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Psychology; a game of two halves?

Miss Amanda Wood, Head of Psychology

Putting our world into words, is this most complex tasks we can tackle? Western and particularly American psychologists have championed the scientific tradition and danced to the rhythmic beat of the quantitative drum for decades; categorising, calibrating, calculating. And to what end? The most commonly occurring, line of best fit, significant at the 5% level.
Teaching IB psychology has forced me to scrape away some of the veneer of tertiary textbook psychology and discover that Wilhelm Wundt often hailed the father of modern psychology and associated by me at least with Leipzig, introspection and little else, wrote prolifically in a ten volume book titled Volkerpsychologie  about the importance of recognising the socio-cultural and linguistic context in which we think and most importantly, in which psychologists of differing academic starting points think. He talks about how we choose words to label our ideas and how those who listen must attempt to interpret and draw meaning from these labels. To understand others minds we must first attempt to share some sense of meaning and to talk credibly about matters psychological we must be candid about our own starting point in the search for meaning. It seems that the two halves of the puzzle were never separate, that Wundt held both in his hand, yet Behaviourism chose to discard, for me the essence of psychological life, that which is unsaid, the behaviour that is yet to be enacted.
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As some-one with no philosophical training, psychology became a little tricky when I realised I hadn’t a clue what the mind was. One of the problems was the ‘the’ part. Pinning Gilbert Ryle’s “ghost in the machine” to the wall for examination wasn’t going to happen any time soon. It was a little headache that has never really gone away, “ is mind better as a verb, something that we do rather than something that we have”. Next it became “a way of living, a pattern of probabilities” then it appeared as a daydream image, a remote landscape, peaks and troughs, mountain paths, crevices and ravines, shaped by experience, each of us with a each unique landscape behind the eyes, unique but one would assume with some familiarity. A landscape where teetering at the top of a mountain, only time would tell whether we would fall to the left or to the right. Wouldn’t it be reassuring, grounding, to know for sure about the degree of familiarity, to walk in the landscape of another, to really know the extent to which our minds are shared?

 Before the days of PET scans and fMRi , Wundt was left with language, as he attempted to explore the inner workings of his ‘mind’ in a systematic and scientific manner. He could not observe what was happening within that that fuzzy web of neurons without his social brain, his enculturated brain, tapping these mysteries out into a code, a language. 

However we choose to communicate the findings of our science, we communicate through language, spoken, written, or if we wish to push the boundaries of what we mean by language (and indeed scientific findings) through music and visual art, that is constrained by what has gone before us, those elements that have shaped our mental landscape.

Psychologists recognise the importance of reflexivity, that is, examining our own biases and limitations in making objective observations and many social psychologists who use qualitative data gathering techniques as their primary source of data, such as interviews and running commentary observations, will purposefully immerse themselves within the group they are examining, becoming part of it, learning from the inside, much in the tradition of the anthropologist. Is this the closest we might get to walking in an inner landscape other than our own? And perhaps the recent obsession with ‘reality TV’ that has pervaded the lives of so many in Western culture has been a rather lukewarm effort at some form of qualitative comparison of own construction of reality against the yardstick of another’s.

And so like a child of warring parents, psychology can be seen to have be torn asunder, sometimes a systemiser, deductive, quantitative, experimental, objective, credible but only to those in a culture where these are valued traits; sometimes qualitative, rich, full, evocative, emotive and free. 
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Humans have been described as social animals, driven by a need to belong, to belong to groups, groups which accept us, groups to which we identify. Social identity theorists, Tajfel and Turner (1979) describe the “quest for positive distinctiveness” as a strategy through which we seek to create an impermeable group identity for ourselves. Once categorised and protected within a group, we are driven to exaggerate our differences to other groups in order to build armour, a shield. If we can demonstrate that we are different to others, we can enhance self esteem through denigration of achievements of so-called out-groups; to my mind, an unappealing, overly-simplified and ethnocentric depiction of human existence. It certainly appears that non-Western cultures, especially those described as more collectivist in nature, do not necessarily subscribe to this method of self and group defence. 

It would seem then that for psychology, with two such apparently diametrically opposed strategies for understanding ourselves and others (quantitative and qualitative), we are ‘between groups’. Some would view this as a limitation; are we vulnerable due to not being fully accepted by any one group? Or are we being forced to think in a rather limited way when we only categorise our world in terms of uni-dimensional, groups (us and them), can group members not identify to a greater or lesser extent with the groups ideals. 
Social identity theory itself hinges on the idea that we have many social selves. Surely, this is recognition of the flexibility and adaptability of human beings. Surely, the individual with the greatest survival chance of all is she who can form honest and open allegiances, find common ground and thus share cultural benefits of as many communities as possible. Psychology is a rich a diverse subject which attracts and nurtures rich and diverse individuals. Establishing the courage to embrace difference, to explore, it, to examine it with the purpose of finding common ground is a worthwhile investment, to build the courage to expose ourselves as apparently different but potentially similar.

And so as day turns to night, as the quantitative psychologist subtracts one and records a zero, and the qualitative psychologist asks “how does feel when you are cast into shadow?”, psychology flickers in the two equally real interpretations of Rubin’s Vase, and I wonder about the significance of the two faces ‘lacking or sharing an identity’ staring into each other’s eyes separated by a barrier, that at one moment is stark and tangible and at the next, empty , unimportant, subjective and incredible.

Compare the Meerkat: humans too are social animals





Two sets of opposing hands; one friendship, one unit








