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Social Psychology—The Science
of Human Experience

nce upon a time, people believed the earth was smack dab in the middle
of everything and 1hat all the planets revolved around it. Then came
Copermicus, who argued that if this were true, something was deeply wrong
with the rest of the universe because the observed motions of all (he
planets just didn’t add up. After considerable head scrarching, Copernicus
concluded that the earth was not at the center of things and the sun was,
Enowing this didn't actually change the universe, of course, but it did
allow all of its movements to suddenly make sense.

The feld of social psychology also has a center. Those of us who consti-
tute the field lnow that the social interaction of individuals is its intellec-
tual core, and we can all quote Allport approvingly when explaining this
to others, How could it be otherwise? If soclal psychologists primarily
cared about things that were neither sodlal nor psychological, then their
joumals and departments and Iearned socleties would be seriously
mislabeled, and all new T-shints would have to be printed. As Lragic as
this would be, many of us have had the sueaking suspicion at one time or
another that the motions don't quite add up—that if sociality is indeed
the center around which our scdentific endeavors turn, then something is
wrong with the rest of the universe. In this essay, we will arpue that the
universe is just fine, thank you, and that the problem is acrually this:
social psychology’s center is not where we think,

Where is 1? Astronomy teaches us at least two things about centers,
First, It teaches us that centers are not always easy to find. The Milky Way
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galaxy, for example, seems to have at its center an unobservable black
hole that, by virtue of its unobservability, is very hard to see. Second,
astronomy teaches us that one way to locate a center (especially an invis-
ible one) is to look for the thing that everything else seems to be drawn
toward. We believe that the center around which modern social psychol-
ogy actually turns is the understanding of subjective experience. Sometimes it
is concerned with things social and sometimes it is not, but far more than
any other field of psychology and far more than any other science, social
psychology is intimately concerned with the scdentific understanding of
what it is like to be a person—why our existence at this moment In dme
and space feels the way it does. We would go so far as to say that social
psychology is not the science of sodality, but the sdence of experience,
This claim sounds grandiose only because it is, but it is also simple and
{we hope) compelling, once you get the idea, Here's the idea.

[ 1 Sociality: The Official Story

The plirase socfa! prpchalagy Is usually understood to droumscibe a sub-
field of psychology that has its place among a variety of other subfields,
such as developmental psychology, personality psychology, cognitive psy-
chology, neuropsychology, and the like, Just as one can look at psycho-
logical phenomena in light of their development over time, or in light of
the differences between individuals who exemplify the phenomena 1o
different degrees, one can also look at phenomena in light of their sodal-
ity. People are not alone in the world, and as Triplet’s very first sodial
psychology cxperiment demonstrated, the fact that we have company
makes a difference to almost everything worth studying. Sodal psychol-
ogy, the story goes, captures a chunk of the varance in the puzzle of
human psychology by considering how soclal situatfons emerge, unfold,
and affect the thoughts, feelings, and actions of thelr participants.

This is a very lovely story whose only real weakness is its utter failure
to conform to the facts. An hour's browse through social psychology's
major journals reveals a jarring discrepancy between the offidal account
of the field and the actual state of aflalrs. Indecd, as one turns the pages,
one begins to get the sense that this thing called social psychology is not a
subfield of psychology at all, but rather, a whole field of psyehology—a kind
of parallel universe in which just about every lssue of interest to any
ather kind of psychologist receives its own spedal treatment and spin.
Although this Is true to some extent of many of psychology’s so-called
subfields, sodal psychology is especially remarkable for the range of ks
sweep. While claiming as its own all the explicitly sodal topics—such as
interaction, relationships, and groups—sodal psychology also offers thor-
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ough treatments of topics such as emotion, perception, cognition, cul-
ture, attitudes, personality, mental disorders, development, motivation,
health, law, memory, and more. The official story is about sociality, but
even a cursory reading of the field’s literature suggests that the official
story is woefully incomplete, and that social psychology’s reach is far
greater than its name would suggest. Social psychology was once the sci-
ence of the sodal, but in the last few decades, it has become a science of
many, many things that are nonsocial as well.

A curions byproduct of social psychology's expansion has been a kind
of urban blight ar iis official core, Topics such as sodial interaction, rela-
tionships, and groups—which are clearly “downtown” social psychology
in the official story of the feld—have suffered massive decay over the last
few decades, with oceaslonal paving and heroic attempts at urban re-
newal, but no truly sustained growth, As the field's interests have out-
grown the downtown area and spilled into the suburbs, the center of
sodal psychology has become a collection of office buildings in which
some work and few live. Chapters in textbooks on these downtown top-
ics are sparse, research publications in our best journals on these topics
are rare, books on these opics are vastly oumumbered by books on al-
maost everything else, and the prospect of shiny new futures for these
areas secms somewhat dim. Commentators who have noticed this shift in
the field's demaographics have aften lssued calls for urban renewal, urging
us all to take up residence once again in the offidal center of the city. We,
on the other hand, believe that social psychology’s downtown area has
lost the bulk of its residents for good, and that clarion calls to return will
not bring them back. Why? Because sodal psychology Is no longer a city,
but a nation, na lenger a subileld, but a complete lield—an alternative
psychology that lives beside, and not witliin, the psychology spawned by
Wundt, And the theme of this new and whole psvchology is not sociality,
but the sdentific understanding of experléence.

[] Experience: The Real Story

Philosophers are fond of remarking on the abject loneliness of human
consciousness, One cannot experience the conscousness of others, the
observation goes, and others cannot experience one's consciousness ef-
ther, so it is perfectly reasonahle for all of us to wonder what consclous-
ness is and whether anvone other than ourselves actually has it. The ques-
tion of whether other minds exist, and what it is like to be them if they
dao, has proved intellectually intractable, and while modern philosophers
occasionally reprise the tradidonal sport of flinging themselves at the prob-
lem, most have left more blood than dents on its surface. The trouble is
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that knowledge of other minds can never be satisfactory in the same way
that knowledge of our own minds can. Coglta is so inarguably true that
Descartes derived all other ruths from it but if “T think® is an axlom,
then “yvou think® is merely a hypothesis.

The inscrutability of other minds is particularly acute when we grasp at
understanding the experience of creatures different from ourselves—as
in Nagel's {1574) celebrated essay on what it is like to be a bat. The ques-
tion of what it is like to be a human, however, is something with which
most of us are far more likely to be occupied, and it is thus all the more
profoundly puzzllng, We can cast a single vote for answers o this ques-
ton—our own—but we never know beyond that guite how to under-
stand other minds. Bach of us is the only object in existenece thar we will
ever truly know what it is like to be.

Humanistic psychology was, at least in part, a respense to this unsatis-
[ying state of affairs. Maslow (1966} suggested that peaple could be un-
derstond in either a scientific or an experiential way. Sdentific under-
standing means considering people as though they were somewhat more
complicated versions of the other three-dimensional objects that inhabit
the physical world, making careful ohservations of people’s actions, de-
veloping detailed descripions of their attributes, and then using those
abservations and descriptivns to make predictions about what they will
do next, Mastow argued that this approach was appropriate for the un-
derstanding of the behavior of kites or sofas or lava flows, but that when
it came to people, it fell oddly flat, because knowing a person In this way
does not sadsfy our hunger to know what it is like to be that person,

Maslow contrasied scientific understanding with experiential under-
standing, and he urged humanists to get vicarious—io feel what others
were feeling and to think what others were thinking in order 1o bring
themselves closer to others than the privacy of human experience would
normally allow. He encouraged humanists 1o make the other person’s
experience their own, reverberating with it, reveling in it, suffering fr,
enjoying it. and most importantly, appreciating it In a way that the de-
tached scientist could not, Alas, when all the touching and feeling was
over, humanism proved to be a blind alley in the imellectual history of
psychology because it valued the subjective by devaluing the objectlve.
Maslow complained bitterly that scientific understanding was the enemy
of experiential understanding, and this andscientific atdiude meant that
humanism developed no methodology, accumulated no body of knowl-
edge, made no discoveries, and left no legacy (save for the hriel popular-
ity of the name Rolfo). Without the sclentific approach, it seems, our ex-
pedential understanding of other minds is as transient and insignificant
as the tasie of a new pinot grigio. Humanism had lots of mouthieel but no
finish. The humanists were right to argue that the other person’s experi-
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ence was the critical object of psychological inquiry, but they were wrong
to suggest that nothing about it could be understood-from the objective
stance. In pointing out the problem and invalidating the method for sola-
tion, humanism left a gaping hole (o the center of the scientific world.

Sodal psychology has filled that hole, perbaps unwittingly, by becom-
ing the science of what it is like 1o be 2 human and attempting to provide
a scientific answer to the problem of other minds. Disguised as the people
who investigate social life, we have been secretly investigating inner life
instead, and getting away with It only because the two are so intimately
connected. Our secrel obsession with experience is revealed by our opin-
ions about what's hot and what's not, The social psychology articles we
most apprecate and remember are those that transport us into the mind
of the subject as he or she faces some special predicament. Such papers
inevitably enable us to imagine being the subject and to see just how funny
or tense or heartbreaking or dull the view is from there. The classic ex-
perlments of Milgram, Asch, Festinger, Schacter, Latane and Darley, and
others have lnle in common, save {or their ability to make us grasp the
experence of the person in the experimental setting. They are often only
vaguely sodal, and can also seem a bit inelegant and incomplete as sci-
ence, Yet they make us squirm and sigh and worry, as they very quickly
render in our own minds the experience of the poor soul who has been
“brought into the lal.” The work that we celebrate as a field weaves to-
gether the objective and the subjective, providing the outsider’s view of
the insider’s view, and when it does this superbly, its other flaws are gen-
erously overlooked.

We do not mean to suggest that social psychologists have no legitimate
interest in studles of pure mechanism, or in studies that examine behav-
ior alone, Such studies do appeal to us sometimes, but they do so largely
tor the extent that they promise to illuminate the individuals experience
of the world. A theory providing mathematical functions that relate the
size of a dinner party to the size of the waiter’s tip tells us little about
whart it is like 1o be either. But it does provide a handy way to summarize
some complex relatons, and it isn’t so far removed from the experience
of social loafing that we can't make the leap ourselves. Nonetheless, given
the choice berween a formal model of these relations and an insightful
description of that crudal moment in the diner’s mental life when he
reaches {or his waller, pauses, and thinks, “Ab, somebody else will get it,”
soclal psychologists will favor the latter every time, As a rule, we would
rather not get oo nvolyed with theories that treat human behavior as
though it were the motion of billlard balls-——~not because such theories
provide the wrong answers, bul because they answer the wrong ques-
tions. The mechanisms that are so often the focus of cognitive psychology
and brain science are fine in their place, but their place isnt our place,
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because by themselves they don’t tell us what we want to know. We want
to know lots of things, of course, but mostly, we want to know what it’s
like in there. . _

Our secret obsession with experience is revealed in other ways as well.
When a reporter calls a university’s department of psychology and asks a
question about this or that, to whom is the question referred? In most
cases, the referrals end up in the lap of the resident socdial psychologist.
We are the people inside psychology who talk to people outside psychol-
ogy about what the field knows—we're the front end. Why? Because
while many fields have evolved toward greater formalism, social psychol-
ogy’s official language remains ordinary language, and its official
measure remains the verbal report. Like novelists, we offer theories built
of words that have the power to transport our listeners into the experi-
ence of the people those theories describe. Unlike novelists, we take an
objective approach to the subjective, carefully recording and counting
people’s résponses to our questions, and looking for patterns in their an-
swers. We don't always trust what people tell us, of course, but we always
trust that what they tell us tells us something. When they say they are
feeling sad because their lives are a hopeless mess, we are skeptical about
the accuracy of their causal analyses. But we are not skeptical about the
quality of the experience itself. The person may not know why she is in
pain, but she is the world’s foremost and sole authority on whether she is
in pain. The most advanced neurological measure cannot tell us what the
candid subject can, namely, "What does it feel like to be you, here and
now?”

[] Some Objections Anticipated

As Copernicus and his scope man Galileo soon learned, centers have a
great deal of symbolic utility, and thus people naturally object to having
them relocated without prior approval. We cannot anticipate or defend
all reasonable objections to our claim, but let us set aside three obvious
ones to start. They are: (a) it leaves things out, (b) it doesn’t leave any-
thing out, and (c) it was all said long ago by people with better clothes.
FRirst, doesn’t this new description of social psychology leave some of
the field’s most exciting topics standing in the yard? We all know, for
example, that there is great interest among social psychologists these days
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in the nature of experience would bother to develop a theory of uncon-
scious process at all. Behaviorism, for instance, was the one school of
psychology that was able to abandon the unconscious successfully, but it
was able to do this only because it had abandoned the conscious about 15
minutes earlier. Just as we learn about a phenomenon by studying its
boundary conditions, we learn about human experience by discovering
where it starts and stops. Indeed, it is hard to imagine how a science of
experience could talk about how and when things appear in conscious-
ness without also talking about how and when things do not.

The second objection is the complement of the first. If social psychol-
ogy is the science of both the experienced and the unexperienced, then
isn't it the science of everything? And with no one left in the yard, isn’t
the living room a bit too crowded? We do not think social psychology is
the science of everything. One may study vertebrates and invertebrates
and still not study jazz, Twinkies, or internal combustion. The biologist
who studies vertebrates and invertebrates is using the concept of skeleton
to parse and study the animal kingdom. Similarly, social psychologists
may ask questions about what is inside or outside of experience, how it
comes to be that way, and what effect it has—and they may do all this
without ever studying the effects of family size on academic underachieve-
ment. What gets ignored is the study of people as objects whose attributes
can be described, dassified, and used to predict behavior. Research on 1Q
is a nice example. Isn't it curious that social psychologists have generally
not been involved with research on a subject that clearly has both sodial
and psychological components? Not really, because modermn research on
intelligence generally considers people as objects that contain a specific
amount of some attribute (smarts), and then asks how they got that
amount (genes and environment) and how having that amount influ-
ences their behavior (test taking). This work is invaluable, but it does not
attract social psychologists because it does not speak to us about the ex-
perience of being the person who is bursting with brainpower or trying
unsuccessiully to complete just one good thought. It gives us no feel for
brighmess or dullness. In short, plenty of useful questions and answers
lie outside the psychology of human experience. Indeed; one of the things
we like best about our claim is that it explains why some things that are
nominally outside the field of social psychology seem as though they ought
to be in, and why some things that are nominally in seem as though they
should not be.

s momomt sbo oo oos eb e % oo g scdence of experience can have
indaries look suspiciously like the
>logy, we might still worry that all
‘her way of saying what was said

for a coguitive, rather than a be-
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haviorist, psychology. Isn't this just the cognitiv:
We think it is much more than that. The
achievement was that it inserted a C between
ates the link from stimulus to response. Of cc
study, and the cognitive revolutionaries justi
hard homework by arguing that knowledge o
us predict R from S. Cognitive psychology wou
ist psychology, the pitch went, because it woul
chology had wanted done, but it would do it

‘Which it did. But notice two things. First, C
that what happens inside the machine that ch
tant without ever investigating how it feels to
having a C between one’s S and one’s R is ju
system is a starfish or a pickle slicer as when i
velop a psychology of that which mediates the
ever.noticing that the mediator is awake and en
well-known cognitive models do just that, and
put soclal psychologists to sleep. Social psychol
us that we should be concerned with what h:
head; it teaches us that we should be concern
seem. Brain events and mind events have or la
felt or not felt—and their feltness is the hea
psychologists. :

The second thing to notice is this: if C isn’t E
all its glorious changes, the cognitive revolutio
behaviorist mission of studying psychology as
havior. Meet the new boss, same as the old bos
to predict behavior too—sometimes. And sox
social psychology has the understanding of oth
end, it does not need to justify that understa
utility as a predictor of action. Our colleaguce
perplexed by all our mentalistic chatter, and th
about all the messy mind stuff and brain stu
often does a perfectly fine job of predicting beh:
reason is that social psychology is not in the busi
will do so much as it is in the business of saying
ing. The equation predicts the motions of bodi
give us the view from inside, and thus we just
it.

‘We study experience because it is the thing
know, and for a while that made social psychc
to be. But as it happens, scientists in various all
in our direction. The consciousness train has p




