Lecture: Rod Watson
Sociology: Cognitivism and Psychologism
 

The lecture will critically consider some major historical strands of sociology and will consider the role that psychology has played in relation to the sociological argument in each case.  Often, the relation of sociology to psychology has often been cast in competitive terms, though the debate has usually ended up in a de jure or de facto complementarily or mutual reliance between the two.
 

That this has been so is largely attributable to the fact that in virtually every case the debate has been cast in terms of a series of related conceptual dualisms - 'individual - society', 'agency - structure', 'social - psychological', 'subjective - objective', 'micro - macro' and so on.
 

First some definitions, 'Cognitivism' typically comprises a representationalist conceptualization of mind, rooted in a Cartesian dualism that focalizes the mental processing, storage, etc., of information received from the external environment via the sense organs.  This  typically involves a mentalistic stance, where 'mentalism' is a position that human conduct is explicable by reference to the 'operation of people's minds'.   Psychologism is the position that social phenomena can be reduced to psychological terms.  Of course, these positions are closely related.  Nonetheless, they are conceptually distinct, even though classical sociologies have tended to conflate them.
 

The lecture will consider some of the major classical strands of sociology in relation to these three concepts.  Firstly, Durkheim’s will be considered in his argument against the psychological explanation of social facts.  It will be argued that Durkheim’s nonetheless relied upon psychological claims - a reliance that was later formalised by Giddens in his early work on suicide.
 

Similarly, Max Weber shored up some aspects of his analysis of world religions by resorting to psychology: an example will be taken from his analysis of the Protestant Ethic.
 

Norbert Elias is one of the few classical sociologists who criticizes both Durkheim and Weber for their resort to psychology at crucial points in their analyses.  As Wittgenstein did before him.  Elias shows how  the conceptual dualisms all presuppose the a cartesian 'inner - outer' distinction, the existence of a freestanding inner self - a 'black box' or homo clausus conception. He proposes a solution based on the plural 'homini aperti', people in gestalt - like figurations.  However, it is far from clear how his project would be pursued such that psychologism mentalism and/or cognitivism could be pursued.  This is because Elias stops short of the praxiological turn, which, as will be argued below, is a requisite for the abolition without residue of the 'inner - outer' distinction.
 

Another reason for classical sociologists' failure to secure the abolition without residue of the 'inner - outer' distinction and other conceptual oppositions inheres in the very instruments of sociological reasoning - what Garfinkel  calls 'technologies of social research' - that are being deployed.  These instruments are often the instruments of 'methodological irony', i.e. the setting up of a corrective attitude towards lay members' orientation and reasoning, often with recommended correctives: 'science' versus 'commonsense'.  These instruments are, for example, employed by Elias and, indeed, shared by Durkheim whom he criticizes.  The instruments of methodological irony typically preclude the focalizing of society-members’ own ways of understanding their world and of reasoning about that world.
 

Dorothy E.Smith wrote about the 'three tricks' of methodological irony and these will be outlined in the lecture.
 

Even some of the sociologies that have attempted to take the praxiological term have not succeeded in abolishing the conceptual dualisms above.  For instance, although G.H. Mead attempted to devise a conception of the 'self' as, essentially, social in nature (socially  bestowed, socially maintained, socially transformed)  he still based part of his approach on the ‘inner – outer’ distribution – hence his  notion of an 'inner conversation' in the individual.  The contemporary symbolic interactionist theorist Norbert Willey elaborates on Mead's notion and suggests an 'inner trialogue.  It is clear in both these cases that the 'inner-outer' distinction is relied upon rather than truly dissolved.  Thus a mentalistic element remains in these theoretical stances.
 

A further complication is the resort of many symbolic interactionists to the instruments of methodological irony, e.g. the characterization of commonsense reasoning and social interaction in terms of tropes (dramaturgical tropes, for instance - life no theatre) that violate the phenomenological integrity of the interaction.  Again, the dissolution of cognitivism can not begin from such an ironic stance.  Thus, even a praxiological turn is not guaranteed to abolish the dualisms upon which cognitivism and mentalism are based.
 

What kind of praxiological turn can, then, deliver us from cognitivism and mentalism.  It will be argued that a Wittgensteinian philosophical stance is required for this and that some strands of ethnomethodology apply that stance in sociological analysis.  A case study will be taken from the study of motives.  Motives will be taken not as 'inner events' but as part of the commonsense knowledge employed by persons-in-interaction in making shared sense of some deed or situation.  Here, motives are characterised by transparency rather than opacity; they are part and parcel of our knowledge-based sense-making practices.  Examples will be drawn from my study of police interrogations of murder suspects, and will show, for instance, how motive is established through the joint deployment in the interaction of person-categorizations and other relevant 'scenic features'.
 

MASTER CLASS

Required: VHS video player and screen

Title: Analysing the Visual Social Organization of Urban Public Space: Some Methodological Considerations, with Data Illustrations

The class will begin with a general statement of methodological position concerning the analysis of public space, contrasting methodologically–ironic approaches (Gottdiener’s approach, plus an example concerning the fear of crime in urban spaces) with the non-ironic stance of Ethnomethodology, (EM).  The crux of this concerns the alignment of the sociologist’s analysis and reasoning with the laic (naturally-theoretic) analysis and reasoning employed by ordinary parties to public space.  Ordinary activities will be the focus of this analysis e.g. locomotion in public space.

Public spaces in cities will be conceived of in terms of strictly local determinations of two intersecting orders – categorical and sequential orders:  These orders are an integral organizing part of the visibility arrangements of public spaces.

So far as local categorical order is concerned, public space can be conceived in terms of two dynamics – category – flow and category – articulation.  The cultural apparatus of membership categorization will be outlined its pertinence for the explication of the ordinary workings of urban public space will be pointed out: in particular, it will be shown how this apparatus can be employed by parties to public space to account for observed conduct – differences in pace of walking, etc.

The next naturally – accountable visible order is sequential ordering.  Public space will be shown, in part, to comprise flow-files – orderings of persons walking through public space in a serial format.  

It will be shown how on the basis of ethnographic observation categorical and sequential orders can be exploited, e.g. by particular categories of persons e.g. beggars, huskers, pickpockets, etc.  It will also be shown how categorial and sequential orders come together in a particular ‘Kaleidoscopic’ fashion in specific local circumstances, e.g. queues.  Moreover, video-data taken at the staircase in a London Underground station will be used to illustrate this mode of analysis.   Video-data of an ordinary event on the staircase of a London Underground station will be used to illustrate (necessarily sketchily, given time constraints) the power of the combined use of Categorial and sequential analysis.

Rod Watson.

