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_ Approximately 30 years after the notion was first presented in a

_ scientific setting (Moscovici, 1961), what now is the status of social
representatlon (SR)? Is it "a heuristic concept, a construct, a
- paradigm, a theory, 'or. simply a phenomenon? To those who
pol&mxca.lly defined SR as simply a concﬂpt in search of a theory”
“(Potter and Litton, 1985), Moscovici (1985) replied that it is a
“phennmenoﬂ which needs data and theories”.

1 beheve that three different levels of SR exist;

~ Level a: SR as pkeﬂﬂmenon, e “ways of knowmg charactenstlc
of social reality, which emerge in everyday life during interper-
‘sonal communications and are directed toward comprehmsmn
“and control of the physical-social environment;

Levec'b a theory of SR, i.e. the collection of cunceptual definitions,
. methodological operations and fnrmulatmn of constructs which

~ 'have SRs as their object;

Leve! c: a metatheory of SR, i.e. the collection of critical comments,
ripostes and comparisons with other theoretical models which
emerges frﬂm the critical dﬂhate on the theory nf SR.

To confuse these three levels, for example by attnhutmg to SR

= theary (level b) the transient and dynamic character of SRs as

_Dhenomena of the changing social world (level @) is to confuse the

3 C_'b]er:ts of scl_entlfi;: theonzatmn with the theorization 1tsel_f

] Thls an:u:lc isa :cvls:d version ﬂf a papcr p:cs:mad at rhc 25d1 Imcmaunnal Congress

of Ps:rr]mlngjr in Brusscls, July 1992.

: .‘i‘am.’ Seiencé Injbm:on {S:’LGE Londen, Thuusmd Daks Cz‘. and Nﬂw Delhi),

2{1994] Pp. 273-304,
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Similarly, to confuse the theoretical level b with the reflections being
articulated about it () and its relat.mn to other forms of theoriza-
tion, is to lose ‘sight of the shﬂt in focus in the latter case tu a
“metalevel” where the objects to be formalized and mvesngated are
no longer SRs as such, but the theory of these SRs." ;

A vast literature exists concerning level a: numerous research
projects have expiured SRs, ‘but their contents differ widely (see
literature rewew in Jodelet, 1989a; de Rosa, 1992; in the newsletter
SRs Commumcarmn Network edited by Wagner, since 1990; and

in Papers on Social Representations edited by Elembameta, Flzck

Guimelli and Wagner, since 1992).

The hterature concerning level b i is also quite voluminous due to
the prnhfic scientific output of Moscovici (see references) and others
of the Paris school (c.g. Jodelet, 1984, 1989a; Herzlich, 1984,
Aebischer et al.; 1991), as well as a good number from the European
scientific community (Abric, 1984, 1987; Di Giacomo, 1981, 1985;
Doise, 1985, 1988, 1990, 1992, 1993; Doise and Palmonari, 1986;
Farr, 1984, 1987, 1993; Farr and Moscovici, 1984; Flament, 1989,
Palmonari, 1989, 1991; Semin, 1989, inter alia) and some from out-
side Europe, for example Australia (Augostinous and Innes 1990),
Brazil (Spink, 1993), Canada (Schiele and Boucher, 1989) and the
USA {Bhamam, 1991).

As far as level ¢ is concerned, I do not believe that a systematic
critical review exists in the literature apart from a recent (but not
exhaustive) paper by Rity and Snellman (1992). Furthermore,
where explicit reference is made to a “metatheoretical” level, as by
Wells (1987), the definition proposed does not deal with the critical
debate raised in the wider scientific community by SR theory, but
is limited to the positions expressed by Moscovici in his own work.

In this article, I intend to look more closely at the criticisms
made in the wider debate — a debate that I have defined as
metatheoretical because it is constituted by arguments for and
counter-refutations of the fundamental assumptions of the SR
theory per se.

Stage'é in the iﬁéi};etical-methn_dﬂlo gical debate on SR
The synbptic table (see Table 1) shows the problematic areas of this

~ debate, in which various authors take a stand, at times against the
SR theory and at times in defence of it.

4*
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. TABLE 1
Metathmrttlcal remctlans on SR . i
Problematic elements =~ Critical authors ) Proa:itfz;::r‘é Lo
Qﬂesnuns of H:eory S e '

Theorem:a] formall.zau{m R

(SR: concept, theory,

- Potrer and Lirton

(1985)

Jodelet (1984) -

Moscovic [1935 1938] :."

paradigm, phenomenon?) Jahoda (1588) . . Semin (1985) ;
Ibafiez (1992) " Doise (1988, 19933 '
e L 3 Wagner{!.‘!ﬂ)

Social pature of SRs Harré (1984} . Momwm (1934¢]

{reduction to the * Potter and Litton ' Hmtune{IQBS} .

interindividual o (1985) Di Giacomo (1985]

consensus?) Rty and Soellman Doise’ (1988)

£ S it {1992y +Doise, Clemence and *

McKinlay, Potter and
Wetherell (1993)

.. Lorenzi-Cioldi {1992} i
© - Bellelli (1992) ; e

Articulation of individual
representational and mc:at
levels o
{SR=or atmtulogjr?}

Jahoda (1988)

~Leyens {1591)

Ibddiez (1992) - .

-+~ Doise (1987)
L Moseoviel (1989}
__ Palmonari {1939]
" and Lipiansky {1991}

F ot Breakwell (1993) =5 -

Di Giacomo {1985}_

AT

Aebischer, Demuchy

von Cranach (1992) *

CIICU]HJ.‘II}' in the

Putter and Litton _ =

Moscovici (1985)

definition between SR and (1985) Hewstone (1985)

social subjects (eroups, Litton and Potter - Doise, Clemence and -

categories) which produce . -~ (1985) . Lorenzi-Cioldi (1992)

them . Pntte: and Wethemll SR
L 3 1987)

Normativeness of SRs and Jahoda {1988) - Farr (1984}

social mind; the “group - MeKinlay and .Moscovici (1988) -

mind resuscitated"? Are Potter (1937) Deconchy (1991}

we CIeators oF nnsont:rs ; HEL, S oy

of SR?

SR versus sclentific McKinlay and Poter Moscovici and -

knowledge (consensual
versus reified universes?)

(1987}
Farr {1987)

Wells (1987) -

de Rosa (1991)

-~ Rty and Snellman | s
(1992) .-

Purkhardt (1993)

Hewstone (1983)
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~de Rosa
TABLE 1 (cont.)
Problematic elements . _ .. Critical authors - Pro authors
o gummqumad i et 2k 5
Operationalization of the Porter and Litton ' Di Giacomo (1981)
construct (methodological : (1985) Le Bouedec (1988) -
vulnerability?) - ' . Jahoda (1988) -
o s ) o Thdiiez (1992)
Sphere of analysis of SRs - ° ' Trognon afd Larrue’ - e R et
{linguistic-conversational .. Cen- {1988) Jodelet (1989b)
productions and/or Beauvois (1988) . - Moscovicl (1988) - -
symbaolic conduct and - Potter and Litton Amerio (1991)
sphere of action?) {1985) Cranach (1992)
i Ty e Potter and Wetherell Wagner (1993)
' (1987) < TS AT
. Potter and Billig
. Analysis of SRs, McKinlay am:l Potter  ~ -Di Giacomo (1985)
“ “processing and 4 T {1987y - Chombart de Lauve
‘- transformative elements and Feuerhahn (1989)
(How do SRs change'? Is Migro, Galli and .
ot possible to slw;ty umr . Poderico (1988)
'_cha.nges'?j i dc Rosa El?ﬂ?a 1990,
| L e ¥ 19948y
Duveen and de Rosa .
i {1992}
Moliner {1592) - .
Purkhardt {1993)
£ Relationship between . Flament {1989)
£f . structure and content of de Rosa and Iaculo
£ - representations : ; : . (1988)
# Experimental approach or Abric, Faucheux, - Moscovici (1961, 1988)
i - empirical-deseriptive - Moscovici and Plon Herzlich {1973
methods? {1967} Betocchi Villone .
¥ Abric (1984, 1989) . (1986)
Flament {1984) Jodelet (1959h)
ik Breakwell and Canter
$ - (1993)

_-I'.«fliz]zi-rﬁcthddulogical _
1'=_1_pprﬂ_ath: lack of
“methodology? -

Flick (1992}

de Rosa (1987b, 1950)
Sotirakopoulon and

Breakwell {1992)

7l
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The sram.s af SR ﬁi‘EOr_]r‘

The first uf the pmblemanc aspects mdlcated in Tablf: 1isa global
critique regarding the formal scientific status of SR theory, often
reduced in the debate, by paraphrasmg Muscuﬂm (i984b}, toa-
simple phenomenon. i 2
It has been observed that crmmsms of SR theor}.r come prr.manl}r
from the Anglo-Saxon world, Where psycho-sacial résearch is more
tightly anchored to expenmenta] nucmparadlgms and is less open
to the interdisciplinary approaches which, in France, l:haractenze”f{.‘
social psychology as a sister of soclology and cultural anthropology. '-f,tf
However, these criticisms do not often come from the “aficionados™
of the various alternative paradigms which can be traced to the US
brand of social cognition. Researchers from these traditions usually -
take one of two positions: either they completelyxgﬂorethe theory —
despite the availability of English translations of many of the most -
important theoretical works and empirical research on SR — orthey
show interest in the SR thccry insofar as they ghmpse the pﬂtennal =
for integration with various paradigms of the COgnitivist . nmuld '
(e.g. with cngmtwe schemes: see Augostinous and Innes, I?Bﬂ}
.The most vigorous criticisms of SR theory have until now beeq
made by those researchers in the Anglo-Saxon tradition who are —
paradoxically — most open to adopting a wider social horizon, -
to using methodologjcal approaches not limited to laboratory
pmc-::du_rcs_ (what Potter and Billig, 1992, call “methodological -:
individualism™) and to the possibility of integrating approaches used e
in different .disciplines — for example with ethogenics (Harré, -,
1984), anthropology (Jahoda, 1988) and rhetorical discourse and
conversational models (Potter and Wetherell, 1987). Repeatedfy,
these authors confess sharing Moscovici’s reservations about con-
ventional social psychology, which is anchored to mechanistic and
positivistic ‘'models, and they seem to accept the challenge “of
developing an alternative European proposal to the dominant
individualistic North American tradition, which has forgotten the -
contribution of authors such as Mead and Lewin. Hﬂwever, all put =
forward thecretlcal solutions and mﬂthudulogles wh.lch are I:’u.f ;
fcrent fmm thnse formulated by the SR theory. ; .
One common element of these criticisms, from the earhest tn:: the
most recent formulations (Ibafiez, 1992), is the assessment of the =
theory as nmmcomprehgnswe ', “conceptually ambiguous” and i
“methodologically loose™. The ihenry is described as vague, unclear

b F s e
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and too broad by Potter and Litton (1985) in an article in the British
Journal of Social Psychology, which also published the rephes of

* - Moscovici, Semin and Hewstone to the critique.

- In his reply, Moscovici seems to suggest that his interest is no:

* determining a-“strong” and “closed” theory, but a perspective for -

“reading”-the most varied phenomena and objects of the social
+ world. It is social reality in its complexity that is his centre of interest
_-and around which hé organizes the basic assumptions of the theory.
He purposely abandons the microscope because what interests him
is the human being in the context of social relationships, not human
cells and genes. Too often social psychologists, emulating natural
scientists, use very strong lenses to focus in on the “cellular” level,
completely losing sight of the larger structure to which those cells
belong. - Undoubtedly both “the macro- and the microanalytical
perspectives are legitimate and ought to be considered as different
viewpoints rather than as antithetical paradigms, However, unless
~ these perspectives are founded on precise and explicit theoretical-
methodological choices, the research inspired at both levels becomes
a sterile, -academic exercise.- Rather than aiming to comprehend
social phenomena, such research ends up managing power relations
- within the scientific community, as theories are verified or invali-
- dated according to the degree of 1dent1f"1catmn betwcaﬂ reaca.rch&rs
i and influential leaders.

- However, it could be argued that Mc—scc:-vlc:ls attempt to shlft
- attention from theory itself to the social reality is epistemologically
flawed, as this would imply that the theory and the reality to which

. the theory applies, as a “dynamic reading grid”, can be reduced to

- a single phenomenon. Thus the distinction betwecn the a]:uects of
* research and the theoryis lost."

One of the clearest treatments of the basm prupusltmns af SR :
- theory can be found in Jodelet (1984}, a testimony to the fact that

= -atheory of SR really does exist and is articulated aruum'l a series -'.}f
: fundamental questions regarding: - il

' (a) definitions of the SR concept {What are the salient eIcmﬂnts
whmh differentiate this concept from others in use in social psycho-
“logy, such as attitude, image, opinion, prototype, schema, habitus,
2 ideology, etc.?. — see Moscovici, 1963, 1991; Jodelet, 1984, 1989,
" 1991; Jaspars and Fraser, 1984; Semin, 1989; Doise, 1989a/b;
B Pa]rnc}riari. 1989; Wagner, -1989; Semin, 1989; Augostinous and
- Innes, 1990; Aebischer et al., 1991; de Rosa, 1993, 19%4a; Farr,
1993 inter alia); :

. into complex social systems (Doise, 1988: 106). -

4{
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- (b) the processes that generate them (Where do SRs come frum'»‘
Where do they go? Which basic cognitive processes do they pre-“*
suppose? How are they structured? Can representations explain =
social behaviour? — see Abric, 1984, 1987,-1989; Flament, ‘1984, .
1986 1939 Mnscovlcl -and Hemtcme, 1933 Ayestaran et: aI"*

Beauvms, 1991, Wagner, 1993 inter aha], Pt e
(c) functions (What are SRs for? How are the}.r ravaaled in mter-"-'

action? — sce Markova and wﬂkm 1987; Vergds, 193? Breakwe]l

1993 inter alia);

(d) dynamic Pﬂﬂmples (Hﬂw afe SRs transformed, as funcnnn":;

- of which intergroup relations? Through which channels do they =

move, reproduce and change? — Di Giacomo, 1985; de Rusa,

1987h, 1994b, 19%4c; Nigro et al., 1988; Duveen and de Rcsa 1992

Emler and Ohana, 1993; Purkhardt, 1993 inter alia). o 5
It is true that not all of these aspects are snmultaneeusly taken mtn

consideration at the same level of specificity in the literature refer- i

ring to SR theory. Lack of homogeneity also stems from the -::'Iwersf: &
methods used to investigate each of these areas. Undoubtedly the SR
theory lends itself to many readings. In part:lcuiar when the theur:.r
an unproblematic wa:ar, integrating them into their own thenrencai-
methodological background. However in spite of its hazy: ami
polysemic character, the theory challenged existing theoretical and =
methodological approaches in social psychology and antmlpated bjf £
a quarter of a century the phase of studies on attitudes which, accor- =
ding to McGuire’s (1986) model, is charactenzed by a concern ta"'
bring together the structure and content of social cognitions, and to
connect individuals and symbolic relationships’ wzth social actors

- However, in contrast to Moscovici (1985), who states that SR is“a’
phenumanﬂn which needs data and theories”, I believe an advancc
ment of the SR theory in terms of a betfer definition will not denve
simply ‘from the accumulation of new data and new research.:
Accumulation of data would serve only to increase the area of 7 S
influence of the paradigm within the scientific community, then';‘]
2 piece of research is purel:.r descriptwe by nature its attra.ctweneﬁs

Researchers do not automatically reflect on the theory itself. They ;
have often used SR theory uncritically, in the same wa}.r that unul i
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afew years ago they wnuld have used the cuncept nf attltu-:ie, upm-

ion or image. = .- - 5
Jahuda has bf:r::n catcguncal on t]ns pmnt Bk [

M:.r mutenhon is :hat must :f m::t all [rcua:uh on SR] muld ]mve he:n r:purtcd
without the label of social represe:ntauons and its absence would have made Titile,
“"if any difference. What holds this variety of studies together are the covers of the
g buuk ralher than any common theoretical anentatmn.‘ﬁahoda 1933' 2!)4}

And more recently Ibénez {1992] stated oA _—_ .

A BB i a

. What is not compatible with this kind of theorcuca! formu!anun is the pretension
to establish it as a strong generative device for doing empirical research. The
gmwing number of empirical applications of the theory cannot be’ alleged to

. BS5ess its vaIue Both games cannot be played simultancously. One cannat gain

all at once, the epranatuzy benefits uf imprecise but rich thﬂoni.'s andt]m benefits

; uf ngnruus empirical appltmmns of 'Lhc theory.: (Tl}d.ﬁcz 199'2 22}

Pruﬂded that the metatheoretical debate on SR does not bccom-:
a sterile counterpositioning of opinions with the goal of -::la1mmg the

' supenontjr of one’s own ideas (Raty and Snellman, 1992] 1 heheve

it represents the ideal place for con fmn.‘.atmn batween critical views
0 as to reach a hr:tter definition of the theor}' Furthﬂrmnre, this
mnfmntanun will prevent SR theory from becoming one of the
mauy "lnnely pa.rad.lgms ,a fate that Mﬂscowm {1984c} ln.mse:lf
recognizes as common to the varmus theoretzcal models that appear
am:l disappear in ten-year cycles in sm::al psychology: b
The usefulness of the confrontation is also re::ugmzad by tht‘.

- protagonists of the metatheureucai debate, such as Pntter and

Bl.ﬂig, who write:

* Itisprecisely a sign of health of this debate that it has revolved around competing -

>+ -theoretical frameworks. It has not remained at the level of many psychological

~ ., debates, which focus exclusively on empirical adequacy. The intellectual debate

. of the *thinking society” should neither be cha:acter:sm by “menologue,” nor

" “dialogue strwmg after a common goal.” Inswad there should be searching and

" yigorous argument which cxpiares the adequaw of dlffer&nt posmnns {Puucr
and B1II15, 1992: 16) e

And the tore useful the debate, the more c;rcum&:nhed the pmh-

. lematic elements hlghi:ghted by it (see br:lc:-w], thus preventmg the
; c:-mmcumprehensweness of the theunr fmm being echﬂed in the
A ommcomprehensweness of thc cnnmsms. :

282 -Sjrmpmfm on soctal representations 7.

The sncfa! narure af SRs: :ﬁe t‘wa sides of the debare

Dne uf the msues ralsed durmg the cntmal debate on SR the-::-ry, :
which gr.ws right to the heart of the theory and chailcng:s it where
it most claims its dlstmcnveness from other paramgms is the "
scma.l nature of SR .On t‘ms matter, the developments of the .
mctathmratmal debate muvﬂ in two directions: one tends to mvuke
an ever more structural pull towards the social; the other tends to 5
emphasize the importance of individual mediations. ;

. 0n the sn:ie of the “sn-mal extremmts are those whu, Ilkv: Harre
assert that : - :

HiE

““'Soeial representations are not social in the sense of I:n:long[ng to the group, thr::r
- are individual rtprmtations “each u[‘ which is similar to every one of the test
[. . .]this use of “the so-claI" is still, in the Inst ana]ysis. a version ut‘mdmduﬂllsm
{Harre, 1934 930—1} _' beefed v A olth mT ey o AR R

Harré’s cnthue essentlally deais with dlstlngulshlng a dnubIe mn
cept ‘of social as: (a) “distributive plurality” on the basis of which “a -
group properly arises by each member having some sm‘ul&r attrlbut'
to every other”, which accurn:img to Harré is an improper concept of
the social, and is also at the basis of the concept of social represen
tion ‘of the French school; (b) “collective plurality” on the basis -
of which “the group, as a supraindividual, has an attnbute Wh.lL‘
is not an attribute of any of the mémbers”, To take up anf.:rthe_
'exa.mple of Harré’s which further clarifies ﬂ'lﬂ distinction hetwee
the social as distributive or collective: “The strength of an army is
a distributive property, while its orgamzatmn is a property of _th
ollectwe__._{Harre, 1984: 930). . S

- Thomas Ibdfiez (1 992) places hlmseIf on the same su:ie of th'_a :
debate, saemg an 1mp11clt methndnlogma! individualism in the con
cept of SR, from which, in his view, one can nnly infer a type. nf
mdmdual repre:sentatmn‘ “I don’t see how tﬂ gain knowledgc abs:-u_‘_
a social representation without having a concrete person speak, to
write or debate” (Ibéﬁez, 1992: 23). However, it is not clear why and.
how this criticism should also apply to the possible rena:mmg of y
sa:mal representatmn as co]lectwe representatmn as ‘Tbafiez sug
gests. In fact,evén if collective represcntauans are understood as .
metahjstoncal entltws, statu:: and uncharging thmugh hme “and -

\ —r:{';

mme), and as such singled out in the “collective memory depos:ted ,m
in collective productions (narratives, songs, sayings, etc.)”, it is not --~=
clear how they can be known, reproduced and reinvented if no
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through individuals and groups participating in the cultural heritage
and reactivating it in their social context through various symbolic
mediations.

On the' md': of those who call for gre.ater subjecuwt? are thnse :

whc-, hke Leycns, do’ nc:-t want to exclude the pass:b:hty -of
approaching the study of -social represantatmns from a p$y¢h0~'
lngu:al or cognitivist pcrspemve. In fac:t he says:

1t is th: smglﬂ mdmdual whﬂ, ata uenam pmut 1ut=gratas s.nd mcd:f‘:s the
.m::ml ‘farms of cultures and groups to which he belongs, and who, independently
.. of the numerous mediations offered by social representations (institutions,
.- powers, laws, mass media, et¢.), at the end transmits and. expresses social
repr:s:ntauuns [+ . .] individual conduct can be congidered, thus, as conse-

: qucacca af aum] r{:p.resemaxmns (Leyefns 1991: 115, my translauon‘j

This assertion, “which, taken alone, risks mducmg a :.‘Iel:enmmstlc

and linear-causative reading of rcIatmnsmps between ‘SR “and
 individual behaviour, can be better mterpreted inthe hght of Dmse 3
- (1982, 1984, 1987) definition of SRs as “generators of positions
.- assumed” in a more complex articulation of various explanatory
£ 'levels{mtrapersonal mterpersanal pomtmnai Ideﬂlugcal] lnsomaI
.- psychology.
ARy theortucal-cmpmcal modeﬂmg :::-f the art:lculatmns I:etwer:n
. individual, social and collective levels in SR theory and integrated
. with action theory is proposed by Cranach (1992) in'a “multi-level

.urgamzatmn of knnwle-dge and action” which hypothesizes circular
~ processes of co-evolution between social ‘representations and
" social-individual representatmns “at thc crnssmg pumts uf knnw-
" ‘ledge and action”.
e Thus it can be seen how the same prohlematm element {the social
5 nature of SR) has been contested by opposing factions, according
"2 to the theoretical persuasion of the parties to the debate. This may
be proof that the thanr}r per se is neither right nor wrong, but offers
-_'a perspective which may or may not hc shared, depending on how
- familiar its basic propositions are to the debater and how easily they
-‘can be anchored to his/her system of cognitions and previous
“theoretical loyalties (to use the términology of SR theory).

R R 5, ' y
The criterion of consensus -

-__-The questmn nf the snma] nature of SRS is reﬂectcd — atan opera-
- ‘tional level — in the question of whether it is legitimate to reduce

Bellr:ll: (1992} wntes alnng the same IlllES'
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to the criterion of pure interindividual “consensus”™ the cﬂndmons
of production and, therefore, of the analysis of rapresentatmns

. Of course, one soon learns to read the expre:ssmn “social r:pre.sentauun tn
mean “distributed individual 1 representation,” but this does not resolve the dif- .
ficulty that the te'rmmnlug}r gives rise to. It nbscures the distinction hctween
“spcial = similar set of individual cepresentations™ and snclal Hsmal [ﬂ:at is,
collestive) representations”. {'Han'é 1984: 930-13. N rand

|:-'\A.| it ik

In fact, by confimung the social nature nf representatmns, F
Moscovici has more than once emphasized the aspect of “sharing”
by this he does not mean a static, distributive or statistical_cnncep-
tion of sharing (in the sense of what is more frequent, diffuse or
common in a particular social group, or what .corresponds to the
average values), but a dynamic conception of “access to the same =
symbolic and communicative codes”. Taking up Asch’s three criteria

for characterizing the social nature of attitudes, Jodelet (1984) ..

defines social Iepresentatidns on the basis crf three salient areas, .-
wh1ch 20 far heynnd the fact that the:.r cnncern “social Dbj ecl‘.s”' ;

» the conditions and cuntexts of production; - e AT
¢ the functions carried out within the dynamic of social relatmns s
s the c:ﬁmmumcatwe processes thc;.r 11'51]:-154.r 22

D Glacomc: furthr:r clarlﬁes the non- extensmnal nature uf the
ca:mu::ept of social at the basisof SR: .~ . = . . e

It is not very important at this point whether the image itself is specific to the =
individual: ‘one speaks of social representation when individuals produce =
evaluative judgments on the reality of their environment on the basis of collective
criteria, which have a secial function in this collectivity, and which have emerged i
: frum its d‘ﬂmﬂuc. (Di Giacomo, 1985 131} g

Somal representatmi:ls shnuld nut be taken as more or less cxu:nded mlicmuns
of opinions, which may be more or less identical in a more or less large numh-er
of individuals who have some social belonging in common. Neither should lhr,}r -;--
be taken as simple external models for the representations of individuals, who'éan
then be typifled in relation to their greater or lesser conformity, This may be 50 |
in sp:clfﬂ conditions, but social representations should be spoken of only in the
measure in which they reconstruct the conditions from which they cmcrg;ad the 7
means of their circulation and their appropriation in a givén collectivity, the func” I"r
tions they carry out in the d:marmcs of relations between that collectivity and ““
others. (Bellelli, 1992)
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SR ﬂﬂd Soemi sub_,'eers e:rmfanry qf def' nitions

The preblem ef the cntermn of censcnsus ean be seen as a lmk
between the guestion of the social nature of SR and the circularity
between the definitions of SR and the- seeml sub_leete (greups,
categories) which produce them. :

In particular, Litton and Potter {1935} pe-lem:eize on the faet that
in the study of social representations, contrasting elements have
been minimized and “consensual universes” created. Next to the
ambiguity regarding the extent to which SRs are shared, the authors
lament the lack of explicit, external criteria for identifying groups
independent of shared SRs, which creates IL:irei.ﬂaritj-r insofar as a

group is identified by its SRs and at the same tlme is assumed te be i

the generator of those SRs.- ;
In other words, on the level ef empmeal researeh the pDSSlblIIt}F
ef _identifying ‘the groups on the basis of .external -criteria (i.e.

independently of the SRs they express) is completely lacking.

Moscovici, in spite of his sophisticated discussion of the psycho-
logical nature of groups in his studies on social influence (1976),
treated the notion of group in an aproblematic way. (according to
some authors), limiting himself, for example in his classical study on
psychoanalysis,- to identifying groups on the basis of newspaper
headlines, making the independent variable (groups of readers of
various daily newspapers) coincide in a tautological and circular
way with the dependent variable (the various SRs they express).

According to these authors, the acritical assumption of the cri-
teria for group definition in SR research means that an analysis of
the various Jevels of consensus which characterize group members
is completely -neglected. An example is the effect of contextual
variables which are strongly linked to evaluative goals, as in studies
on discourse in the scientific community (Gilbert and Latour,
1987; Latour and Woolgar, IQEE Muika}', ‘1984; P-::-iter 1933
Yearley, 1984).

Meﬁwdafagma! wu!nerab:frr_}' questions and answers

'Va.neus authors {Petter and Litton, 1985 Jaheda. 1988 Ibinez
1992; McKinlay et al., 1993) have criticized the empirical approach
 to -SRs -as .methodologically loose. In. particular . Potter and
- Litton (1985) criticize the treatment of SR as a descriptive, static
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and consensual schema (Herzlich,~1973), -or as a product ‘of
multidimensional statistical techniques on lists of free associations
(Di Giacomo, 1981) ‘or as measures .of concepts of epeu-clesed 5
responses (Hewstone ‘et al.;’ 1982). ‘Slippage from the theoretical
level to the operational ]evel can be detected here,’showing a sort'of .
methodological vulnerability in the literature which should have -,
been used to empirically substantiate the SR theory.
‘Taking up the example of. Di Giacomo's research, queted hy ,"3;
Potter and Litton (1985), Moscovici (1985) replies that the elicited *
SRs were not those of the researcher, but of the subjects, who had ,
been grouped according to. preliminary explorative comparisons
and had not been singled out post ho¢ (which could have led 5
to a charge of circularity). He points out that one proposition of :
the SR theory picks out characteristics such as sex or social class
as a dimension of a group of people. However, he adds that- the =
SRs should be grasped as specifically as possible and he recognizes =
that“the majority of researehers ‘have ‘moved in this. d:recnen 3
(Moscovici, 1985). il e maNa
. I believe a rigid 1dentlﬁcanon of “se-eml” mth eensensual”
the risk of .invalidating the methodologies utilized not only’in
research on SRs, but in the majority of psycho-social research.”A
conception of the social which is based purely on frequenmes fails
to recognize that a social group can never be assumed a priori to- be
a homogeneous whole. In fact, individuals belong to a number of
social groups and eategcrles mmuItaneeusly, and the represen
tions expressed from time to time (either homogeneous or .con-
trasting) are also a function of the saliency with which a particu
group membership is activated in a specific context and social situa-
tion. To hypostatize social groups means not to consider the psy-=
chological dynamics which characterize and underlie them. 5/:
With regard to the circularity in the definition of groups and SR;
1 would add that, in the case of my own empirical research en'SRs'
of mental illness (de Rosa, 1987b, 1988a, 1991, 1994b, 1994c) as in
the majority of studies reported in the literature on SRs, the pepu -
tion was selected with a priori criteria of category memhershlp ;
{groups of children of different ages, males/females, upper, nuddie *.
and lower social class, students from different edueanenal back- ,,,,
grounds, werkmg peeple wnh d]fferent professional rules. etc" s

el _el-.e.,-..ei:r

groups”.
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.+Techniqués of statistical analysis make it possible to establish a

posteriori groups which differ from the a priori categorical assump-
tions on the basis of profiles of interindividual similarity; and I see
this as a contribution (not a limitation) to the stidy of the articula-
tions between individuals, groups and social categories (whmh are
rendered more or less salient by the methods utilized and by the
context in which a specific representation is elicited and expressed)
(see Flament, 1986; Mannetti, 1990; Dmse et al., 1992 Flfe-Schaw ;
1993; Purkhardt and Stockdale, 1993). *° ="

With regard to thé criticism recently taken up b}r McKinlay
et al. (1993) concerning methnds of revealing the consensuality
of SRs, 1 would like to reply that in reality =~ or at least in the

_ case of research I carried out on SRs of mental illniess in naive and

expert populatmns the statistical treatment of data did not aim

at measuring the consensus of the elicited representations.”In fact,
besides ~ providing evidence of intergroup variability in “these
elements of the representational field —and without discounting
the consistency of these archaic figurative nuclei’ — .a notable part

~of the results presented also’show intragroup (and even intrain-
* dividual) variability in relation to the various levels of representa-

£ tion elicited through recourse to dlt‘ferem methods [see de Rosa,

19875, 1990, 1994b). . - Ln B AESE D
Sl Ty e L il ' P Ay

'H:e refarmn be: ween Ianguage arm’ SRs

; T-:- return to P-::tte: anr:l thtcns (1935} cnthuc, annther prupasal

they make is to turn to fmgum‘:c repertoires in order to gain access

. to SRs. They press for a more detailed analysis of language, singling
- _out the explicative schema utilized in relation to certain types of con-

texts in order to clarify the relations between social representations

. -and the contexts in which they are used. Inspired by this objective,
2 they quote, -as an illustration, their analysis of verbal material
- gathered -from diverse sources on a social event (the riotsat St
~ Pauls, Bristol): recordings of radio and television programmes, a

£
|3

£ wide range of articles and newspaper ‘;ditﬁrials'and transcriptions of
- interviews with six people involved in or present during the riots.

Usmg the entire .80 000-word transcription, they analysed every
- possible explanation advanced for the riot. In the article in question,
““they discuss three levels of agreement that distinguished the levels
of sharing of proposed causal -explanations in relation.to two
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* Trognon and Larrue,” 1988; van Dijk, 1990; Potter am:i Edwards :

de R;}.'

factors: race and government spending cuts.:In the discussion’o
the results of these linguistic analyses, which emphasize the role of:
internal disagreement in the various views recorded despite th
presence of a shared explicativeé schema, the authors suggest that -
researchers of SRs should make the most of available methodologies
which are -sensitive to the flexibility -and contextualization :of.
meaning. These elements generally escape notice in coarse forms of =
content analysis, tending rather to show shared explicative scheinat
in general terms, rather than the vanuus mte:prﬁtatmns pGSS!bIE in
differentiated practical situations. R St
.-All the same, the suggestions they make {see aiso Pﬂtter and
Wethcreﬂ 1987) once more propose a wider interest in the analysis
of the relation between language and SRs, already advanced by. -
Rommetveit (1984) and often taken up in the literature (see also’
Billig, 1987,-1988, 1991a,'1991b, 1993; Antaki, 1988; Edwards and -
Potter,-1992; and empirical works by Antaki, 1985; Semin, 1987

1990; Antaki and Leudar, 1992).
No doubt, interest in the conversational and rhctonca.l appmach
has permitted “alucid and efficacious rereading, in this specifié-:%
perspective -of ~many classical themes and problems in sumal
psychology, for example that of attitudes, social categorization
accounts” (De Grada and Mannetti, 1992). However, over and :
above the undoubted interest of the contextuahzat:on of verbal &
exchanges, which these types of approach permit by largely ignoring
intraindividual cognitive processes, the proposals which would con- -
fine the study of SRs exclusively to conversational analysis nsk*
being limiting and reductionist. In fact, by favouring the discursive
channel, they end up doing away with the study of the importani
area of connections between symbolic conduct and social cogni
tions. Furthermore, they risk losing sight of the expressive—symbolic
nature of .the re-activations of -the collective imagination —an
essential component of SRs — in the “situational, conversational
context” (Jodelet, 1989b; on the link between social cognition, com
munication and social context, in different critical perspacti‘-'éi 2
see also: Still and Costall; 1991 Schwartz and Strac:k 1991
Rosa, 1992). « : 5 ':u';i
In other wnrds among thuse whu 1dent1f3r the canversat:t:-na] :
approach fout court with the methudulug}r of analysis of SRs, ant

i w' i

with that of “linguistic repertoires™
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i o the emphﬂ.ﬂs remains on the “cognitive®,/in the sense of a search for’ models
. of cansal explanation, more than on the *symbolic,” even if it deals with cognitive

..events studied as products of a complex negotiation which develops between the
acto;s—mberlmumrs of the conversational context and not as “something that
“alveady exists wmpletely formed in'the head of the person who is responding and
s simply communicated fo the person whu as].'_s ﬂ'u: quesuon. (KldrI and Amabﬂe
o 1981 326; quutm:l in De Grada, 1992} A i

: W]:ulst aﬂknowledgmg severa] mterestmg mphcatmns Moscuwm
{1985) dnes not heheve ‘that hngmstm repertoires can cmrespond
exactly to the nature -::-f the phenomenun of SR since a discussion is
not a representatmn “gven if every representatmn can be translated
intoa dlscussmn. Images cr concepts dn nut pass ennrely through

Ianguage

Ibifiez takes the uppnsite stand he"is preoccupled w1th the
emphasis placed on figurative-reproductive aspects of representa-
tions and the tendency to ob;ectlfy them w1thm an mdmduahsnc
methudalugmal raductmmsm, Ao

If instead of bamg labelled as a “T'I'lcury of Somal R:pr:scntanm the interest-

.. ing theoretical precccupations of 'Moscovici had been labelled as "Theory

. of Collective Symbolic Productions”, no doubt the whole dynamics and the whole

structure of this theory would have been quite different. Maybe the emphasis

would niot have hef.-n put 50 strongly on the figurative aspects of social thinking

.+ aid mare attention’ would have been paid to constructive activities as well as tl::l
ithe rhemnca] asp:cts of social thinking. {Ib{tﬁcz. 1992; 24~5,‘|

However Ibanez 5 crmcal cunmderatmns du not seem to take into
account man:-.r Of the clarifications proposed by Moscovici when he
att:mpts to d:ffcrcnuatc the pa_radlgm Df SRs from t]msc that fit
mto the a.rea at‘ snc:aI cugmtmn* :

. the concept of social cognition :mP]j::s a conscious logical process. This is

_ nc—t true for social representations, These are based on conventions and symbols

- ., and :n::tul:le mnsmﬂus, tmmnscmus, rational and irrational aspects. The result of

_this is that the term “cognitive” is not precise when it is applied to social

phx:nnmena It would be mqre appropriate 1o use the word “symbolic®, which is

" -not the same thmg It is thus wmng to say that social representations are -::ugmuve

rcprcs:nmuon.s Psychosociologists tend to confuse cognitive and symbolic. If,

. as is claimed, the cognitive revolution iz behind them, the symbolic fevolution

+ has still to arrive and this also involves general psychologists. Without this revolu-

_tion, social repre.sentanmls ::.an only prmude a sma.'l] L'untnbutmu (Moscaviei,
lBEEa ?3 ‘lmr trans]auun}

& B}’ Iecallmg that reprasﬂntatmns ‘are made up n::rf a -fi guratwc
-~ and an abstract side, and of a combination of images and concepts,
= Moscovici (1985) reminds - us -that ‘sometimes .images “are ‘not
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mcogmzcd as su-::h anr.{ are n{)t thuught of as symbels, hut as

What surprises ma abcrut Ib-‘iﬁez‘s pﬂsmnn ls I:us prec:-ccupatlon

studies have tended to present as a highly mfcrmatwe eIe:nent and'
synthetic transiator of a set of symbolic meanings. In fact, how can’
one fail to include among the historical products of the “collectwe
memcrr)r” figurative and artistic pmductmrus (whlch have alwa:,rs
been a vehicle of S}'mbc:-hc rr:presentatmns, whether in liné with or -4
as alternatives to. the hegenmn.tc representations of the r.}ff'clai‘ '

culmre}, imgumtm ‘productions (narratives, songs, prcwerhs
individual discourses, etc.), and symbolic-ritualistic conduct (waf,rs
of doing things, celebratmns and 50 nn} whxch he hunstlf mdicates
(Ibénez, 1992 24). . -

Far i mu!r:mefkod appmac& to r.&e srudy of SR

In m}r wc-rk on SRs of mentai I].l[lE‘.SS (de’ Rosa, lE'S?b 1983& l:: 3
1994b,c; de Rosa and Iaculo, 1988), it was extremely useful to put‘.:
the verbal methods traditionally uised in psycho-social research .
(semi-directed interviews, questionnaires, scales of social distance,
semantic differential, free associations) side by side with -both
non-verbal instruments, less popular in psycho-social research i
(figurative drawing trials and textual tests), and the analysis of -
sources habitually used in research of a historiographic nature
and — unfortunately — not used by psycho-social research, suc‘n
as textual sources (from the official scientific and institutional -
culturc such as classic texts regarding the history of psychiatry and
legislative texts, and sources from popular culture, such as pmver-
bial sayings and expressions, turns of speech,‘etc.) and monugraphlc
sources ‘(artistic images, popular prints, ethnographic exhibits;
ex vofo, etc.) (de Rosa, 1987b, de Rosa and Sr:hurmans, 199{}3,
1990b). - : ke
. That linguistic pruductmns cannot be the only means of accr:—:ss tu
SRs is a methodological issie which I have discussed elsewhere’ (de
Rosa, 1987a, 1990, 1994b). I suggested adapting the meth{)dﬂloglcal
appmach to the polyvaleénce of levels of dimensional :analysis
implicit in the definition of SR and making the results bbtained ==
during the investigation problematic through an mteractwe readmg o
of methods used, data and statistical analyses. 7 - ilvoizic
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-~Among the various proposals of a primarily technical-statistical
nature present inthe literature (Degenne and Verges, 1973; F]ament
1986; Di Glacc-mn, 1931 1985 Le Bnuedec 1986; Amatum 198?
. Marmetu -1990; Dmse et al., 1992; Flf&-Schaw. 1993 Purkhardt
and Stockdale, .1993), my prepasai for the adoption of a multi-
methodological approach was intended to go in the direction desired
by Moscoyici {198613}, he indicated he was in favour of the adoption
of a cammuum “of methnds and not a spurmus summing up of
various methﬂds In other words, the muItlple use of various inves-
tlga-.tmn techmque:s on the same pupu]atmn with the goal of studymg
the interaction between method and results, ‘and with various
dimensional levels of the SR construct would, in my opinion, alwa}rs
involve the eruductmn of a series of h}rpntheses cnnnected with the
pcc:ﬁmt}' of the methods us:d in the elaboration of research plans
" as a“function of various levels of analysis of the same Objﬂﬂt of

represematmn {nnages -:rpmmns behawcrurs emkad evaluatmns '

emotmnal pal&nzatmns symhohc hehawuur, etc.). -

It shouid be remembered that — - and thlS is what gwas Ilfe to
50 many of the polcmms bmught up in the course of the thenretlcal
debate on SR — most research inspired by this paradigm has
focussed on revealing the components of “information”, “spinion”,

snmal ]udgment" and sberentypma.l lrnages regarding the most
dwerse ﬂ‘bjects {:-f representatmn, that is, on the contents which most
explicitly constitute the representational field and, secondly (but to
a much lesser degree), on the systems of propagation, diffusion and
. propaganda “of these reprcscntatmns ‘Even more rare in the
" literatuire pmduced up to now is attention to more latent dimen-
- sions, which are not limited to the socio-cognitive mediations
operated by language (with the procedural constraints implicit in
primarily textual productions, but also conversational productions)
on irrational components, on symbolic valencies and unconscious
-processes which, by the very definition of the construct, are con-
stitutive  of * social ‘representations involved in processes which
generate them and in the functions which regulate social exchanges
(see Kaes, 1989; Giust- Desl:nrmnes 1938 Jndelet 193% Sperber,
1989,71990; Carli, -1990). -
““Moscovici, - w1th regard ‘to questions of rnethod, has explicitly

.. affirmed that every class of SRs should be susceptible to'a partic-

“ular methodological treatment, respecting the conformation ‘and
dynamms pecuhar to'each of thc three classes of SRs sn:: far smgled
. out: AL T
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- 1) the closed social representations whose elements are found in a uniform and

-similar way in an entire population;.2) agonal or critical social representations
whose elements are ‘more or less the same in an entire pnpulatmn but whase
significance is determined by different and even contra.stmg values; 3) open sncml

“ representalions whose elements are distributed ammtg the various categmes of

".the population, such that it is necessary to put them mgether tn ﬂnd I]:tE.ll'
coherence, (Moscovici, I9B6B: 3) - .o n P b e

He believes that thc study of SRs shauld 1deauy lead tu a prncedure_
similar to that of an anthrupulog}" or a “clinical socmmgy” aimed at - =
creating “psycho-social archives” of the culture as a stock of hasxc =
materials for the analysm of values, ol’ affect and social thought” o

“Thus, if SRs are to he gathered — beyond their purer mfor-
mative elements — in “terms of their symbolic dxmensmn and'
“irrational” components, on a mntmuum of levels from “the
individual ‘to the coIlﬂctwe, the limits of the methudulaglcal
approaches based on qucst:onna.u'es and standard 1ntcr1.r1ews arr:
evident. Furthermore, as the new conversational approaches and the -
rhetorical analyses of conversation have shown, ‘very often verbal
pmductmns are treated i in an aproblematac and ae:nt:cal way bf." :
researchers Accnrdmg to Patter and Bﬂllg ' e

Once the research&r drawson the untotngy of cug;muwsm. whmh I:w.s been ref‘ ncd :
in the dccam:mallzed dcmaiu&d and unuultured universe of Iabﬂramry :
¢ experiments, there is no unpmhlemann way to connect these ideas to pmus;mg L
* of talk. By contrast, once the pragmatics and rhetoric of talk and téxts” are

theorized and analysed, the traditional ontology of cognitivism itself starts to

look fragile (Edwards and Potter, 1991). Indeed discourse analytic work poses
important questions for coamn'.rc psychelogists concerning what might count as

. anadequate explanation. (Edwards, 1991; Edwards et al,, 1992; Potter and Bnlhg. z
1992: 16) = -

Speclf' ic criticisms such as this one are we[cnme fm' ref'mjug':. 5
the epistemological choices involved in the adoption of certain =
methodologies. Research on SRs can only benefit from a sumlar =
level of methodological-theoretical problematics. I believe that -
these contributions (I do not see them as alternatives) integrate and
improve the SR paradigm which, precisely due to the complexity of -
levels of analysis which it claims to encompass, should be able to =i
lean on theories and more specific theory-based technigues which =
permit making problematic the spec:f:c stages in the process ‘of
psycho-social research, -

The position assumed by Do:se (1982 193? 1988 1993}.—-,1
balanced and open to a multidimensional view of sc:ientific research
work in the area of the critical- methodcloglcal debate, which fo
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some years has echoed the success among researchers of Moscovicl’s
proposal ‘of the SR construct as “a broad theory . .:'a general
theoretical orientation”; In underlining the validity of an approach
which is not sectorial, but which coherently integrates the various

'ma'thods in use in psycho-social research with the various levels of
analysis of the objects studied,‘Doise (1989a, 1989b, 1993) also takes
into account the specificity and relations of the construct of SRs
with respect to-other concepts of social psychology. !

In line with - these considerations is a recent article b:,r
Sotirakopoulou and Breakwell (1992). The reasons they put forward
for the adoption of various methodological appma{:has in the study
of SRs can he summanzf:d as follows: .

“1) The very nature of social tepresentatmns 1rf:|phes that we do not have a
simple construct that could be mvcsugated through a single method, success-
- fully. Instead of a simple consuw:t we have one that involves 1d¢as. beliefs,
walues, pramces, feehngs. 1rnages. attlrudes, knowlcdgt undetstaudlngs and
“explanations. ¥
Furthermore, one has to consider the socwl {sh:uedj nature of social represen-
‘tations as well as their functions (i.e., to enable individuals to orient themselves
and master their material social World and facilitate cummumc:_amn by providing
a code of naming and classifying {r.-'.[osmm:, 1973). 1

2) The fact that social representations acquire ‘meaning, stru::tur-: and Image

through verbal expression and communication creates one more complexity that

- has to be taken into account in the selection of methodology. ;
3) The nature of the construct leads researchers to ask different Tesearch ques-
" tions both about social repr:semaﬁcm {i.e., what IS a social representation} and
within social representations ‘(i.e., how they function, how they are ereated,
¢hanged and so on). These different research questions need to be tackled by dif-
. ferent methods. So, often, it is the specific target of the research that will dﬂf‘ ine

the research method(s).

This need far muln-mt:ihodolug;cal studies ha.-; b:en undemond by many
researchérs who often suggest that although their results provide some answers
to the questions they set out to investigate, other methods from the one(s) they
employed might give more and better understanding. [. . .

[. . .] our aim i5 not to diminish the value of any single methed. of gathering
data, but to suggest ways of using many different methods, acknowledging each
one's advantages and limitations, for a fuller ‘wnderstanding of social representa-
tions. [Soumkupuu!ou ami Breakwell, 1592: 30) -

However, he:yond their ewdent affinity for adopting a mult:lmeth{:-d
approach, they seem to have limited their choice of methodologies
of data collection to those instruments which are verbal {quesflun—
naires, in-depth interviews, attribute checklists) or textual (analysis
of the press). Neither do they seem to pay sufficient attention to the
formulation -of -specific hypotheses ‘of a methodological nature

-universes” and “reified universes” are, for Moscovici, motivationally.
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which would allow. predmtmn of results as a function of methods
used. “Instead, they seem more oriented toward a desnnptwe and -
summtng-up type of approach to the various techniques.== = 1oi3y
Similar ¢riticisms have been expmﬁsed by Uwc Flick {19‘:’!2} wha_.')
;udged “the combining of methuds as lack of methodc-log}' 00
rather as an absence of a well-connected theor;.r of technique. His -
comments do not however go, in the direction of demohshmg the
multimethod proposal for the’ study of SRs, but’ towards substan:
tiating 'it by means of an’ mterpretatw: approach ( reﬂexwe
mangulahcm”} which does not reduce it to pure eclecticlsm ar tn a
summing up ﬂf methods presumad to be. different: - .=L'-'__‘ - '

- Questionnaires, interviews and attribite. check-llsts are cpemu.u,g murc or lc.si on
the same track, even if the levels are different: all these methods producs | verbal v :

L. OE wm.tcu rcpons uf suh;ecuvc standpmnts Gcnuwltdgt, ftehngs images).
'_Ana.l!p'sea u? the nress give access to the social cuntcxts and hackground of such
_--_'__1tandpmnrs and so offer a dui‘fcrcnt type of data, but Still testlng on the Imrel
“of knowledge. But, the potential of triangulating different methudulugml
e .approa.chcs lics in combining different perspectives of rf.sma.mh and j in focusing
. on aspects of the subject under study which are as dszcren: as pussible [ ..]1 This -
o goa] can be reached, when we cr:rminne perspecuvaa a.uﬂ ‘methods mmmg gut two
central and differsnt aspects of, suciai rﬂa|:|m|eu=ntam::lr.'us+ ‘(subjective and .socm.'l}
. knowledge they consist of and actt-.rltm thmugh which thc:r are pmducr:d
mrcuIated and applmd (Flick, ‘19‘92 aﬁj

1 cnmpletely share this’ onentatmn and hupe that the i mcrease m
mveat:gatmns bascd on a medltated muitunethndnlnglca] plan f:an &
help research on SRs to leave behind an eminently descriptive view
of the objects studied and move towards an :nterprets.t:we dimension -
which takes into consideration the articulation among the various -
individual, social, historical-cultural levels that ‘intervene in the
structunng and dlfferentlafmg uf SRs as cnmplex symbnhc systems

B A e o

The dzsrmcnon befween consensuai” and “frezﬁed"’ i
umvemes PR bl A g

A final pnint in the metatheoretical debate concerns the &istiﬁ&ﬁuﬁ_;
between ‘consensual and reified ‘universes. -According to Wells
(1987), the statements regarding the distinction between “consensual

antecedent :and of primary .importance cnmpared'tn ‘statements
regarding the nature of reality-In other.terms it-is-as if these
statements -constitute for Moscovici:the epistemological presup‘




4:3’3 Rosa

Symposium sur les représentations sociales 295

positions for his theory; presuppositions that ‘Wells holds to be
unfounded. Similar _c_onmderatluns are r:xpressad by Robert Farr,
accardmg to whem' :

By msmmg that smeunsr.s live in a “reified universe™, that is virtually sanitised of

“-all soeial representations, Moscovici may be restdcdng, unwittingly, the applica-
tion of his own theory 5o that it does not apply to the activities of scientists [. . .]
Scientists in their everyday activities have as much nesd of social representations
as Ia}r men ancl wumn haw: {Farr 1587: 3151}

McKm.Ia}.r and Potter’s argument (198? 4‘?9} is analngous
refuung the distinction between scientific knuwledge and knr::-wl&dge
based on sumal Iepresentatmns, as long as the reason why scientists
should be immune from the effects of representations, unlike
nrdmarjr people, remains unjustified.

I would emphasize the timeliness of adopting a more dialectic and
circular réading which takes into account the overlap between “con-
sensual” and "‘relﬁed Miniverses”, “common sense” and “scientific
thought”, suppﬂrt:ng this arg'ument with results from my research
on SRs of mental illnéss in naive and éxpeért populations (de Rosa,
1988a, .1991). Using a bidirectional understanding .of social
exchanges (promoted by Moscovici, 1976, in his theory of social
influence), I would call attention to the fact that the same scientific
community is lmmersed -in a world dominated by common sense
and that what we might term the “interferences” between scientific
krmwledge and common sense sometimes remain inexplicit (2 sort
of tacit knowledge, anchored to simplified and prejudged views of
reality transmitted from the collective memory in which each
individual, scientist or not, participates) or acted on only in infor-
mal contexts of ‘production and exchangc of ideas, due to

ideclogical prescnptmus connected to one’s pro fessmna] role, which -

regulates and limits access to more cuded situations.

Among the most recent considerations regardmg this pomt are
those t:xprﬂssed by Réty and Sne]]man (1992), who take the question
‘of the dxffermt:atmn between smcntlfic thﬁug‘nt aﬂd commnn sense
back to the eprstemulag;cal choices implied by opposing orienta-
tions of contemporary social psychology. They suggest cntlcaJJy
rewewing the SR theory with rcspcct to the fﬂllcrwmg questmns* ;

=+ 1) Is the division belwezn thc scmnnt‘ ic wotld and the consensual weorld oo
‘categorical, and is research activity completely outside social representations? 2)
L Is Mu.smnms view of scicnoe mrerly genemlize:d e.8.s does all research aim at
makmg thc fam:liar unfamnhar — have not the su-cml sciences in partlcular been
a-::cused of repmducmg COMMmMon kncwtedgt* 3} Dn ‘the ﬁnrld.s of burcaucracjr

.data analys:ls, and fm' a possible theoretical reordering _ of ﬂl 5

&
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and politics, occupied with their abstract and technical concepts, a!.w creau
social representations? 4) How is the power structure of society reflected in
the creation and Estahhshment uf sm:ial repraeumnon_s"‘ {Raty a.mi Suellm.a.n
1992; 11) j

More recenﬂ}' Purkhardt {1993] has been very determ_med abﬂut 2

| this point:

Rather than pmﬂdmg a coherent’ t‘ramcwnrk for social rcprescntatinrns thenr:.r, 2
‘it engenders confusion and creates pmhlems for the dynamic, ‘'social construgs
tionist thesis of the theory..In conclusion, 1 would argue that the notion of -
the “reified universe”.is neither an essential nor a useful component of the ©
thwr:qu {. . .) The reified and consensual universes do not constitute two dlsunct

realities. Rathe.r. they embudy two B.Itemauw: and contradtntorjr eptst:mologtcs
(Purkhardt, 1993: 92) - :

The metath&uretmal debate on SRS rnust cunf mnt these a,nd nther
quesnons cha]lengmg the consastency of the “lonely paradigm” over 2
a longer period of time ‘than the df:cade which usually sees thf: 5
emergence and decline of a paradigm i in soc:la] psychology, until its
last exit from th& scene W.[oscnvlm 19844.:} In the wnrds of Ibé.nez 2

. the complexity of this quastion requires adopting a non discnphnary p-:rsp-ac S

'mrt. Social Psychology cannot do much by itself and it must integrate, at least, _ﬁ'
the tools elaborated by Michel Foucault and the knowledge generated by the Mew

.. Boclology of Scientific Knowledge (Latour, Woolgar, ste.). This mtc,grauﬂn is, _',-_f
; mdud thc task we simu]d facc in the present. [Ebﬁﬂc?.. 19'92 25)

Cﬁn.cluéinns

Ovcr thc la:-:.r. 30 }rca.rs, m European social ps}rcholog?, numemus
research prﬂ]ects haw: been inspired b)rthe SR construct, d!.ffﬂrﬂ[’lﬂ y
oriénted on the methaduluglcal {we] acccrrdmg to whether thejf
have been concerned with: {a} tha area of transmzssmn and
pupulanzauun of scientific knowiedge* (b) the processes underl;nng
the structurmg of knowledge {geuerall},r mvestrgated w1th EKPEI'I

mvestlgated in rf:al” ermrunments thruugh a mure descnpt:wc
ethnographic t_‘,rpe of approach. ™

The criteria utﬂjzed for deﬁn_mg SRs have not always been..‘-'
univocal, not m:ll:,r among these different areas of research, but also
within them. Therefore, the t:mf: i$ right for a reflection on ‘vali
methods in research on SRs, ‘on suitable statistical apparatus “for

e

uperatwe definition of the concept 1tself
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-The scientific debate has become increasingly lively due primarily
to -the intensification of research output using the théoretical-
empirical model of SRs as a reference parad1gm As always happens
during the phases in which a theoretical construct, from “concept” to
“construct” , progressively builds itself up as “paradigm”, the debate
has until now raised more questions than it has been able to resolve.

The hope for the future is that this metatheoretical debate will

advance the status and the level of scientific formalization of SR

. theory, just as the empirical research output has advanced our

" knowledge of numerous “objects” and “phenomena® of daily life

and understanding and has turned the interest of social psycho-

logists back to the real horizon within which the life Df real s-::-mai
beings takes place.
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