,
science, social work and various other fields ftbmfive continents. A hierarchical cluster
analysis resulted in the division of the articlet®itwo main classes which, in turn, divided into
two subclasses. These subclasses showed an almngsiete correspondence with the
categories described by René Cassin (Agi, 1988)hairman of the drafting committee of the
Declaration. He classified the 30 articles of treclration in six groups, which fifty years later
still are relevant.

The first main cluster opposes the whole of theersmcial rights ( classes 5, 4 and 3)
and basic individual rights (protection from todwand slavery and right to life) to a cluster of

judicial individual rights (class 2), principleddss 1) and the three articles concerning societal
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order (class 6). In each national group respondshie/ greater adherence to the basic and
social rights than to the rest of the rights. Theseilts clearly support the idea of a common
organization of responses in various countries.

Social representation theory does not imply thdividuals sharing common
references hold the same positions. It is theréfoportant to investigate the differences in
individual position. Modulators of position are ileés about personal efficacy and the efficacy
of institutions (for instance governments) in regpd human rights. Human rights positions
bear a relationship with value choices. Valuescaresidered general to the extent that they
supposedly organize symbolic relationships withgoeial environment. Other relationships are
to be sought in the representations individualtd bhoncerning the nature of conflicts between
social groups and categories.

In studying the articles of the Declaration we coreld an analysis of respondents’
human rights positioning, their value choices aptesentations of conflict and injustice. We
were led to the conclusion that, in general, strsungport for the values of universalism and
social harmony are systematically related to mavedirable human rights attitudes. Intense
experience of collective injustice together witedeoncern for personal happiness led to more
personal involvement rather than to reliance oregowental efficacy. It was found that
skepticism was relatively stronger in Japan andaladd personal involvement was more often
found in countries with serious rights problems;aading to the ratings by Humana (1992), and
with human development problems, according to &tiegs by the United Nations
Development Programme (1996). Stronger reliancgomernmental efficacy was characteristic
of more developed countries or countries who chadmgeently to a democratic regime. There
are clearly differences within countries (Spini &iBe, 1998), for instance, respondents who
strongly favor universalistic values have more falbe human rights positionings
independently of national group. But it is alscetthat in countries where adherence to
universalistic values is higher, attitudes to rigaite more favorable. The same reasoning holds
for the links involving other value choices, andgaptions of injustice and tensions.

We have also investigated individual positioningur four country study on
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violations and found that the first two factors wetearly organized by judgements on
violations of rights explicitly mentioned in the Earation. Individual positions were strongly
related to the defense of individual rights agapwitical and economic authorities or to a
fatalistic world view minimizing individual initiaes but accepting more willingly managerial
and state control.

This exemplifies that people’s attitudes are embddd representations of the
relationship between individuals and political aslvas other types of institutions. Findings of
our research on social representations of humésraye another illustration of the heuristic
value of the societal psychology approach. Indiglcaositioning in the realm of human rights
is not only assessed as an individual attitudeirgry strength, but as a societally anchored

pattern of beliefs about the respective roles dividuals and governments.

Research On Justification Of Inequalities And NamaGroup Representations

Up to now, we have discussed research dealingthatintervention of societal
forms of knowledge in judgements, evaluations apsltfpnings towards shared representations.
The impact of norms and ideologies on individuajrative functioning was evidenced through
examples in the realm of attribution processestipal socialization and social representations
of human rights. In this last section we will prd@iexamples of societal psychology at the level
of group representations, usually referred to eestypes. As different kinds of inequalities
and status differentials between social categatiest the center of political debate, we will
focus on representational dynamics associatedrtordmt high-status and subordinate low-
status groups. The analysis of the processes yimtpgdeople’s representations of their own
social status as well the status of relevant oufggds indeed an important aspect of societal
psychology. After all, people’s support or oppasitio political measures concerning social
inequalities can be considered as positionings tdsvshared representations of inequalities.
First, justification mechanisms of inequalities digcussed. We then will pursue with research
illustrating the role of representations of natigmapulations, held by westerners, in the

construction of judgements on the political sitaatacross western and non-western countries.
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This line of research exemplifies representatiatrategies developed by a high-status group,
western countries, to account for a relationshigh &ilow-status group, non-western countries
(see also Jervis, this volume, for a more politaggdroach to nation perception).

It has been recognized for some time that grougessmtations fulfil social
functions. They are seen as social and cognitivicde that help to explain and give meaning
to the characteristics of members of a social grétey account for the current situation of the
group in a given social setting, and thus justifgd &gitimize inequalities between social
categories (Doise, 1978; Tajfel, 1981). In thisspective, representations associated to high-
and low-status groups are socially constructedadingv to perceive their favorable and
unfavorable positions as legitimate and “normal”.

Justification mechanisms occur at different levétst & Banaji (1994) have
developed a conceptual distinction between growdpsgiatem-justification in order to account
for findings inconsistent with previous theoriziog social justification. “Group justification
refers to those attitudes and behaviors that preth& material and psychological interests of
the ingroup at the expense of relevant outgroupgy@as the attitudes and behaviors associated
to system justification serve to maintain the initggpf the current social system, even at the
expense of the ingroups’ interest.” (Rabinowitz99 9. 18). This distinction has an important
conseguence, as it allows to account for diffejestification strategies adopted by low and
high-status groups in a social setting. For membehsgh-status groups, the two tendencies of
group- and system-justification are consistent witlke another, whereas for individuals
belonging to low status groups, they reflect catifiig interests. In the latter case, devotion to
the interests of the oppressed ingroup works agtdiesnterests of the present, inequitable
social system. This argument is supported by a-aedyis in Jost and Banaji's work (1994) of
studies on the broadly accepted hypothesis thailpewaluate members of their own group
more positively than they judge members of outgso@jfel, 1982). They found that 85% of
low-status groups evaluated outgroups more pobjtthan their own groups.

It is especially the system justification angle ebhis related to societal

psychology. Shared attitudes and behaviors destmprbtect the value system which underlies
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the divisions of the surrounding world can be cdeséd a strong case for the intervention of
social representations in individual cognitive meges. System justification is mainly a strategy
adopted by dominant high-status groups to secuialsstatus quo. Several researchers have
indeed pointed out that stereotypes of low-statasgs, held by members of high-status
groups, are surprisingly similar, even if the greumder consideration such as women,
children, or the unemployed do not have much inmmom(Doise, 1973; Condor, 1990; Jost &
Banaji, 1994). It is hard to imagine which procassenot shared representations of what it
means to be in a low status position, can accaurthfs finding. Both of these arguments
provide evidence for a system justification mechamihat accounts for findings inconsistent
with Tajfel's social identity theory. In what folles we will further elaborate on representations
destined to rationalize a social situation opposithgw- and a high-status group.

Although social psychologists share a broad consealsout this social
function of stereotypes, relatively little reseahas been carried out on this specific topic. The
studies of Hoffmann and Hurst (1990) are an exoapb this lack of empirical support to the
justification hypothesis. Developing the work oarsbtypes in the social learning tradition
(Eagly & Steffen, 1984), they argue that peoplestare images of gender groups not solely
because they perceive women and men in differerdlswles, but because gender stereotypes
allow to rationalize the division of labor betwede two gender groups. Their results show that
subjects associate female traits to members atitidus “child raiser” group and male traits to
members of a “city worker” group. This attributiohstereotypical traits was even stronger for
subjects who were requested to find explanationghfdivision of labor and also for those
who were told that the two groups were “differgméces”, rather than “different subgroups of
the same culture”. Thus, the rationalization preaggerates by associating intrinsic, “natural”,
differences between social categories. The perdaitteibutes of members of dominant and
subordinate groups are congruent with their redggigsition in a social setting and allow
therefore to explain the status differences betweemgroups.

The findings reported above provide tentative supjooa relatively new

concept in social psychology: “essentialism”. Aating to Rothbart and Taylor (1992),



19

essentialism describes the mechanism through vamcrbitrary social category is perceived in
much the same way as a natural category. Essentiadifers to the belief that an attribute
common to all members of a category organizesiffereht elements of a group
representation. This common “essence” confersé@tbup that is perceived in an essentialist
way a specific ontological status. The group, alaity all the attributes that are associated to
it, is defined on the basis of this common, andosspdly profound feature of the group. Group
attributes are thus viewed as stable and commal gwoup members. Therefore, essentialised
social groups are viewed as natural, close to bictd, categories. The lay belief that a common
feature defines group membership is connectedyteat explanatory power of the essence that
allows people to easily draw inferences on theadtaristics of group members. This implies
that once people know to which group given indialdbelong, they think they know a great
deal about the characteristics of the membersigtioup.

This essentialisation process is likely to occurgimups defined with salient
surface characteristics such as the color of the gknder or age. On the basis of these visible
attributes, people infer deeper characteristicckvhre linked together by a naive theory. More
importantly however, the essentialist images assedito groups reflect specific social settings,
and are therefore best considered as a consegokexisting relationships. Essentialist
representations of groups help to maintain theailieg social setting and provide tools to
justify social inequalities. That is why low-statarsd minority groups are most likely to be
represented in an essentialist manner, distingtidiglerent from other groups and with a high
level of perceived homogeneity among its membengllgvi, 1991; Abelson, Dasgupta, Park &
Banaji, 1998; Lorenzi-Cioldi, 1998). Members of igtatus groups should therefore be
especially likely to adhere to essentialist conioggtabout low status groups. As the study by
Hoffmann and Hurst (1990) suggests, an essentisieption of social categories goes hand in
hand with the rationalization of social inequattierecisely because the immutable character of
essentialist attributes supports the idea of satidlpolitical status quo. “Members of a given
social situation are likely to refer to some ingitfeature of the parties involved in order to

strengthen social stability” (Yzerbyt, Rocher & &dmon, 1997, p. 40).
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Studies that connect essentialist categorizationwstification processes are
still quite uncommon. We therefore would like toistrate this point by showing how people
living in a western country, Switzerland, think abthe political situation in western and non-
western countries in general. This allows us testhate that representations associated to
subordinate low-status groups can be analyzed &vamglobal level of comparison. At the same
time, these studies provide an example of repraentand justification processes that do not
concern inequalities within a nation, but betweatiams. Indeed, studies on the perception and
explanation of inequalities have mostly focussedhensituation of low- and high-status groups
within national contexts. It is therefore importéamiexamine to what extent the same
mechanisms as evidenced in studies at the intcarztievel can be applied to the perception of
international relations.

In a series of studies (Staerklé, Clémence & Ddi868) we investigated
representational processes associated to coudé&sesibed as democratic and non-democratic,
a distinction hypothesized as equivalent to reprad®ns associated to western and non-
western countries. We were interested in understgritbw people construe their
representation of the political situation, measwwitl perceived respect of a series of human
rights, across western and non-western nationdaégtsand how they explain the favourable
and unfavorable political situation in these naticzontexts. The first hypothesis stated that
people should associate representations of socpé&yationalized as the inhabitants, to
representations of the state which was describétkagovernment. We expected that
participants should judge these political contestsf they were following the ancient statement
according to which “The inhabitants have the gorent they deserve”. A second prediction
concerned the asymmetry between political judgesnentwestern and non-western contexts: if
people adhere to a normative conception of libéeahocracy, they should see national
populations, more than governments, as the dripaiigical force in western countries. When
judging non-western countries however, they shpeltteive their government as omnipotent,
and the inhabitants as weak, submissive and pagsieal prediction stated that people should

account for an unfavorable political situation incuntry with judgements of a lesser political
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involvement of its inhabitants.

The basic paradigm of these studies is experimguadicipants, Swiss
students, read a short description of a countryrevpelitical decisions are taken either
democratically or non-democratically. Another dgstan refers to a country described with
stereotypically positive or negative attributesoagasted to the national population. Respondents
are then asked to list up to three countries thatspond to the formal description.

In a first study, respondents reather a description of a democratic or non-
democratic governmewt a description of positively or negatively descdbmtional
population. Results show that participants drawlammferences on the political situation on
the basis of a democratic government and a politilescribed national population on the one
hand and on the basis of a non-democratic governameha negatively described population on
the other hand. Thus, people establish links betile® government and the national population
in order to construe a representation of the paliituation in a national context.

In order to determine the respective weight ofgbsitive / negative
information and the government / population infotiorg a second study combined the two
descriptions of the government and the inhabitariss, each participant was informed about
the political organization and the stereotypicalaral character of the population. Here, results
show that when a negatively described populati@oisbined with a democratic government,
the perceived respect of human rights is very bidawer than when a democracy is inhabited
by a positively described population. In non-denaticrcontexts however, the population
information does not have any impact on the unfaier evaluation of the human rights
situation. These results confirm that the repregamt of the political situation depends on the
character of the inhabitants in a western couming, on the political system in a non-western
country. Furthermore, in both of these two studiggeater proportion of inhabitants was
perceived as being opposed to human rights vielgtio western than in non-western countries.

A third study finally corroborated these findings$howing that in western
countries, inhabitants are seen as more resportbdriethe government for the favourable

political situation. In non-western contexts howgtke government is clearly more responsible
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than the inhabitants. This latter result reveads articipants recognize that human rights
violations are perpetrated by various governmentsn-western countries. But it implies at the
same time that non-western national populationviasged as unable to resist the political
dysfunctionings of their governments.

On the whole, the results of these studies prosid@éence that when people
living in a supposedly democratic country, Switaad, judge other countries, they refer to
shared representations concerning the main feadfitgpical western and non-western
countries. Contrary to the widely shared assumgtiah perceivers should be familiar with the
national contexts they are judging, they demonstit#t a representation of a western or non-
western countrgs such is sufficient to activate a series of images thdtest captured as lay
conceptions of the relationships between statesanrty across western and non-western
national contexts. These lay conceptions embrastdigation processes of inequalities between
western and non-western countries and shows thaatlonalization of a given hierarchical
social structure may take different forms. In theselies, they operate by way of
representations of normative qualities associatetktocratic citizens such as political
involvement which in turn is denied for inhabitanfsaon-western countries. Therefore, the
general mechanism according to which high-stataaps develop representations of the social
structure where each group is at its right plaperates in a quite similar manner within
countries as well as between countries. Ongoingares indeed confirms that people use
stereotypical and counterstereotypical attribufasational populations in order to justify

material and other inequalities between westermandwestern countries.

Conclusion

Our contribution was aimed at pointing towards ditdetween social and
political psychology. Research in social psycholbgg many political components, and it is not
an easy task to draw clear boundaries between tivesesearch traditions. Therefore we have
suggested that the contribution of social psychptogpolitical psychology is to be found in a

general approach we have termed “societal psyckidldtne main objective of this perspective
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is the investigation of the intervention of socliétams of shared knowledge such as ideologies,
norms and social representations in individual dognfunctioning.

The research traditions we have presented as ppatat examples of societal
psychology can seem to be very heterogeneoussistries of research originated in the realm
of personality research, a second series dealtdeielopmental issues, a third was
investigating the cross-cultural nature of humaghts studied as social representations and the
last series dealt more directly with the traditios@cial psychological theme of intergroup
perception and discrimination.

However, our putting into perspective of each elthresearch trends was
guided by a common concern. We have tried to shetvsocietal functioning intervenes in very
different endeavors, such as evaluating oneselhother person, becoming politically
socialized, understanding universal judicial noomgtergroup evaluations.

The societal perspective allows us to understaatiniernality is first of all a
criterion for establishing the degree of congruenitk the dominant norm of individual
autonomy and responsibility. Political socializatie not just a matter of growth in cognitive
complexity, it is also a construction of a mearsggtem evolving in a frame of societal
regulations. Our human rights studies try to ingasé the extent to which such regulations
reach beyond societal borders and enable instialied human rights definitions to function
as common reference systems. But if such “ uniVistga’ normative representations cross
borders, justifications of existing inequalities@kextend into the realm of differences between

governmental regimes.
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