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1 Introduction

“We are all social psychologists” declare Tajfel and Fraser (1978) and, by way of
explanation, they offer one of the most complete definitions of the discipline. It
is the study of “the various aspects of the interaction between individuals, between
and within social groups, and between individuals and social systems, small or
large, of which they are part” (Tajfel and Fraser 1978, p. 22). Similar in their
interests and passions, what, above all, distinguishes a professional social psy-
chologist from an “amateur” or naive one is the method, or rather methods, used.
The former follows strict research rules and procedures which are logical and
systematic, explicitly sets out the hypotheses and tries to support them with refer-
ences to scholarly shared criteria. The Jatter worries much less about the logical
consistency of his or her convictions, develops naive, often post hoc; theories to
explain events — especially when faced with the unexpected — and, being closely
tied to pre-existing ideas, tends to confirm the underlying bias in a kind of vicious
circle. There is, however, a third category. Because of their mastery and compe-
tence in treating psychosocial phenomena, authors of literary texts emerge as
bearers of a type of knowledge which is difierent both from that of the scientist
and that of the “practical” person, busy getting on with everyday life. Psycholo-
gists tend to appreciate this ability and often refer to the richness and depth
shown by poets and writers when considering the psychic and relational aspects
of life, or the familiarity with which they approach such extreme themes as life,
love and death.

The aim of the present paper is to seek possible links between social psychol-
ogy and the literary treatment of social interaction, in the belief that social psy-
chology and similar disciplines might gain useful insights from the analysis of
literary texts as well as provide new ways to study the texts themselves. This is
particularly the case if we take into account long term processes, i.e. an historical
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sources, and searching for the most suitable methodology. During this time, social
psychology and social sciences have faced radical changes, encountering various
shifts (cf. Flick 1998), some which sharply favor and support our perspective.
Notwithstanding, research with literary works remains relatively rare, possibly a
proof of awareness of the risks underlying the assumption of texts based in their
construction on rulés and designs defined by their own autonomy.

One of the first voices we found on our side was that of Moscovici (1986), who
proposed the study of imaginary groups from the literary world as if they were
real. His suggestion to rely on Gedankenexperimenten, to use Freud’s terminol-
ogy, is based on the idea that relationships, emotions and behavior described in
fiction might prove useful in social psychological research in various ways. First,
they might be taken at face value and read, as if they were data, through socio-
psychological models. This would encounter the auspice of writers and historians
of the Annales (cf. works by Duby, LeGoff) to involve social psychology in the
study and understanding of narrative and history, replacing ad hoc theories by
literary crities, historians, sociologists with social psychological theories which can
explain relations, feelings, behavior depicted in literary works. Second, the implicit
views or theories of literary authors might be taken into account as a source of
theoretical thought (i.e. Literary sources might be fruitful at the generative level
of theorizing). This does not mean to consider them in the same way scientific
theories and artistic views: the latter offer content more than form, style that
constitutes the mark of an author and makes the reader say: “This is Stendhal’s
or Balzac’s world, Dickens’ or Hemingway’s” (p. 25); the researcher’s task is to
rationally reconstruct the artists’ theories. Third, specific contributions by authors
who use social psychological models as a starting point for their novels, or the
reverse, might be considered, in a thought-provoking interplay between data and
theory. Moscovici mentions, for instance, Canetti and Broch with their studies on
the psychology of masses and leaders, but also cites Balzac, Flaubert, Maupassant
and Tolstoy for their extremely careful and refined contributions. The author
himself re-read the pages in Proust’s 4 La Recherché du Temps Perdu dedicated
to the Dreyfus affair, finding evidence and support to the theories of social
recombination and of active minorities, which he was forming in those years,
as well as interesting reflections on the phenomenon of social status and
ostracism.

I would like to take Moscovici’s reflections as a starting point to review some
studies which use literature from a social psychological viewpoint and, more
broadly, from perspectives linked to psychological inquiry. As is often the case, it
is perhaps simpler to say what will not be treated: the psychology of the reader,
and literature and psychoanalysis. Both these topics, however, are of great inter-
est and will be left aside for reasons of space and coherence. Neither will we
concern ourselves with cultural studies and psychohistory, although some contri-
butions from these areas will be mentioned. This paper is divided into three parts.

ticular attention to the strén;gths and weaknesses of the methods embiogredj with
some general considerations on the use of literature in social psychology.

2 Literature versus Human and Social Sciences:
Elective Affinities or Incompatibilities of Character?

2.1 The Mind and its Metaphors

Our work is concerned with certain aspects of the relationship between literature
and human behavior. An inferesting body of work from the field of literary
studies which shares our aim is that of Michael S. Kearns (1987). His interest was
in metaphors offered by eighteenth and nineteenth century literary writers and
psychologists. The author defines his essay as “a study of the search for a language
of the mind in the midst of changing concepts of the mind” (p. 3). He turns first
to the philosophical-psychological language of the period and then to literary
language in order to detect the significant metaphors and, particularly, the passage
from a metaphor of mind-as-entity — with its key features of passivity, impress-
ibility and extension — to a metaphor of mind as a living organism — as a sentient
web in functional interaction with the surrounding environment,
Kearns begins by stating that:

During the period from the seventeenth century until the second third of the nineteenth,
the theory of the formation of ideas was based on relatively mechanical and automatic
processes. Locke was regarded as essentially correct in tracing all ideas to sensations and
therefore alt knowledge ultimately to combinations of sense impressions. . . . (p. 49)

He then gives some representative samples of Locke’s metaphors; Mind is
“white paper, void of afl characters”; our senses “convey into the mind” percep-
tions; the brain is “the mind’s presence-room” (p. 48).

Writers® and theorists’ ideas are analyzed, observing the mutual exchange and
influence, which flows mainly from the former to the latter. Even in early works,
such as Samuel Richardson’s Pamela, or Virtue Rewarded (1740) in particular,
Kearns identifics some innovative cues with respect to a metaphor of the mind-
as-an-entity. However, there is never a substantial transformation of such a meta-
phor. It is in the works of Henry James and George Eliot that an explicit and
structured metaphor of mind as-a-living-organism emerges, the same generative
metaphor that William James was developing, implicitly, with his concept of the
“stream of consciousness.”

For example, in Portrait of a Lady, Henry James places his “heroine [Isabel] in
a mindscape at a crucial moment of her life and returns to it several times to
demonstrate the physical distance she travels during her story” (p. 185). Kearns
extracts some examples from the novel, introducing them with brief summaries




tions any element that is not directly experienced” (p. 187). The author concludes:
“[O]ne of my findings is that the language did not develop at the same rate in
fiction and psychology; new metaphors are quite visible in novels by the middle
of the seventeenth century but do not emerge in psychological works until Iater”
(p. 16).

Conceived as a contribution to the history of literature, and, indirectly, to the
history of psychology (a term which, as we saw, the author uses ante litteram,
mainly with reference fo philosophical-psychological thought), Kearns’ analysis
of “how the actual language used to talk about mind changed during these two
centuries and how the changes correlate with change in the concept of mind” (p.
16) is pertinent to our theme in a number of ways. Kearns gives equal importance
to scientific and literary writing and awards both the status of basic knowledge
sources, embedded in their zeitgeist. He seems also to pick up and expand the
third use suggested by Moscovici for literary works, searching for metaphors
which then give rise to theories, not so much in the works of one author, as in
that of several authors (sometimes closely connected) of the same cultural
context, both in the literary and the “psychological” framework. His methods,
however, are almost alien to mainstream social psychology. Admittedly, he has
“aimed at a ‘comprehensive humanistic study’ whose goal is to illustrate the
‘inevitable interaction between art and society’” (p. 18) and contrasts his study
with others, “more impressionistically than empirically” (p. 16) based. However,
he singles ocut parts of the text or summarizes the content in his search for
examples, illustrations and confirmation for his thesis. In this way, Kearns pro-
vides us with an expert reading of the texts. However, researchers trained in the
scientific or systematic method typical of the social psychological field would find
much to object to in his research procedure.

2.2 Creativity and Mental Hllness

An interdisciplinary team from Oxford combined psychological and literary
analysis in an investigation about creativity and mental disease, The team con-
sisted of Gordon Claridge, an academic and clinical psychologist; Ruth Pryor, a
mediaevalist; and Gwen Watkins, a critic of Victorian literature. Together, they
aimed to show the influence of creativity and psychosis in authors considered by
critics and clinicians to be gifted artists as well as being mentally ill (at least at
some time in their lives). According to Claridge et al. (1990), the mental processes
underlying creativity and madness are basically similar, being characterized by a
combination of a high of divergent or “overinclusive” thinking with a similarly
high level of convergent thinking. Such a combination, probably due to an unusual
form of commumnication between the cerebral hemispheres through the corpus
callosum, would give rise to a particularly rich production of associations, some-
times difficult to formalize in abstract concepts. During a phase of illness, the

she would be able to contain it through a higher of intellectual control, more
precisely, to filter it more functionally through cognitive processes driven by the
right hemisphere. ,

The method adopted by Claridge et al. (1990) to support their thesis consists
of examining the texts (mainly autobiographical) and the lives of ten writers from
different historical periods (including Margery Temple, John Ruskin, and Virginia
Woolf). To this end, they consider both original texts and biographies or collected
letters, and extract information which tends to support and exemplify the hypoth-
esized relationship between creativity and madness. For each writer a “case
description” is then provided, gnided by the application of a schedule for the
diagnosis of affective and schizophrenic disorders (SADS-L), adopted by the
psychiatric community (Endicott and Spitzer 1978) and slightly modified for use
with archive data.

Most of the analysis is based on biographical information provided by the
writers themselves and their biographers. Literary works are also taken into
account, sometimes excerpts are reported, but mostly summaries and comments
are used. Here again, though.in a very different way from Kearns, we find a
refined reading of the texts as well as an interpretation of them which gives
support to the authors’ thesis, i.e. the connection between creativity and mental
illness. Literary material is selected in order to find signs of mental disorder,
providing both examples and proof. In the preface, both literary critics express
their gratitude to the psychologist, who “saved [them] from high-flying, always
the occupational disease of the literary critic” (p. xi), However, the lack of explicit
criteria for the analysis of the material makes the thesis less powerful.

Despite the authors’ expressed intentions and probably due to the need to
classify the writers in psychiatric terms as abnormal, their portraits sometimes
end up being less than gratifying. The insane flux of images and thoughts in the
writers’ life becomes overwhelming, documented with various kinds of informa-
tion of which literary texts are only a part, and as a reader I found myself won-
dering how people afflicted by such profound and frequent psychotic episodes
could possibly have contributed works of value to the culture of their time. Yet,

" this aspect, which initially I felt was a weakness, might turn out to be a fine-honed

tool for combating the “halo effect” which often extends an overall favorable
judgment about an artistic work to its author,

2.3 Friendship Relationships

William K. Rawlins, a North American scholar working in the field of communi-
cation studies, makes use of fictional texts in his innovative study of friendship
{Rawlins 1992). The author endorses a view stressing the basic principles in the
communication of this relationship and discusses what he calls the contextual
dialectics of a) private versus public, b) ideal versus real, and the interactional




eycle goes from childhood to late adulthood. He provides a comprehensive review
of theoretical and empirical studies of friendship from a range of social disciplines
and open-ended, in-depth interviews. Moreover, as the author openly declares:

Supplementing these interviews, my wife, Sandy, and myself assembled an extensive col-
lection of fictional literature, that is, novels, plays and shozt stories, written for and about
children, adolescents, and adults of all ages, depicting the interactions of friends in diverse

circumstances. (p. 3)

In examining the situational, interactive, and dialectical nature of friendship,
the author’s aim is to provide a link between individualistic and social structural
accounts of friendship as well as a bridge between empirical and fictional views
of the relationship. As he states, he “wantfs] to cultivate conversation and inter-
play among extant social scientific and humanistic research on friendship, peo-
ple’sverbaldescriptionsand the actual discourse offriends, fictional representations
of person/writer/social investigator, and those of the reader” of his book, happily
entitled Friendship Matters. “Accordingly” he “composed the work as a sequence
of paired chapters® (p. 4) focusing each one on a particular stage of life. The initial
chapter reviewed the social scientific research available, while a companion
chapter illusirated the main points discussed “using the words of real participants
and/or fictional excerpts” (p. 4). He interviewed over 100 participants, including
adolescents, young, middle aged and older adults. The author points out that:

This method of presentation juxtaposes and compares the voices of lived experience and
of literary depictions with the abstract, modal trends observed and reported in traditional
social scientific analyses of friendship. The illustrative chapters seek to vivify and drama-
tize rather than verify concepts, and to connect them with actual persons’ words and
experiences, and imagined individuals’ enactments of meaningful episodes. (p. 4)

These illustrations are provided by accounts or open-ended interviews and
portrayals found in literature. Regarding the latter, the author sometimes speaks
of a “typical predicament found in Hterature” (p. 79) in the chapter on adoles-
cence, or of “fictional excerpts exemplify[ing] further specific predicaments”
(p. 125) in the chapter on young adulthood. Concluding his study, Rawlins indi-
cates the light and dark aspects of friendship and notes that “robust friendship
is not merely a convenient technique for self-confirmation, but an exacting inter-
personal relationship, a responsible co-ordination of actual and possible worlds”
{p.277). To develop his argument, he has “compared, contrasted, and synthesized
insights from a variety of authors, ranging from everyday actors to professional
social scientists and writers of “fiction’” being:

convinced of the value of collecting and bringing to bear as diverse an array of cultural
texts as possible when investigating the communicative construction of social lives and
worlds. Certainly as we enact our refationships with others, the cultural resources and

The reason why I quoted Rawlins’ justifications in full is that, although the
author makes some points that are readily acceptable (the cultural origin, the
f:ommunicative construction of social lives), the particular evidence he produces
is more debatable. It may be true that “we use and continue to create whatever
there is in the symbolic realm of human action,” but it is also true that some
voices are more authoritative than others. In particular, the fictional excerpts
taken into account might not be so generative. Their selection, and this the author
clearly admits, appears to be random. However, both the choice of texts and the
seleciion of extracts are delicate steps in any study which makes use of fiction
and literary texts.

In the research discussed so far, scholars of different disciplinary areas —
English, Psychology, Literary Critics, Communication Studies - made use of liter-
ary texts in various ways: Some sought new ideas from art and science, others
looked for evidence of a stream of thoughts and images common to creativity
and madness; yet others were in search of examples of dialectical friendships.
Coming back to Moscovici on the use of literature in social research, his third
suggestion seems to have been taken up to some extent, the first has sometimes
been considered and the second has remained basically untouched. Cross-
C}lltural psychology and social psychology appear to have taken up these sugges-
tions more systematically. -

3 Literature and Cross-Cultural Psychology:
Space and Time under Investigation

The use of literary texts as a source of data to test ideas and theories is not
unusual in cross-cultural and historically-oriented research. There are a number
of such studies aimed at fllustrating and corroborating socio-psychological theo-
ries and modeis (cf. Contarello and Volpato 1991; Volpato and Contarello 1995).
Harary (1963, 1966), for example, analyzed Mozart’s Cosi Fan Tutte and Mur-
doch’s The Severed Head in order to explore, within them, the tendency towards
balance in personal relationships as maintained in Fritz Heider’s (1958) Balance
theory. Similarly, Seymour Rosenberg analyzed Theodore Dreiser’s A Gallery of
Wornen using multidimensional scaling in order to detect Dreiser’s implicit theory
of personality (Rosenberg and Jones 1972). He also developed a method of
analysis and a computer based algorithm (FHICLAS) in order to study Thomas
Wolf’s personality as depicted in his autobiography (Rosenberg 1988) and has
compared the use of personality and emotional terms in some U.S. and Hungar-
ian novels to investigate possible personality and emotional differences linked
to cultural variables (Rosenberg 1990, cf. also Rosenberg 1997). We might con-
sider a few comparative examples of research at some length.




is the research on needs of achievement, pOwWer and aniaton lmuaicd Ly
McClelland (1961). Extending Max Webex’s thesis linking Protestantism and the
spirit of modern capitalism, McClelland hypothesized that this connection was
mediated by two social psychological variables, namely early independence and
mastery training by parents, and high achievement motivation in children, mainly
sons. To test his hypothesis, the author examined vatious cultures and assessed
motivational levels among them using material from a variety of sources. He
analyzed folk tales in contemporary pre-litcrate cultures and children’s stories in
literate ones, chosen to represent “popular culture” (p. 71). The texts were ana-
lyzed to detect items regarding the need for achievement following a specific
scoring system whose validity underwent many tests. The central link in
McClelland’s model — between high motivation and economic growth -- was
tested for ancient Greek culture using imaginative literature of authoritative
writers of the time and for late Middle Ages and Baroque Spain, considering such
masterpieces as El Cid and Don Quixote. The theory was also applied to English
society from the fifteenth to the nineteenth century using texts of three different
kinds: drama, accounts of sea voyages and street ballads, and to the United States
from 1800 to 1950 sampling four American reading textbooks typical of each
twenty-year period. On the basis of these and other sources, McClelland sup-
ported his thesis that there existed a causal link between exposition to “need for
achievement” messages during childhood and entrepreneurial behavior in adult-
hood promoting economic well-being in society at large.

3.2 Social Behavior in Epic Works

Adamopoulos (1982) and Adamopoulos and Bontempo (1986) used literature
to test Triandis’ theory (1978), developed within the research paradigm of “sub-
jective culture,” according to which three basic dimensions - affect, status, and
intimacy — underlie social behavior, but display specific modes and features in
different times and places (Adamopoulos and Kashima 1999). The authors
content-analyzed epic works from different historical periods (The Hiad, Beowolf
and The Red Badge of Courage in the first paper, The Odyssey and La Chanson
de Roland in the second), selecting the role-couples portrayed in the texts and
coding the instances of behavioral units encountered, Their method consists of
selecting the role-couples portrayed in the texts {e.g., Greek king — Trojan king,
Olympian king — Trojan king, Greek king — Greek leader in The Iliad or soldier
— soldier, officer — soldier, friend — friend in The Red Badge of Courage) and
coding the instances of behavioral units encountered. They defined social behav-
jor as “a situation in which a person does something to or with another person”
(p. 159). Applying factor analysis to the matrix of social behavior, the authors
found substantial support for Triandis’ theory. They also observed that the inti-
macy dimension was of minor importance in the eatlier works, probably —in the

motivated the behavior of ancient Greek heroes like Achilles or Qdysseus, at
1ea§t as we glean that behavior from the Homeric epics, was inseparable fr,om
theirrole as kings in charge of their households, their extended families, and their
prgperty —1in other words, their superordinate status-vis a vis their feﬂéw human
beings” (Adamopoulos 2002, p. 4).

3.3 Emotion Terms in the Bible

Mayer (1994) turned to the thirty-nine books of the Hebrew Bible, which span
rpughly twelve centuries, in order to explore the different uses of ’terms refer-
ring to emotion. Iis research is more exploratory than theoretical, and aims to
j[est, on the one hand, the presence of terms linked to basic emotioils especially
m‘the eatlier books, and, on the other, changes in the use of those te:rms which
might reflect an improvement in emotional experience over time. The author
proceeds by- classifying emotion terms into emotion categories suggested, in
part, E_)y the literature on emotions. Both his hypotheses are supported by ’the
empirical analysis of the texts and a comparison with the Roman Canon Old
Testan:xent. He concludes that emotions experienced may have been fairly stable
over time, with references to happiness increasing over the twelve-centur
period. )
McClelIgnd, Adamopoulos and Mayer proceed to detect the frequency with
}v}nch “social motives”, “social behaviors” or “emotional terms” are encountered
in thq sources they analyzed and justify the choice of their archive material by
stressing the profound cultural significance that folk, epic and biblical sources
playec_{ in their own times. McClelland (1961), in particular, pays a great deal of
attention to the criteria for selecting literary material for this kind of research
Above all, to minimize stylistic factors, a wide range of writers, writing for differ:
ent purposes, should be used. But the writers’ popularity should be beyond ques-
tion to ensure the importance of the work in any given culture. As regards choice
of texts, c.ross-cultural research, for its own part, lays down clear guidelines for
the selection of archive material, the basic criteria being relevance, availability
and popularity (Brislin 1980). Thus, texts suitable for examination ,in the social
psy_chologi‘cal domain will be those which have left a mark on their culture, are
easily retrievable and widely read. Other important choices concern meth(;dol—
ogy. Often, as we have seen, the studies which turn to systematic analysis make
use qf content analysis, checked for reliability, and are followed by various mul-
tivariate analyses: MDS {(RosenbergandJones 1972), factor analysis (Adamopoulos
1982; Adamopoulos and Bontempo 1986), specially designed structural analysis
(Rgsenberg 1988). However, these are counterbalanced by some shortcomings
Chiefly, the fact that quantitative methods in general tend to translate Vas£
amounts of knowledge into oversimplified structures, thus undermining the
potential for interpretation.




In social psychology, as previously mentioned, the use of literary texts is less
common. However, the discipline is typified by a variety of approaches, some of
which may usefully employ literary material. The following section examines how
such texts may be used in different approaches: cognitive, discursive, socio-
constructionist, and socio-constructivist.

4.1 Cognitive Psychology and Texts: A Communicative
Theory of Emotions in Search of Verstehen

Oatley (1992), with Johnson-Laird, puts forward a pluralist analysis of emotions
and an integrative theory derived from cognitive science. Ile turns to literary
texts to illustrate certain aspects and literary extracts are chosen carefully
although in an admittedly “patchy” (p. 7) way. The author discusses at length
the relationship between cognitive psychology and literature and is very explicit
as regards their mutual roles. Oatley and J ohnson-Laird’s (1987) communicative
theory of emotions states that emotions function to help humans construct new
parts of their own cognitive system, mainly signaling conflicts of goals and dis-
junctions of personal or mutual plans. This theory was created within a scientific
framework, by considering emotional events, describing them with reliable
quantitative measures and framing theoretical indications in order to draw valid
inferences regarding the events themselves (cf. p. 414). But Qatley emphasizes
that it is only through experience that we may cover a fourth and fundamental
aspect of understanding emotions — Verstehen or imaginative “reliving” — and
this is provided masterfully in good art. In the author’s view, all four elements
are needed for a full understanding, which makes the role of literature
fundamental.

Oatley’s method for analyzing literary texts is based on two criteria, similar to
those used in history or literary criticism for inferring intention and conflict in
narratives: the criteria of consensual understanding and that of consistency. In
this vein, the analysis of texts, a kind of literary criticism, runs parallel to previous
more scientifically-oriented rescarch. But while the author often distinguishes
between the rules of natural and human seience, or between causal and narrative
accounts, he also emphasizes the similarities between psychoanalytic and com-
putational understanding of narratives, and stresses the special potential of
{cognitive) psychology to combine usefulness and insight. It would appear that
“literature offers an emotional version of a laboratory” (p. 357) and, together,
they may mutually contribute to a fuller understanding of emotion and of their
communicative function both within and between individuals. The method chosen
by the author to analyze literary texts owes a lot, however, to human sciences
and makes little attempt to intertwine humanistic and scientific knowledge. Tt 1s
almost as if the author had decided to take time off from the “harsh mainstream”

4.2 The Discursive Turn: Literature and Social Psychology
as Texits

Whjle also_ stressing the importance of language, Potter et al. (1984), advance a
different view. They argue that literature and social psychology “in certain impor-
tant respects. .. share their concerns, methods and theoretical perspectives”
{p. 1). Promoting the “discursive turn” in social psychology (Potter and Wetherell
1987’, Potter 1996; Harré 1979; Harré and Gillett 1994), the authors examine
topics such as gender identity, environment, groups, and the Self, recommending
jfor social psychology the same kind of critical deconsiruction which has been
influential in recent literary criticism. According to these authors, literary texts
have been erroneously employed as depositories of real life facts. On the con-
trary, they should be analyzed as discourses involved with sense-making as a
constructive activity, just as social psychological discourse should be.

The chos.en texts are, again, important passages of literature relevant to the
various topics treated. But throughout the book, the authors consider works with
varying degrees of authoritativeness, touching on Musil’s A Man without Quali-
ties, gnd works by Tolstoy and Shakespeare (through Iarré’s reading), both
Tevising and criticizing previous uses of such texts and proposing their own per-
spective. T.he method which they suggest is framed within a post-modern and
decontructionist perspective, close to contemporary literary criticism (cf. Barthes
19‘70; Culler 1981}. In their view, discourse analysis is a craft which shares features
w1.th ethnomethodology and which, according to contemporary philosophy of
science, regards the search for variability and consistency in either the content
or form of accounts (as well as their function and consequences), as the most
important route to validation. It would thus appear that discourse analysts are
looking for clues, giving themselves some stricter rules than historians or literary
.?,cholars {cf. Potter and Wetherell’s ten stages in research proceedings), and stress-
ing the “reflexivity” of this approach, ie. they seek to apply the sa;ne kind of
analysis to their own written texts,

In advocating for themselves a “radically non-cognitive form of social psychol-
ogy” (p. 178), the authors provide an interesting end-point in dramatic contrast
to that of Oatley as well as radically opposing theoretical (or metatheoretical)
stands. Both these approaches suggest some interpretative analyses of texts which
have their roots in liferary or narrative analysis.

4.3 The Narrative Turn: Time, Self and Narrative

Other theoretical frameworks developed in the last decades give voice to lterary
texts more directly, mainly through the success of perspectives derived from dif-
fer‘ent disciplines, from philosophy (the second Wittgenstein, MacIntyre, Ricoeur)

philosophy of language and pragmatics (Austin, Searfe, Grice), to literary critics:




Within the social psychological context, Jerome Bruner rt?fers to literary texts
as privileged sources for the study of regularities and deviations in the construc-
tion of the Self (as well as of the world, and “life”):

... literary inventions are inspirations to new modes of life, invitations to experience fresh
ways of violating the banalities of folk psychology, and we honor the Laurenf:e “Sternes
and Natalia Ginzburgs, the Virginia Woolfs and Anais Nins as much for their “human
insights” as for their Literary skills (Bruner 2001, p. 30; cf. also Bruner 1964, 2003).

They have the auspices to construct and reconstruct new possible worlds with
the active and resolutive participation of the reader (Eco 1979): Yet, research
performed by Bruner and his school turns to everyday~life narratives more than
to literary ones, e.g., autobiographies of a whole family (Bruner 1990} or group
narratives (Bruner and Feldman 1996).

4.4 The Social Constructionist Movement: Self, Narrative
and Relationships

The central importance of language in the social construc‘tion of thfa world and
of narration in psychological theory is further emphasized in the social construc-
tionist approach proposed by Kenneth and Mary Gergen (Gergen and Gergen
1988; Gergen 1994). “Aware of the potentials of langugge as a means of creating
reality” (p. 20), they focus their attention on the potent.ral that literary forr_ns have
to shape reality. They also analyze themes which are hllghly relevant to this paper
— mainly matters of truth and multiplicity in narrative forms, and foc‘us th_elr
attention on narrative processes, particularly on accounts of how relationships
develop over time (cf. also Gergen and Gergen 1987). Kenpeth Ger.gen upde}‘-
lines the special power of persons of letters and thus their potential voice in
the study of the development of self-understanding and self-construction. He

wrote:

Although the unfolding of psychological discourse frequently takes pl:ace on the level of
daily relationships, special power may reside in certain enclaves. Specifically, th‘e culture
and/or its various interest groups may rely on those with well—honfad language skills. If the
language is to be forcibly reshaped or transformed, then th'ose \f\uth a talent‘for games of
Ianguage are required. Persons of letters — including poets, 111§tor1ans, journalists, fassaylst§,
philosophers, novelists and the like — are of special interest in the study of the diachronic
development of self-understanding. It is such groups in particular that have most effec-
tively pushed forward the dialogue of self-construction (Gergen 1989, p 76) an‘d, ]a'ter,‘
By using . .. narrative conventions we generate a sense of cohfaren_ce land direction in
our lives. They acquire meaning, and what happens is suffused with significance. Certa'm
forms of narrative are broadly shared within the culture; they are frequently used, easily
identified, and highly functional. In a sense, they constitute a syllabary of possible selves.

(Gergen 1994, pp 193-4} (my italics)
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and, more specifically, to autobiography (see also Gergen and Gergen 1993;
Gergen 1994). Her point is that “people magazines, gossip columns in newspapers,
television news, movies, dreams and books all provide narrative models for peo-
ple’s self-understanding” (p. 20). Autobiographies, in particular, are of great value
for social psychologists interested in the construction and development of the
self: “Narrative forms shape the sense of what it means to live, to know, and to
feel” (p. 22). From a feminist perspective, Gergen reflects that the autobio graphy
well suits “individuality . . . the most dominant personality conception of modern
western man” (p. 23) and mainly takes the form of the heroic tale, which while
unisex in appearance, is ultimately only appropriate to a man’s biography. Auto-
biographies constitute convenient and familiar repositories for life histories and
there are dramatic differences in the roles appropriate for successful men and
women in the “mono-myth” which seems to shape the basic story of western
civilization (p. 23). For this reason, Mary Gergen has investigated gender-related
differences in this genre. She chose not literary masterpieces but twenty or so
autobiographies of men and women published in the U.S. in the last century’s
eighties and nineties, selecting famous people outside the world of literature. The
published books are often written to a formula meant to attract a large reader-
ship and are co-written with a professional, in order to keep historical, cultural
and literary style variation under control. Among them, there are the autobiog-
raphies by the photographer Ansel Adams, the folk singer Joan Baez, the tennis
player Martina Navratilova.In her initial approach, the author used guantitative
methods of analysis, computing instances of behavior and psychological con-
structs (e.g. achicvement) in each book. But later, disappointed by the “lengthy
and tedious process of sorting samples of prose into categories of contents and
form” and finding this process “more destructive and uninformative than helpful
in assessing the overall flow of the book’s content and form,” she opted for a
“qualitatively tuned method that attempts to encompass the narrative form in a
more integrated manner.” Gergen commented: “the precision and apparent reli-
ability of the first method is lost, but the interpretative strength of the latter in
maintaining the holistic integrity of the book is appealing” (p. 26). Four different
themes are chosen and varfations in narrative form, context of the life history,
themes of individuality versus relatedness, and self-understanding are explored.
In this way, the results showed that, in agreement with gender stereotypes: a) the
theme of achievement is present both in men and women with differences in how
cruciaily important it is in a person’s life, b) the range of emotional bonds varies,
with more pervading emotional ties in women’s autobiographies, ¢) physical
embodiment assumes different trends, the body being an integral part of a
woman’s identity, but often an impediment or simply a “house where personhood
is merely” contained for men (p. 36).

In the closing lines of the paper, Mary Gergen defines her study as an “exercise
in a possibility . . . not the last word” (p. 41) and invites her readers to take into




4.5 Social Representations and Literary Texts
4.5.1 Relationships in Literary Texts: Quality and Quantity Revised

In previous studies, we have also turned to literary texts to find clues for a deeper
understanding of social topics — especially interpersonal and intergroup relations
~ but tried to combine quantitative and qualitative research and to exploit the
potentials of social psychological tools — mainly content and multivariate analyses
— in order to study the texts. Along time, the social representations theoretical
perspective, with its methodological devices, proved to be a most suitable one
within which to explore and decpen our research topics (cf. Contarello and
Volpato 2002).

First, friendship was observed through the ages. Works of writers from the
twelfth to the last century were selected (Contarello and Volpato 1991). Choosing
the texts in order to cover a wide time-span (twelfth to the twentieth centuries),
our aim was first fo distinguish enduring characteristics from those linked to a
particular historical period and, second, using more recent depictions, to further
our knowledge of friendship. Novels and tales by French women writers were
chosen, both to correspond to our own interest in women writers and to facilitate
the selection of our material. Following Moscovici’s proposals, we carried out a
systematic inquiry to detect the writers’ more or less implicit theoretical formula-
tions, analyzing, at the same time, the groups of friends described. The choice of
relationships to be examined was based on those described in the text: every
couple referred to in the text with the terms “friend” or “friendship” was selected;
every interaction between these characters was then coded and defined as a unit
of “social behavior” (following Adamopoulos 1982}, including explicit reference
to emotions, feelings, thoughts, intuitions (Pepitone and Triandis 1987). The
coding scheme was developed mainly inductively, by examining the content of
the text, and partly deductively, following the theoretical lines suggested in
Triandis’ dimensional study of relationships. Content analysis was performed, as
suggested by Adamopoulos (1982) and Adamopoulos and Bontempo (1986) , and

cluster and correspondence analyses were then applied.

Our categorical and dimensional analyses illustrated a wide range of friendship
features which largely support Triandis’ cross-cultural theory of social behavior
(stressing the importance of affect, intimacy and status), and render literary
“theories” explicit. In De Beauvoir’s Les Mandarins, for instance, a model of
friendship emerges which is very similar to the dialectic model of relationships
proposed by Baxter (1988) and Baxter and Montgomery (1996) (cf. Rawlins
1992). Here, friendship is portrayed as a deep and intense bond, involving dia-
lectical instances of autonomy-connection, predictability-novelty and openness-
closeness contradictions,

Later, using the same approach, we turned attention to women and family rela-
tionships faced with cultural transition, particularly migration (Contarello and
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deveIop'ed in social psychology, both with regard to the relevance c.):f_{he MAacro
contextin the development of personal relationships and social identity (Levin e;
1994; Mpntgom_ery 1992) and with regard to the construct of individualisgm
col.lect{v1sm which Triandis reintroduced into social-psychological re i\ ]
Triandis et al. 1988), i seatch (¢t
mﬂThe importance of the macro-context, social positions and identities, and their
! gen}cl:e .on pf‘;rsonal relationships has long been of considerable inte,rest to us.
n further stu'ches, we content-analyzed, in the manner mentioned above, novels
by South Afncan writers (Volpato and Contarello 1995) as well as co}lec’tions of
short stories and novels written and placed in different contexts (from Mexi
to India) (Contarello et al. 2003; Contarello and Vellico 2003). From the anal ;ct:az
of th‘e te'xts, very different relational worlds were illustrated, enabling us. a o
to highlight various patterns of relationships coming fr01;1 dif:fereit c;ultgl?:‘l;i
framexyqus along (and above) the continuum spanning from individualism t
col%ectmsm and to point out the interchange between interpersonal links ang
“somal macro-con.texts. Using the same methods, we studied social relationshi
ITnf t'h?{ extreme sr[ua.tion of the concentration camp, analyzing Primo Levi’s I};
te;zge C.is t:; Jcﬁ)ir;.l 0I(I)lkithls CEliSG, to_ highlight specific tht?mes which content analysis
Contarate 1900 » we also performed a purely qualitative analysis (Volpato and
Inour ‘resea?ch, what we explored were representations: of friendship, of selves
anfi rela.nonshlps in different contexts, of social life in a couniry divided,b apart
h‘eld, of mterpfarsonal and intergroup relations in extreme situations. The gesgri :
Eons of phendmena were analy?ed using cluster analysis to give categories aIFd
1r0ug_,h correspondence analysis to give dimensions of relationships and s’ocial
behaviors. Although undoubtedly linked to certain weaknesses (cf. Contarello
and Vollpat(? 2002}, we believe that our approach has a number of' oints in it
favor._Flrst,' it enables us to illustrate social psychological theories throlzlgh IiterairS
maten.al ,usmg 'the syster.natic methods typical of our discipline, in our case closz
}t;) I_Doxse s socio-dynamic ap'progch to the study of social representations (cfr.
Doise ej[ al. 1992). Secondly, it stimulates the expansion of these theories follow
ing the ideas of writers, who are often particularly keen on this type of specula:

tion. Lastly, it provides a systematic fr. i i
istly, amework in which ¢t i i
an explicit order and structure, those ideas might find

4.5.2 The Narrat'ive Organization of Social Representations:
The Case of Nat;onal Identity and Hungarian Classics

Wlthn} the theoretical framework of social representations, meant to assum
nzegratwe form (Lédszl6 and Stainton Rogers 2002), recentfy Ldszlé and Virfcg
t(h 02, cf. Liszl6 et aI: 200?;) proposed to study representations of national identity
rgugh .succfessful historical novels. The chosen texts are “classics” of the I
garian historical literature of the second half of the nineteenth century: Golgg;




tity,apreser\;ed its own relative independen_ce bot_h frqm the Oitomap EtTlfelr’]? Iflrx}lccsl
the Hapsburg Empire. The second deals with a victorious batt e a%m.ns Turks
in a war which let Hungary be subdued to the Ottgman Empire for more i
century. The third regards the 1848 revolution, an md.ep.end‘ence war agams. tez
Hapsburg Empire. The authors chose a methovd f:onsmtmg in computg gls;s;iies
content analysis (with Atlas-ti) followed by sta‘txstllcal tests to measure erm a s
and differences in features and values emboche_d in tl.w che_lracters or1 Y cét{at *
tive analysis of the strategies enacted to cope tmth ex.mtential persoxila aﬁl :;t:rs
group challenges. In the depicted war contexts, in fact, itappears that.t e Cf art. 1
are often threatened in terms of physical survival, but mostly in terms of nationa
. n it : . - 0 .
Orlgre?i?gtﬁz utp gn the central role played by th'e chqsen genre in the ‘sczgn_ahia}t;loln
process and in the construction of national identity (a genre w}‘nc h1s 11%00%
regarded within Hungarian literature: these books are mcluc'i:e‘d ﬁn 1 Ie sc; ool
programs), the authors note, with Ricoeur (1984-85, 1991) thgt. The lfoh e é) a
rative mediation is to develop variations of our own persor’lahty throug 0;, en i
cation that is the third-person construction of the self” (Ldszl6 et al. 20 ];pf )t
and conclude, following Vygotskij (1971}, that part _of the success of.a work of ar
relies on its capability to satisfy social needs, in t%ns‘ case j[he winning s]irate%ws
outlined in the texts appear to support and tra_nsmit “a coping strategycl a.ra;c er;
istic of the Hungarian culture, i.e., transforming real de:feat into mo}§a dv1lc o-ry1
(p. 79). This proposal is challenging, both on theorehca% and n}e“r odologica
grounds. On the one hand psychological processes and soc19-cogmt1ve stratlegles
are singled out within historical contingencies, thus contributing to develop ra
more social or “societal” social psychology (Lészl.é and Wagnpr 2003). Morﬁovee,
qualitative analyses help to select coping strategies (e.g., resistance, ;(')IEP ant; s
confrontation with acting out, negotiated co_mphance ...} in ways whic| , on 'ei
one hand, help to draw a data-driven theorenc:jxl model and, on the 1i)thier, is frzrglo
niscent of Propp’s (1928) masterly lesson and his morphology of folk tales (cf.

Péley 2002).

4.5.3 Discursive Constructions and Emerging Social Representations:
Witch Hunt or Quest for Meaning

From the social representations framework comes Wagqer (in this \.rolu.m(:.) pr(;:
posal to study the relation between the emerging propefues and the ms'titujmnla
ized version of a representation via a thorough ana'lym? of P.u'thur Miller’s p ag
The Crucible. The text is submitted to a careful reading in which bo'th events and
related discourses are taken into account in order !:o detect what, with Moscov;c&
(1981), the authors see as a consensual space which paves thc? waéy_toﬂxllzxzczrxi !
frightening social “realities.” Both the analysis _of talk as de;imte in e sen ];Ife
and the “observation of situated social interaction over time” (p. 44) allow
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zens. Although embedded in the same theoretical framework as the previous
approaches, the study suggests different methodological stances: the analysis of
the web of discourse a “highly non-linear and recursive process” (p. 46) is inter-
twined with the analysis of the “opaque reality preceding and surrounding the
creation of institutionalized facts” (p. 47). To this last aim, interpretive theoretical
devices, informed by discourse and conversation theories, are called for. Again,
literary texts prove to be a most suitable arena, models of real life, through which

to outline and test social psychological interpretations, in this case, the construc-
tion of power.

5 Conclusions

In our overview of research from different disciplinary contexts, we have exam-
ined topics such as the mind, the self, creativity, emotions, social roles, plots and
relationships, as illustrated in literature. The three motives Moscovici suggested
for using literary sources in social psychological inquiry were encountered: liter-
ary sources are often used as data with which to illustrate, corroborate and give
evidence to social psychological theories, less irequently to enhance generative
thinking, but rarely to consider the interplay between art and science in the for-
mation of ideas and the pursuit of knowledge. Various uses of literary material -
have been met. Sometimes a literary text has been seen as microcosm within
which to detect a world of relationships, sometimes as a container of events which
may be exiracted from it or, following historians and their “clue paradigm?®, as
precious sources of information, sometimes again as text or discourse which, as
much as any other kind of discourse, deserves accurate interpretation and decon-
struction, or as a template to be considered, together with other sources, in the
analysis of the construction of social phenomena.
Now, as social scientists, we have been trained to distin guish “fact from fiction™,
In ourresearch, isitlegitimate to use “fiction” to speculate on “facts”? We encoun-
tered various answers and different positions to these questions. From the empiri-
cist and positivist viewpoint, the scientific use of literary texts is out of the
question; at most they might prove useful as parallel exemplifications. However,
with its increasing recognition of the social construction of psychological pro-
cesses - such that it has became almost a truism (Taylor 1998) — contemporary
social psychology no longer prechudes such use. Along these lines, the use of
qualitative alongside quantitative analysis is increasingly often deemed accept-
able, particularly within socio-constructivist perspectives {Contarello and Mazzara
1999). More importantly, while recognizing the specific features of two underlying
mades of thinking, which Bruner (1986) named paradigmatic vs. narrative — rooted
in two cultures with many centuries of tradition behind them — there is a growing
perception of the legitimacy and usefulness of bringing the two modes together.




cated” (Smorti 1994) up to evoke a “double helix” of the mind (Mininni 2004).

I am well aware that various knots remain a challenge and still need to be dis-
entangled but I think that within the rich realms of literature we might find a
suitable arena, from the narrative mode of thinking, to test our ideas. The differ-
ent approaches encountered in the present overview all contribute to strengthen
and legitimize the use of literary texts to study social phenomena. From within
psychology and social psychology, different viewpoints have been highlighted,
with authors either suggesting to parallel formal knowledge with literary extracts
or radically changing usual research methods in the light of a post-empiricist and
post-modern framework.

But if the aims are those suggested by Moscovici and re-proposed by ourselves,
I think that traditional social psychological methods should not be neglected. The
strengths of the paradigmatic mode, which help us to play devil’s advocate against
ourselves and our possible biases, may be usefully combined with those of the
narrative one — the main aim being to blend rather than paraliet experience and
conceptualization. What we suggest is a sort of handicraft, consisting of content
analysis, enriched with multivariate analyses with the aim of revealing underlying
patterns and structures.

In a monograph on emotions and the analysis of literary texts, Scheff (1997)
similarly put forward the idea of a convergence among various disciplines and
methods. The “part/whole” analysis proposed by the author mixed qualitative
analyses and microanalysis of interaction, and aimed to integrate the human
sciences to obtain a deeper understanding of social psychological processes.
While differing from the viewpoint adopted in the present paper, Sheff’s view
shares with it two concerns: the need to integrate quantitative and qualitative
studies and the need to keep a distance between the researcher and the
researched texts. This can only come about through clear rules and methods. In
his view, microanalysis of interaction is the key to this distance: “By getting
beneath the smooth surface of behavior, it exposes the invisible process
and structure that give order and meaning. Estrangement js most obviocus”
(p. 231).

More central to our concerns is a recent paper by Moghaddam (2004) which
attempts to explore the boundaries and relationships between psychology and
literature. In his thought-provoking work, the author proposes an overview of
psychological studics involving literary texts, which, in part, runs parallel to the
present one but, interestingly, overlaps it. He also suggests three categories of
possible relationships between the two domains. These vary in their level of
abstraction from literature as a source of insight for psychology to literature as
understood through psychology, and from psychology as nomothetic vs. litera-
ture as idiographic to psychology as culture-free vs. literature as culture-bound.
The classification he proposes culminates in the idea that “psychology s litera-

his?orical and cultural context” (p. 519). I fully agree with some poiﬁts he makes
wl}lch are of great importance: first, that “major literary works” can be con-
cetved of as “a series of vast mineral deposits” (p. 507) of “data,” or rather of
“new and deeper theoretical insights” (p. 508); and second, that the distinction
‘.t)etween the world “as it is” and “as it might be” or “as if” comes across both
in psychology and literature. However, 1 find myself less in agreement with the
author’s theoretical and methodological preferences, oriented towards discourse
anaIysis.‘Moghaddam concludes by stating that mefaphors and figurative lan-
guage nnght represent a key to a better understanding, by overcoming cultural
gaps. This conclusion, in my opinion, deserves great attention and might
constitute a convergence point for research carried out using different
methodologies.

An pnexpected support — more properly, a “correspondence” — to the idea of
a quali-quantitative analysis of literary texts comes from a recent work by Franco
Mors:tti (2005). In three talks given in Berkeley in 2002, later gathered in a splen-
did little book, the author proposed a convergence between the history of litera-
ture and human sciences. Defending the processes of reduction and abstraction
whlc.h allow the reader to take a distance from the texts — in contrast with a closer
reading more typical of literary studies — Moretti invited the reader to analyze
the relations, the pattern, the forms in the history of literature, employing instru-
ments usual in different branches of science, like graphs, charts, trees. Although
different in jts aims and contents from the present one, the literary perspective
of the author shares with it the basic challenge, and tries to give answers to the
question which opens the book, in Musil’s words:

A n-lan.“iho wants the truth becomes a scholar; a man who wanis to give free play to his
subjectivity may become a writer; but what should a man do who wants something in
between? (Musil, The Man without Qualities, p. 274).

Our research, on the other hand, aimed to analyze structures of relationships.
Base.d on content and multivariate analyses, it encountered shortcomings, as we
admitted, mainly the peril of reductionism. However, it enabled the researchers
to keep a beneficial distance and obliged them to take into account what is and
what is not in line with their expectations. With the growing availability of com-
puter procedures assisting interpretative analyses, moreover, the demands of a
thorough inquiry of texts may become less burdensome. With analogous proce-
d.ures, it will also be possible to investigate processes which develop along the
time dimension. The analysis of structures and processes underlying social life
represents the focus of social psychology. It is for this reason that a careful and
'systematic use of literary texts by social psychologists, together with less episodic
interchanges between the two areas of knowledge, can make a major contribution
to the study of social phenomena.




have had the pleasure to discuss our steps, and to Lana Thomson Vesalius for

carvelully editing the text.
Warm gratitude and affection to Malcolm Garfield who, over the years, helped
to shape our words into English, with his masterful and gentle touch. Remember-

ing a unique friend, translator, co-constructor.
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