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In an early appraisal of American social psychology,
Albion Small (1916) traced the springs of that intellectual
enterprise to the Civil War, when people “whose thought-
world had been stirred to its depths by the war found them-
selves in 1865 star-gazing in social heavens that had never
looked so confused nor so mysterious” (p. 724). The war
had dispelled Americans’ naı̈ve beliefs that “a constitution
and laws enacted in the pursuance thereof would auto-
matically produce human welfare,” thus forcing recogni-
tion “that work was ahead to bring American conditions
into tolerable likeness of American ideals” (pp. 724–725).
Social psychology, according to Small, was born of those
social conditions, a maturation of intellectual conscious-
ness, including a growing independence from European
thought and, as his astronomical metaphor intimates, an
appreciation of the “social” as a phenomenon appropri-
ate to scientific study. Another early historical appraiser,
Fay Karpf (1932), wrote that only with these precondi-
tions “did an American intellectual self-conscientiousness
begin to assert itself in the fields directly of significance
for social psychology” (p. 213).

This wide-angled perspective on the history of social
psychology appreciates the multiple and diverse efforts
undertaken in at least a half a dozen disciplines to ren-
der rational, coherent explanations of social action and the
relations between the individual and society. It is a his-
tory that ultimately must attend to classic texts as varied in
their rendition of the social world as, for example, Edward
Ross’s Social Control (1901), William I. Thomas and Flo-
rian Znaniecki’s The Polish Peasant in Europe and Amer-
ica (1920), George Herbert Mead’s Mind, Self, and Society

(1934), and William James’s Principles of Psychology
(1890). With an even more comprehensive gaze, histo-
rians also need to register more recent “extracurricular”
social psychology, which includes texts as wide rang-
ing as Richard Sennet’s Fall of Public Man (1974/1976),
Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique (1963), and Lewis
Thomas’s Lives of a Cell (1974). On another plane, that of
discipline boundaries, historical accounting must measure
social psychology’s multiplicity: its nascent emergence
across the social sciences and its eventual blossoming
in sociology and psychology (Karpf, 1932; Loy, 1976).
This prospective inclusive history would consider, too,
the numerous blueprints for systematic theory, including
pragmatism, behaviorism, psychoanalysis, cognition, dis-
course, symbolic interaction, social learning, evolution,
phenomenology, dramaturgy, balance, and gestalt. In one
sense, this would yield a historical telling that reverber-
ates with setting the distinctly psychological terms of
modernity, principally the discipline’s detection and nam-
ing of what comes to be taken as the “psychological”
in the social life of Americans. In another sense, social
psychology’s story, broadly told, would contribute to
explicating late-20th-century America’s shift from belief
in a distinctly modern individual to a postmodern sub-
ject. This transition involves the scientific inscription of
multiple social selves, cybernetic loops between self and
other, and a reworking of psychology’s subject. Perhaps
it was in recognizing these civilian engagements of social
psychology—its contributions to defining psychological
personhood—that Gordon Allport (1985) revised his ini-
tial history of social psychology with the opening claim
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that “Social psychology is an ancient discipline. It is also
modern—ultramodern and exciting” (p. 1).

In recognizing the material and political influences on
the intellectual conceptions of the social and individual,
such historical understanding comprehends how “the his-
tory of social psychology is inseparable from much of
the political history of the twentieth century and from
argument about power, justice, freedom and obligation”
(R. Smith, 1997, p. 747). Social psychology’s evolution
must be understood, therefore, as plural, multisited, and
morally and politically inspired. Such a historical perspec-
tive situates social psychology as one, albeit crucial, proj-
ect to understand human nature through scientific method,
and ultimately, to apply that scientific knowledge to the
enhancement of human welfare.

Contrasted with this situated historical perspective is
a narrative accounting of social psychology that charts
the field’s rise and contributions on progressive terms
(G. W. Allport, 1954b; Jones, 1985). In this progressive
history crucial laboratory experiments are named to serve
as pivotal points in social psychology’s development as
scientific. Disregarded in these scientifically internalist
accounts are political and moral as well as disciplinary
conditions that compelled particular models of the indi-
vidual and the social. Similarly eschewed are empirical
projects initiated but abandoned, alternative models and
research practices, and challenges to the scientific status
quo. In preparing this chapter, we were at once pulled in
one direction by the need to trace fruition of these progres-
sive intellectual commitments within experimental work,
and tugged in another by the desire to generate an earnest
account of the sociopolitical dynamics and the vibrant
intellectual enterprises that yielded multiple, sometimes
controversial conceptions of social psychology. Without
giving the chapter over to one or the other historical nar-
rative, we seek to chart those culminating forces in social
psychology’s subject matter, its continuing struggles over
research methods, and its stronghold in the public imagi-
nation of twenty-first century American life. Factors influ-
encing social psychology’s emergence, development, and
paradigmatic commitments, considered in conjunction
with the social identity and demeanor of the social psy-
chologist, frame our review, as does social psychology’s
broader concern with the nature of what is taken as the
individual and the social.

The first section begins this charting of emergences in
a variety of proposals published in the final decade of the
19th century and the first decade of the 20th. Factors that
shaped the contours of social psychology, choices that
delimited ideal methods, the nature of what is taken as

social, and the demeanor of the social psychologist are
reviewed in the second section. In the third part, sev-
eral classic projects undertaken prior to and during World
War II are described: These cases illuminate the inter-
dependence of science, culture, and politics, charting the
postwar emergence of a society yearning to be under-
stood in psychological terms (Herman, 1995) and of a field
increasingly self-aware of its reflexive entanglements with
the very subjects it sought to study. The final two sections
describe social movements and intellectual endeavors
from the 1960s to the end of the 20th and into the 21st cen-
tury, highlighting cybernetic influences and wider Western
intellectual debates on the nature of knowledge as well as
more specific theories that ultimately served to transform
time and again social psychology’s subject.

SOCIAL HEAVENS AND THE NEW CENTURY

If the social confusions rent by the Civil War prompted
new observations of the “social heavens,” as Small conjec-
tured, then subsequent social changes certainly heightened
the sense that the “social” urgently needed to be observed,
understood, and even corrected or improved. Stirring the
social order, too, were heightened industrialization, urban-
ization, and immigration along with dramatic economic
swings during the final decades of the 19th century. In
heeding such enormous changes, “the role of knowledge
must be seen as potentially crucial, not only in bring-
ing about social change, but in defining identities appro-
priate to a changed reality” (Rosenberg, 1979, p. 443).
Social phenomena as wide-scale as economic trends and
international wars, along with those as minute as smiling
behaviors and marital relations, captured the attention of
political scientists, sociologists, economists, and psychol-
ogists alike. As researchers proceeded to generate novel
theories and elaborate prolegomena for research programs,
their energies were dedicated to locating the causes of
social processes and cataloging their variations.

One exemplary instance of the pressing need for a
social psychology, one that would account for “identi-
ties appropriate to a changed reality,” is seen in political
economy after the mid-19th century. By this time, substan-
tive changes in market actors defied the classic economic
model of autonomous agents along with its assumptions
that competitive self-interest structured commerce. After
the Civil War these economic premises faltered, no longer
sufficient to explain changes in manufacturing, labor, and
property ownership; these shifts were not explicable in
terms of economic man then understood as “The self-
governing individual, endowed with the natural faculties
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of rational will and productive labor, entitled to the natural
rights of property and popular sovereignty . . . ” (Sklansky,
2002, p. 3). Social psychological thinking offered notions
of a dynamic relation of self and society that highlighted
not self-interest and competition but a social self whose
interests were socially determined and motivated.

In America, the social scientific mission, while display-
ing a theoretical pluralism, nevertheless shared several
premises about society and individuals as social beings.
These projects drew upon new notions of human nature
inspired by evolutionary theory, studies of the unconscious,
and major reconceptualizations of the physical universe.
No longer was it assumed that human nature could be
understood using notions of the autonomous individual,
moral sentiments, rational cognitions, and the unilinear
causality of human action. In recognizing that human
nature was more complex than these classic notions sup-
posed, social scientists came to understand human action
as not inherently moral, rational, autonomous, or self-
conscious but rather socially interdependent, multicausal,
nonrational, and amoral (Haskell, 1977). Religion, moral-
ity, and philosophy consequently became inadequate for
explaining human nature; however, although human nature
was seen as complex, it was not deemed unknowable, and
the second premise of the new social scientific projects
entailed an unconditional belief that scientific method
alone could produce valid knowledge about the social
world. Finally, the discovery of the complex and partially
subterranean currents of human nature along with faith in
scientific rationality were, in the minds of most American
social scientists, inextricably intertwined with commit-
ments to social reform and human betterment (Leary,
1980; Morawski, 1982). For John Dewey (1900), then
newly elected president of the American Psychological
Association, the promise of a science of the laws of social
life was inseparable from social change. He wrote that
social psychology itself “is the recognition that the existing
order is determined neither by fate nor by chance, but is
based on law and order, on a system of existing stimuli
and modes of reaction, through knowledge of which we
can modify the practical outcome” (p. 313). For William
McDougall (1908) social psychology would produce the
“moralisation of the individual” out of the “creature in
which the non-moral and purely egoistic tendencies are so
much stronger than any altruistic tendencies” (p. 18). Two
decades later, Knight Dunlap (1928) essentially identified
the field with social remediation, calling social psychology
“but a propadeutic to the real subject of ameliorating social
problems through scientific social control” (p. xx).

American social science, including what was to take
form as social psychology, stepped onto a platform built

of a sturdy scientific rationality and a curiously optimistic
anticipation of scientifically guided social control. As
J. W. Sprowls reflected in 1930:

American politics, philanthropy, industry, jurisprudence, edu-
cation, and religion have demanded a science of control and
prediction of human behavior, not required by similar but less
dynamic institutional counterparts in other countries. (p. 380)

The new understandings of human nature as complex,
amoral, and not entirely rational, however, could have
yielded other intellectual renderings. Many European
scholars constructed quite different theories, self-
consciously reflecting upon the complexities of the
unconscious and the implications of nonlinear causality
and refusing to set aside two challenging but fundamental
manifestations of human sociality: language and culture.
They directed their science of social phenomena toward
the aims of historical and phenomenological understand-
ing, notably toward hermeneutics and psychoanalysis
(Bauman, 1978; Steele, 1982).

By contrast, purchased on a stand of positivist science
and optimistic reformism, American intellectuals con-
fronted the apparent paradox of championing the rational-
ity of progressive democratic society while at the same
time asserting the irrationality of human action (see Soffer,
1980). These scientists consequently faced an associated
paradox of deploying rational scientific procedures to
assay the irrationality of human conduct. Despite these
paradoxes, or maybe because of them, American social
psychologists engineered their examinations of the micro-
dynamics of social thought and action by simultaneously
inventing, discovering, and reproducing social life in
methodically regulated research settings. The paradoxes
were overwritten by a model of reality consisting of three
assertions: the unquestionable veracity of the scientific
(experimental) method, the fundamental lawfulness of
human nature, and the essential psychological base of
human social life.

The early psychological perspectives on the social
dynamics of human nature were neither universally nor
consistently tied to these three premises about human
nature, and for that reason many of these bold pilot ven-
tures are omitted from conventional textbook histories of
psychology’s social psychology. Given that the individual
was a central analytic category in their discipline, psy-
chologists were drawn toward understanding the nature
of the social in terms of its fundamental relations to
the individual. By the turn of the century, they began
to generate a variety of theoretical perspectives, alterna-
tively defining the social dimensions of the individual as
mental functions, consciousness, evolutionary products (or
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by-products), human faculties, or historically emergent
properties. Some scholars broadly applied notions of
sociality to the emerging profession of psychology itself,
raising sober questions about the operation of gender,
class, and race not only in regard to the seemingly boom-
ing social world but also as these social dimensions shaped
the profession’s commitments and very structure. A sam-
pling of these psychological conceptions advanced around
the turn of the century illustrates the remarkable varieties
of intellectual options available for developing a psycho-
logical social psychology.

The Social as Dynamic and Moral:
James and Baldwin

For William James, whose 1890 landmark introductory
psychology textbook, The Principles of Psychology, offers
provocative treatises on the social, humans are intrinsi-
cally gregarious. This fundamental sociality includes “an
innate propensity to get ourselves noticed, and noticed
favorable by our kind” (James, 1890, I, p. 293). Although
evolutionary theorists already had postulated a biological
basis of sociality in terms of selection and survival, James
interjected a radical addendum into that postulate. While
he, too, defined the social self as a functional property,
his social was not a singular self but rather plural selves:
“Properly speaking, a man has as many social selves as
there are individuals who recognize him and carry an
image of him in their mind” (p. 294). When he added that
“To wound any one of these images is to wound him,” plu-
rality became the essence of the individual. James claimed,
for instance, that the personal acquaintances of an individ-
ual necessarily result in

. . . a division of the man into several selves; and this may
be a discordant splitting, as where one is afraid to let one
set of his acquaintances know him as he is elsewhere; or it
may be a perfectly harmonious division of labor, as where
one tender to his children is stern to the soldiers or prisoners
under his command. (p. 294)

James’s social self is complex, fragile, interdependent,
and diachronic: The social self is “a Thought, at each
moment different from that of the last moment, but appro-
priative of the latter, together with all that the latter called
its own” (p. 401). The social self constitutes an object that
is not readily accessible to scrutiny using scientific meth-
ods or explicable in simple deterministic laws of action.

James’s mercurial, complex social psychological actor
bears striking similarities to James Mark Baldwin’s (1897)
social individual rendered just 7 years later in Social and
Ethical Interpretations in Mental Development: A Study

in Social Psychology. Baldwin asserted the fundamental
nature of the individual and posited that psychological phe-
nomena could be explained only in relation to the social.
In other words, the individual self can take shape only
because of and within a social world. Baldwin’s concep-
tualized “self” at once has agency to act in the world as
well as being an object of that world. Delineating a “dialec-
tic of personal growth” (p. 11), wherein the self develops
through a response to or imitation of other persons, Bald-
win challenged late-19th-century notions of an authentic
or unified self and proposed, instead, that:

A man is a social outcome rather than a social unit. He is
always in his greatest part, also someone else. Social acts of
his—that is, acts which may not prove anti-social—are his
because they are society’s first; otherwise he would not have
learned them nor have had any tendency to do them. (p. 91)

Baldwin’s self was more deeply rooted in society than
was James’s; yet, they shared an overriding distrust of
society and consequently created a central place for ethics
in their social psychologies. And, like James, Baldwin was
a methodological pluralist, insisting that social psychology
demanded multiple methods: historical and anthropologi-
cal, sociological and statistical, and genetic (psychological
and biological). Baldwin ultimately held that individual
psychology is, in fact, social psychology because the indi-
vidual is a social product and could be understood only
by investigating every aspect of society, from institutions
to ethical doctrines. It is in this broader conception of
the individual as a fundamentally social being that Bald-
win differs most strikingly from James: His model directly
suggested psychology’s social utility through its enhanced
knowledge of the individual in society, and in this sense
he shared closer kinship with John Dewey in the latter’s
call for a practical social psychology (Collier, Minton, &
Reynolds, 1991). However, in a gesture more 19th century
than 20th, Baldwin placed his intellectual faith in human
change not in psychology’s discovery of techniques of
social regulation but rather in a Darwinian vision of the
evolution of ethics.

Both James and Baldwin’s conceptualizations of the
social as dynamic acknowledge the import of historical
understandings of the social—of sociality as a dynamic
process. Others, notably several founders of modern
scientific psychology, shared the idea that empirical
social psychology, then, necessarily must include histori-
cal inquiry. Wilhelm Wundt argued that one central strand
of psychology be dedicated to volkerpsychologie, or folk
psychology, which would deploy historical methods to
locate, amass, record, and assess artifacts of social and
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cultural life (Kroger & Scheibe, 1990). G. Stanley Hall’s
tripartite model of scientific psychology consists of com-
parative, experimental, and historical perspectives; the
historical approach would be responsible for registering
the lives of all “finished systems” including experimental
psychology (D. E. Leary, 2009). These historically based
prolegomena would be eclipsed with psychology’s even-
tual, primary focus on experimental techniques.

Scientific Specificity and the Social

James’s and Baldwin’s theories of the social self were
embedded in their respective programmatic statements for
psychology more generally. Other psychologists prepared
more modest treatises on the social self. Among the stud-
ies contained in psychology journals of the last decade of
the 19th century are various studies depicting social psy-
chology as anthropological–historical, as evolutionary and
mechanistic, and as experimental science. For instance,
Quantz (1898) undertook a study of humans’ relations to
trees, describing dozens of myths and cultural practices
to demonstrate the virtues of a social evolutionary expla-
nation of customs, beliefs, and the individual psyche.
Using historical and anthropological records, he theorized
that humans evolved to use reason except under certain
social circumstances, where we regress to lower evolu-
tionary status. Such historical researches were held to in-
form human conduct; for instance, understanding how
social evolution is recapitulated in individual development
leads us to see how “an education which crowds out such
feelings, or allows them to atrophy from disuse, is to be
seriously questioned” (p. 500). In contrast to Quantz’s
descriptive, historical approach but in agreement with
his evolutionary perspective, Sheldon (1897) reported a
study of the social activities of children using methods of
quantification and standardization to label types of peo-
ple (boys and girls, different social classes) and forms of
sociality (altruism, gang behavior). Incorporating both a
mechanistic model of control and evolutionary ideas about
social phenomena (sociality), Sheldon detected the risks of
social–psychological regression to less evolved forms and,
consequently, strongly advocated scientifically guided
social regulation of human conduct. Soon after, Triplett’s
(1897–1898) study of competition bore no obvious evo-
lutionary theorizing (or any other theory) but advanced an
even stronger mechanistic model and scientific methodol-
ogy. With its precise control, manipulation, and measure-
ment of social variables, Triplett’s experiment compared a
subject’s performance winding a fishing reel when under-
taking the task alone or in competition with others. His

experimental report offers no theoretical appreciation of
the concepts of “social” or the relation of the individual to
society; instead, what is social is simply operationalized as
the residual effect when all other components of an action
are factored out. Triplett baldly concluded, “From the
above facts regarding the laboratory races we infer that the
bodily presence of another contestant participating simul-
taneously in the race serves to liberate latent energy not
ordinarily available” (p. 533). Here, the social has no
unique properties, appears to abide by determinist laws,
and requires no special investigative methods or theories.

The research projects of Quantz, Sheldon, and Triplett
along with the theoretical visions of James and Baldwin
serve not to register some distinct originating moment in
psychology’s social psychology but rather to exemplify
the diversity of theories and methodologies available as
the 20th century commenced. Evolution, ethics, history,
and mechanics supplied viable theoretical bases for social
psychology, and historical, observational, and experimen-
tal techniques likewise furnished plausible methods of
inquiry. These promising foundations of a discipline were
engaged in the investigation of varied social phenomena,
but these protosocial psychologists were especially atten-
tive to two objects: the crowd or “mob” mind and “sugges-
tion,” a hypothesized property that purportedly accounted
for considerable social behaviors.

A decade later, the field had garnered enough schol-
arly interest to become the subject of two textbooks.
William McDougall’s Introduction to Social Psychology
(1908) engaged Darwinian theory to propose the idea of
the evolution of social forms and, more specifically, the
construct of instincts or innate predispositions. According
to McDougall, instincts—“the springs of human action”
(p. 3)—consist of cognitive, emotional, and behavioral
components that have evolved to constitute the funda-
mental dynamics of social behaviors and interactions. The
same year, Edward A. Ross’s Social Psychology (1908),
taking a more sociological orientation, proffered an inter-
pretation of society as an aggregate of individual social
actions. Ross called his combination of sociological and
psychological precepts a “psycho-sociology.”

Numerous accounts record 1908, the year of the text-
books, as the origin of the discipline. In fact, the first 2
decades of the 20th century witnessed a proliferation of
studies, theories, and pronouncements on the field. Some
historians consequently labeled this interval of social
psychological work as the age of schools and theories;
they list among the new theory perspectives those of
instinct, imitation, neo-Hegelian or Chicago, psychoana-
lytic, behaviorist, and gestalt (Faris, 1937; Frumkin, 1958;
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Woodard, 1945). Others have depicted the era as con-
flictual, fraught with major controversies and theoretical
problems (Britt, 1937a, 1937b; Deutsch & Krauss, 1965;
Faris, 1937; Woodard, 1945). As one historical commen-
tator remarked, “It was around 1911 or 1912 that things
really began to happen. The second decade of the cen-
tury witnessed all kinds of ferment” (Faris, 1937, p. 155).
George Herbert Mead’s inventive theory of the social self
and Charles Horton Cooley’s conceptualization of groups
mark the ingenuity circulating throughout this ferment
(Karpf, 1932; Meltzer, 1959; Scheibe, 1985).

For many, eventual resolution of these varied perspec-
tives materialized with a metatheoretical conviction that
social psychology was essentially reductive to psychol-
ogy. In the words of one commentator, there emerged
“a settled conviction that patterns as matters of individ-
ual acquisition will explain all psychological phenom-
ena, social and individual. As investigation proceeds, the
once widely accepted notion that individual psychology
is one thing, and social psychology another, has found a
place in the scrapheap of exploded psychological pre-
suppositions” (Sprowls, 1930, p. 381). Along with the
benefits of a largely established niche within universi-
ties and colleges, the discipline of psychology afforded
would-be researchers of social life a set of scientific prac-
tices that positioned them at the forefront of the social
science’s search for objective methods and purportedly
value-free discourse (D. Ross, 1979).

Critical Interrogations of the “Social”

The rapidly expanding social sciences, including psy-
chology, afforded new educational opportunities for
previously excluded groups, namely white women (Ro-
senberg, 1982) and, less frequently, racial minorities
(Guthrie, 1976). The professional careers of these newly
admitted researchers were complicated ones: while promi-
nent figures like G. Stanley Hall and John Dewey supported
their training, these leaders were not always successful or
even thoroughly committed to promoting the newcom-
ers’ professional advancement (Cott, 1987; Rosenberg,
1982; Scarborough & Furumoto, 1987; Shields, 1982).
There is now considerable evidence of the exclusion
and marginalization of women during the foundational
developments of the science (Furumoto, 1988; Pettit,
2008; Scarborough & Furumoto, 1987; Shields, 1982)
and African Americans (Guthrie, 1976; Richards, 1997).
Attending this professional marginalization (and perhaps
sustaining such exclusionary practices) were ongoing
scientific studies of gender and race differences, studies

that suggested lesser psychological abilities in women
and persons of color (Guthrie, 1976; Morawski, 1985;
Richards, 1997; Shields, 1982, 2007). Given these condi-
tions of work and social status, it is perhaps not surprising
that some of these marginalized researchers turned toward
examining the social conditions surrounding dominant
views of race and gender. Mary Whiton Calkins, who
completed the requirements of the PhD at Harvard but
who was never granted the degree owing to her gender,
responded to studies of female inferiority by undertaking
empirical work that demonstrated not differences but
similarities between the sexes. Calkins would suggest, too,
that these similarities and differences were often socially
produced. For Amy Tanner, who had to craft a scientific
life at the margins of the academy, professional exclusion
provided a standpoint from which she ultimately could
work to “translate her subjective experience into insights
about the mental and social worlds” (Pettit, 2008, p. 146).
Michael Pettit’s biography of Tanner at once documents
the period’s gender exclusions and also illuminates the
realms of psychological experience that were unobservable
(and unacknowledged) within orthodox psychology with
its growing dependency on quantitative and laboratory
techniques. Yet another example is found in the work of
Horace Mann Bond, whose racial status severely limited
employment opportunities and professional advancement.
Bond moved to uncover the social values undergirding
empirical race difference research, values sustained in
the very “objective” scientific practices themselves.
He combined innovative methodological approaches
with the rhetoric of satire to draft a list of scientific
“rules” that was to be followed by purportedly objective
researchers in order to guarantee the continued production
of research demonstrating Negro inferiorities (Jackson,
2004; Morawski, 2005).

A SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY TO SERVE
PSYCHOLOGY AND SOCIETY

In the years surrounding World War I and the more
prosperous 1920s, many of these innovative ideas about
social psychology did, in fact, end up in a scrap heap,
replaced by the belief that psychology provided an appro-
priate and rich home for social psychology. Psychology
offered tantalizing research methods—objective methods.
More important, psychology manifested a conviction that
through this scientific perspective, mental life could be
explained as deterministic and lawful (O’Donnell, 1979).
By this time, psychology was relatively well established
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as a professional discipline with a progressive scientific
association, journals, textbooks, and independent depart-
ments in many colleges and universities (Camfield, 1969;
Fay, 1939; O’Donnell, 1985). Professional security, how-
ever, was just one resource that psychology offered social
psychological inquiry. Figuring more prominently among
its investigative resources was psychology’s overarching
conception of the individual and the potential utility of
scientific knowledge.

By the 1920s, the discipline of psychology had gener-
ated a program for interrogating human nature that cou-
pled the late-19th-century recognition that humans were
at once more complex and less rational than previously
was believed with a growing sense that both individu-
als and society needed scientific guidance. Moral senti-
ments, character, individual autonomy, and self-reliance
now seemed inadequate for the social scientific task of
understanding the dynamics, complexity, and interdepen-
dence of human thought and actions (Haskell, 1977;
D. Ross, 1979). American psychologists were proposing
something distinctly more modern about mental life: The
functionalist idea of individual adaptations to a continually
changing environment, an idea nurtured by evolutionary
theory, promised a coherent model for penetrating beyond
proximate causes, perceiving dynamic action rather than
static structures, and observing complex connectedness
rather than unilinear causation. In turn, this functionalist
viewpoint opened a conceptual place for behaviorism with
its hypothesized mechanisms for explaining microscopic
processes of adaptation within the individual. Using a dou-
ble discourse of the natural and the mechanistic (Seltzer,
1992), psychology afforded a rich, if sometimes contra-
dictory, conception of the individual as at once a natural
organism produced through evolution and as operating
under mechanistic principles. This “mechanical man” of
behaviorism (Buckley, 1989) was promising both as an
object of scientific scrutiny and as a target of social con-
trol despite the fact that it seemed at odds with the white
middle-class sense of psychological complexity: Ameri-
cans were envisioning self as personality realized through
presentation of self, consumption, fulfillment, confidence,
sex appeal, and popularity (Lears, 1983; Morawski, 1997;
Susman, 1985). The popularization of psychoanalysis pro-
moted understandings of the self as deep, dynamic, and
nonrational and, consequently, heightened anxieties about
managing this self (Pfister, 1997).

The apparent tensions between deterministic notions of
mental life and a dynamic if anxious conception of often
irrational human tendencies, however, proved productive
for the social and political thinking in the first three

decades of the century. The Progressive Era, spanning
1900 to 1917, yielded a series of social reforms marked
by firm beliefs in the possibility of efficient and orderly
progress and equality—in social betterment (Gould, 1974;
Wiebe, 1967) and the centrality of scientific guidance
of social and political life (Furner, 1975; Haber, 1964;
Wiebe, 1967). Although World War I caused considerable
disillusionment about the possibility of rational human
conduct, it also provided concrete evidence of both the
efficacy and need for scientific expertise to design social
controls—to undertake “social engineering” (Graebner,
1980; Kaplan, 1956; Tobey, 1971). Even the acrimonious
social commentator Floyd Dell (1926) lauded the new
scientific professionals who “undertake therapeutically
the tasks of bringing harmony, order and happiness into
inharmonious, disorderly and futile lives” (p. 248). Psy-
chologists’ active involvement in the war effort, largely
through construction and administration of intelligence
tests, demonstrated their utility just as it provided them
with professional contacts for undertaking postwar
projects (Camfield, 1969; Napoli, 1975; Samelson, 1985;
Sokal, 1981). It was in this spirit that John Dewey (1922),
an early proponent of psychological social psychology,
announced that ensuring democracy and social relations
depended on the growth of a “scientific social psychol-
ogy” (p. 323). Likewise, Floyd Allport (1924) devoted a
major part of his famous textbook, Social Psychology, to
“social control,” which he believed essential for the “basic
requirements for a truly democratic social order” (p. 415).
Knight Dunlap (1928) pronounced that social psychology
was “but a propadeutic to the real subject” of ameliorat-
ing social problems through techniques of control, and
Joseph Jastrow (1928), another psychologist interested
in social psychology, urged psychologists studying the
social to join “the small remnant of creative and progres-
sive thinkers who can see even this bewildering world
soundly and see it whole. Such is part of the psycholo-
gist’s responsibility” (p. 436). Social psychology, then,
would examine precisely those dimensions of human
life that were critical to matters of social control and,
if investigated at the level of individual actors, would
prescribe circumscribed remedies for pressing social
problems.

What distinguished the emerging social psychology
from earlier propositions was a set of assumptions mate-
rializing within scientific psychology more generally: a
belief in the irrational, amoral bases of human nature;
a mechanistic, reductionist model of human thought and
behavior; the scientific aspirations to prediction and con-
trol; and a firm conviction that the resultant scientific
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knowledge would provide an ameliorative guide to social
practice. Reductionist and mechanistic models concep-
tualized social phenomena as events at the level of the
individual, while the associated scientific aspirations to
prediction and control prescribed the use of experimen-
tal methods of inquiry. Notably absent from this umbrella
program were construals of moral agency, dynamic self-
hood, culture, and the dialectic relations between the indi-
vidual and society that were theorized just a short time
earlier.

This rising social psychology, however, harbored sev-
eral complications and paradoxes. First, psychologists,
including the newly self-defined social psychologists, rec-
ognized a dilemma of their own complicity: They too
inhabit a social world and sometimes act in irrational,
emotional ways, but scientific expertise demanded some-
thing different, primarily rationality and emotional de-
tachment (Morawski, 1986a, 1986b). Second, the idea of
having superior understandings of the social world and the
specific knowledge of what constitutes optimal social rela-
tions and institutions are unequivocally evaluative claims;
yet these claims stood alongside an earnest belief that
science is value free, disinterested, and objective. Twin-
ning these latter two incompatible commitments yielded
a conflict between utopian or Baconian morality, where
science serves as an instrument of human improvement,
and a Newtonian morality, where science serves the
rational pursuit of true understandings of nature (Leary,
1980; Toulmin, 1975; Toulmin & Leary, 1985). Third,
the commitment to rigorous, predictive science demanded
that discrete variables be investigated under assiduously
controlled conditions (typically in the laboratory). Iron-
ically, these experimental conditions actually produced
new social phenomena (Suls & Rosnow, 1988), and “The
search for precise knowledge created a new subject mat-
ter isolated from the wider society; but the justification for
the whole research was supposedly its value to this wider
world” (R. Smith, 1997, pp. 769–770). Experimental
social psychology, explaining social phenomena in terms
of the individual, was soon to dominate the field but
did not entirely escape these three tensions; they would
continue to surface intermittently. While triumphant, the
experimental psychological program for social psychology
was not without its critics, some of whom would propose
alternative scientific models (Stam, 2006).

WORK DURING THE INTERWAR YEARS

Evolutionary notions of social instinct and mechanical
notions of radical behaviorism were entertained by social

psychologists and the laity alike through the 1920s, albeit
with considerable disagreement about their appropriate-
ness. By World War II, social psychology comprised a
productive research program that in relatively little time
had yielded credible models of how individuals interact
with others or function in the social world. Appropriating
the behaviorist worldview that was rapidly ascending in
psychology, Floyd Allport defined social psychology as

the science which studies the behavior of the individual in so
far as his behavior stimulates other individuals, or is itself a
reaction to their behavior; and which describes the conscious-
ness of the individual in so far as it is a consciousness of
social objects and social relations. (1924, p. 12).

Many scholars have deemed Allport’s Social Psychol-
ogy foundational for an experimental social psychology
that emphatically took the individual to be the site of
social phenomena. (For an account of the discipline’s ori-
gin myths, including Allport’s work, see Samelson, 1974,
2000.) This “asocial” social psychology followed its par-
ent, psychology, in its ever-growing fascination with
experimentation and statistical techniques of investigation
(Danziger, 1990; Hornstein, 1988; Winston, 1990; Win-
ston & Blais, 1996), increasing considerably after World
War II (Stam, Radtke, & Lubek, 2000). Allport’s text was
largely one of boundary charting for the researchers who
explored the new field. However, it also is important to see
that during the interwar period Allport’s introduction com-
prised but one scientific stream in “a set of rivulets, some
of them stagnating, dammed up, or evaporating . . . and
others swept up in the larger stream originating elsewhere,
if still maintaining a more or less distinctive coloration”
(Samelson, 2000, p. 505).

Progressive Science

One of these rivulets flowed from the Progressive Era
desiderata that social scientific experts devise scientific
techniques of social control and took more precise form
through the rubric of the individual’s “personal adjust-
ment” to the social world (Napoli, 1975). Linking social
psychology to the emerging field of personality (Baren-
baum, 2000) on the one hand, and to industrial psychology
with its attendant commercial ventures on the other, the
idea of personal adjustment undergirds substantial research
on attitudes, opinions, and the relations between individual
personality and social behavior. Employing the first scale
to measure masculinity and femininity, a scale that became
the prototype for many such tests, for instance, Terman
and Miles (1936) were able to observe the relations
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between an individual’s psychological sex identification
and problems in their social functioning such as marital
discord (Morawski, 1994). Another example of such
adjustment research is seen in what has come to be called
the “Hawthorne experiment” (purportedly the first objec-
tive social psychology experiment in the “real world”),
which investigated not individual personality but the indi-
vidual’s adjustment within groups to changes in workplace
conditions. The experiment is the source of the eponymous
Hawthorne effect, the reported finding that “the workers’
attitude toward their job and the special attention they
received from the researchers and supervisors was as
important as the actual changes in conditions themselves,
if not more so” (Collier et al., 1991, p. 139). Archival
examination of the Hawthorne experiments indicates a
rather different history: These “objective” experiments
actually entailed prior knowledge of the effects of varying
workplace conditions, suppression of problematic and con-
tradictory data, and class-based presumptions about work-
ers, especially female employees, as less rational and
subject to “unconscious” reactions (Bramel & Friend,
1981; Gillespie, 1985, 1988). Such unreported psycho-
logical dynamics of the experimental situation, dynamics
later to be called “artifacts” (Suls & Rosnow, 1988), went
undocumented in these and other experimental ventures
despite the fact that some psychologists were describing
them as methodological problems (Rosenzweig, 1933;
Rudmin, Trimpop, Kryl, & Boski, 1987).

In 1936, Muzafer Sherif extended social psychol-
ogy to psychologists themselves, who, he suggested, are
“no exception to the rule about the impress of cultural
forces.” Sherif admonished social psychologists for such
disregard—for their “lack of perspective”—arguing that
“Whenever they study human nature, or make compar-
isons between different groups of people, without first
subjecting their own norms to critical revision in order
to gain the necessary perspective, they force the abso-
lutism of their subjectivity or their community-centrism
upon all the facts, even those laboriously achieved through
experiment” (M. Sherif, 1936, p. 9).

Making and Finding Social Relevance

Another stream of research entailed the study of “atti-
tudes,” which Gordon Allport (1935) called “the most
distinctive and indispensable concept in American social
psychology” (p. 798). Scientific study of attitudes shared
kinship with Progressive ideals to scientifically assess
beliefs and opinions of the populace and ultimately was
to have political and commercial uses, especially in

advertising and marketing (J. Lears, 1992). It is through
controlled, quantitative attitude studies that social psychol-
ogists significantly refined their experimental techniques
of control and numeric exactitude, notably through devel-
opment of sampling techniques, psychometric scales,
questionnaire formats, and technical approaches to assess-
ing reliability and validity (Katz, 1988). In his review of
social psychology, L. L. Bernard (1932) wrote, “Scale
and test making is almost a science in itself utilized by
social psychologists in common with the educationists
[sic], the industrial and business management people, and
in fact by most of the vocational interests in the United
States” (p. 279). Bernard detected the wide-scale market
value of these psychological technologies, especially their
compatibility with and rising ethos of quantification:

There is a strong tendency in this country to find a method of
measuring all forms of behavior and nothing is regarded as
a demonstrated fact in social psychology or elsewhere until
it has been measured or counted and classified. (p. 279)

In the 1930s, social psychology’s original aim of aiding
social welfare, albeit muted by intensive efforts to realize
the challenging goal of experimentation on social pro-
cesses, became more pronounced. Throughout the remain-
der of the 20th century, social psychology would exhibit
similar swings back and forth between worldly or political
aspirations and scientific ones (Apfelbaum, 1986, p. 10). A
swing was indeed occurring in this decade: Psychologist-
turned-journalist Grace Adams (1934) chided psycholo-
gists for their failure to predict the stock market crash of
1929 culminating in worldwide depression, but soon after
social psychologists persevered in probing the depres-
sion’s complex social effects. The commitment to inves-
tigations that more or less directly serve social betterment
grew wider in the 1930s and 1940s. However visible these
reformist efforts, historians disagree about the political
philosophy underlying the research: Whereas some schol-
ars assume the philosophical basis was simply objective
science applied to nonlaboratory conditions, others see a
more engaged politics, including a benignly democratic,
elitist “democratic social engineering” or “New Deal” lib-
eralism (Graebner, 1980; Richards, 1996; van Elteren,
1993). The political atmosphere certainly included a sense
of professional survival as evidenced by psychologists’
mobilization to create an organization devoted to studying
social problems: the Society for the Psychological Study
of Social Issues (Finison, 1976, 1986; Napoli, 1975).

One important methodological innovation for assessing
the social atmosphere and aiding social welfare policies is
found in the design and deployment of large, quantitative
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surveys of public opinion. Although not the prerogative
of social psychologists alone, social psychologists both
contributed to the design of survey techniques and signif-
icantly benefited from them. Surveys actually engaged the
public, providing a source for individual self-rumination
and a new understanding of the public: by so delineating
a “mass public,” survey research “also shaped the selves
who would inhabit it, affecting everything from beliefs
about morality and the individual to visions of democracy
and the nation” (Igo, 2007, p. 282).

Aggression was a prime social problem identified in the
1930s, and the researchers who formulated what was to
become a dominant view in aggression research, the frus-
tration aggression hypothesis, retrospectively produced a
list of events that precipitated the research. In addition
to the depression, the list included the Spanish Civil
War, racism and the caste system of the American South,
anti-Semitism in Germany, and labor unrest and strikes.
Combining the odd bedfellows of behavior theory and
Freudian psychoanalysis, a group of Yale University psy-
chologists hypothesized “that the occurrence of aggressive
behavior always presupposes the existence of frustration
and, contrariwise, that the existence of frustration always
leads to some form of aggression” (Dollard, Doob, Miller,
Mowrer, & Sears, 1939). Extended to studies of concrete
situations—frustrated laboratory rats, poor southerners,
unemployed husbands, and adolescents—the frustration–
aggression hypothesis constituted a truly socially relevant
social psychology. The hypothesis pressed a view of the
social individual as not always aware of his or her actions,
as motivated by factors about which he or she was not
fully conscious.

Political and professional affairs inspired social psy-
chologists to engage more directly in social-action-related
research; also influencing such research was the forma-
tion of a more ethnically diverse research community,
including Jewish émigrés who had fled Germany and
whose backgrounds entailed dramatically different per-
sonal experiences and intellectual beliefs. Franz Samelson
(1978) has suggested that these new ethnic dimensions,
including researchers more likely sensitized to prejudice,
were influential in shaping research on racial prejudice,
discrimination, and stereotypes and the consequential
move away from American psychology’s biologically
based notion of race difference. In the case of Kurt Lewin,
heralded by many as the most important social psychol-
ogist of the century, his own experiences, coupled with
the influence of European socialism, shaped his studies
of labor conditions that considered foremost the perspec-
tive of the workers and attended to the broader context

in which events, including labor, transpire (van Elteren,
1993). The influence of émigré social psychologists is evi-
dent in the scientific investigations of the psychology of
fascism and anti-Semitism; most notable of this socially
responsive work is the authoritarian personality theory
(Samelson, 1985), discussed more in a later section.

Some streams of intellectual activity, to extend Samel-
son’s metaphor of the field’s watercourse, eventually
evaporate or are dammed. Despite economic scarcity or
perhaps because of it, the 1930s proved a fertile period
of innovations, although most of these noncanonical ideas
did not survive long. Katherine Pandora (1997) has recov-
ered and documented one such innovative gesture in the
interwar work of Garner Murphy, Lois Barclay Murphy,
and Gordon Allport, through which they “rejected the
image of the laboratory as an ivory tower, contested the
canons of objectivity that characterized current research
practice, and argued against reducing nature and the social
worlds to the lowest possible terms” (p. 3). They also
questioned the prevailing conceptions of democracy and
the moral implications of social scientific experts’ interest
in adjusting individuals to their social environment. These
psychologists’ differences with the status quo were sharp,
as witnessed by Gordon Allport’s claim that

To a large degree our division of labor is forced, not free;
young people leaving our schools for a career of unem-
ployment become victims of arrested emotional intellectual
development; our civil liberties fall short of our expressed
ideal. Only the extension of democracy to those fields
where democracy is not at present fully practiced—to indus-
try, education and administration, and to race relations for
examples—can make possible the realization of infinitely
varied purposes and the exercise of infinitely varied talents.

—Allport, quoted in Pandora, 1997, p. 1

His stance on the relation of the individual to society,
and on the state of society, stands in stark contrast to the
elitist models of social control, personal adjustment, and
democratic social engineering that inhered in most social
psychology. Their dismissal of the dominant meaning of
the two central terms of social psychology, the individ-
ual and social, as well as their critiques of conventional
laboratory methods, enabled them to propose what Pan-
dora calls experiential modernism: the historically guided
“search for scientific forms of knowing that would unset-
tle conventional ways of thinking without simultaneously
divorcing reason from feeling, and thus from the realm of
moral sentiments” (Pandora, 1997, p. 15).

Another attempt to alter mainstream social psychology
is found in Kurt Lewin’s endeavors to replace the disci-
pline’s individualist orientation with the study of groups
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qua groups, to apply gestalt principles instead of thinking
in terms of discrete variables and linear causality, and
to deploy experiments inductively (to illustrate a phe-
nomenon) rather than to use them deductively (to test
hypotheses) (Danziger, 1992, 2000). Other, now largely
forgotten innovations include J. F. Brown’s (1936) pro-
posal for a more economically based and Lewinian social
psychology (Minton, 1984) and Gustav Icheiser’s phe-
nomenological theories along with his social psychology
of the psychology experiment (Bayer & Strickland, 1990;
Rudmin et al., 1987). By the time of the United States’
entrance into World War II in 1941, social psychology
had acquired both a nutrient-rich professional niche within
psychology and a set of objective techniques for prob-
ing individuals’ thoughts and actions when interacting
with other individuals. While social psychology’s ability
to generate scientific knowledge still was regarded suspi-
ciously by some psychologists, social psychologists never-
theless became actively involved in war-related research.
They confidently took the helm of government-sponsored
studies of propaganda, labor, civilian morale, the effects
of strategic bombing, and attitudes. The war work proved
to have so strengthened social psychologists’ solidarity
that one participant claimed, “The Second World War
has brought maturity to social psychology” (Cartwright,
quoted in Capshew, 1999, p. 127). After the war, psycho-
logical experts were challenged to generate both relevant
and convincingly objective research and form alliances
with those in positions of power (Harris & Nicholson,
1998). However promising to the field’s future, that orga-
nizational gain was achieved at the cost of damming up
some of the field’s investigative channels, narrowing fur-
ther the acceptable options for theory and methods alike.
This scientific service experience also permeated the core
conceptions of human kinds, and during the postwar years
the conception of the individual–social world relation
would evolve significantly from the Progressive and inter-
war scenario of more or less mechanical actors needing
adjustment to efforts to refine the machinery of society.

Configuring the Individual and the Social

Historians concur that social psychology evolved toward
an individual-centered model. Whether this certain and
nearly hegemonic focus on the individual qua perceiver
of or actor in the social world resulted from the politi-
cal and economic imperatives to produce technologies for
regulating people (Janz, 2004; Rose, 1990b, 1996; Samp-
son, 1977, 1981) or the irresistible enticements of exper-
imental techniques or the press of a master discipline,

psychology (Morawski, 2011), the field’s evolution ef-
fected a “disappearance” of the social (Greenwood, 2004).
Yet, whether one attributes this configuration of the indi-
vidual as the discipline’s central object to be determined
by technical or professional imperatives, it remains that
for a period, social psychologists actually contemplated
two central scientific objects: the individual and the social
(or society)—and their relation to one another. Such pos-
tulates of dynamic relations between the individual and
social are apparent in the aforementioned works of James
and Baldwin. Notably, James’s (1890) notion of the “social
self” embraced the paradox that individuals were such
only by virtue of being inescapably social (Coon, 2000).
George Herbert Mead also confronted the complex prob-
lem of the relation of the individual to the social: he
ventured to define the individual via a “radical indistinc-
tiveness between self and others” (Leys, 1994, p. 217).
Even with the triumph of an individual-centered model,
James’s conception of the social self (that the indepen-
dent agent is ontologically dependent on the social) lin-
gered as a vague problem. Its troubling persistence and
resolution in an emphatic privileging of the individual self
is apparent in the trajectory of the concept of “socializa-
tion” (Morawski & St. Martin, 2011). The term social-
ization was introduced in the 19th century to economic
arrangements or coordinations within the social world; its
19th-century usages were by Karl Marx and, later, Georg
Simmel. By the second decade of the 20th century, psy-
chologists and social psychologists introduced an altered
meaning as they used socialization to refer to a process
whereby individuals learn and internalize social conven-
tions. Still, the relation of individual to the social was
dynamic and even blurred. For the following 3 decades,
researchers would import psychological theories to fix the
causal relations of socialization; these guiding theories
included psychoanalysis, learning theory, identification,
conditioning, unconscious drives, attitudes and personal-
ity. By the postwar period, socialization was understood
as an active process transpiring within the individual, with
society and the social serving as almost inert stimuli. In
his renowned 1950 social psychology textbook, Theodore
Newcomb (1950) instructed student readers how social-
ization shows that “in common with other members of
your group, you have interiorized many social norms so
that they are not part of your own psychological make-up”
(p. 5). And Lawrence Kohlberg (1969) later would ele-
vate this individual-centered view even further by defining
socialization as “active processes of attention, information-
gathering strategies, motivated thinking, etc” that occur
within the person (p. 349).
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MIDCENTURY ON: FROM POST–WORLD
WAR II AND POST-MECHANISM TO
POST-POSITIVISM

For many historians of social psychology, the two world
wars often bracket significant shifts within the discipline.
Both world wars brought with them pronounced expan-
sions of psychology, ones that eventually found their way
into nearly every facet of daily life (Capshew, 1999; Her-
man, 1995). In reflecting on changes wrought by the war
years to social psychology, Kurt Lewin (1947/1951) spec-
ulated that new developments in the social sciences might
prove “as revolutionary as the atom bomb” (p. 188). What
he seemed to have in mind is how the social sciences
informed one another in treating social facts as a reality
as worthy of scientific study as are physical facts. He also
observed developments in research tools and techniques
and a move among the social sciences away from clas-
sification systems to the study of “dynamic problems of
changing group life” (p. 188). What Lewin could not have
imagined at the time, however, were those very depths
to which the “atomic age” would rearrange sociopolitical
life and the field of social psychology. In his own time,
Lewin’s optimism for social psychology counterbalanced
Carl Murchison’s more gloomy tone in the 1935 edition
of The Handbook of Social Psychology : “The social sci-
ences at the present moment stand naked and feeble in the
midst of the political uncertainty of the world” (p. ix). The
turnaround in these intervening years was so dramatic that
Gardner Lindzey was moved to declare in the 1954 Hand-
book that Murchison’s edition was not simply “out of
print” but “out of date.” Lindzey measured out social psy-
chology’s advance by the expansion of the handbook to
two volumes. But more than quantity had changed. Com-
paring the tables of contents over these years is telling
of social psychology’s changing face. In 1935, natural
history and natural science methods applied to social phe-
nomena across species; the history of “man” and cultural
patterns were strikingly predominant relative to experi-
mental studies. By 1954, social psychology was given a
formal stature, deserving of a history chapter by Gordon
Allport (1954a), a section on theories and research meth-
ods in social psychology, and a second volume of empiri-
cal, experimental, and applied research. (Allport’s history
of social psychology held pride of place decades later in
the second edition of the handbook [Allport, 1985]).

World War II Era

On many counts, during and after World War II exper-
imental social psychology flourished like never before

under military and government funding and a newfound
mandate of social responsibility, which, in combination,
may have served to blur the line between science and
politics writ large, between national and social scientific
interests (Capshew, 1999; Finison, 1986; Herman, 1995).
Questions turned to matters of morale (civilian and mil-
itary), social relations (group and intergroup dynamics),
prejudice, conformity, and so on (Deutsch, 1954; Lewin,
1947/1951), and they often carried a kind of therapeutic
slant to them in the sense of restoring everyday U.S. life
to a healthy democracy. To quote Herman (1995), “Frus-
tration and aggression, the logic of personality forma-
tion, and the gender dynamics involved in the production
of healthy (or damaged) selves were legitimate sources
of insight into problems at home and conflicts abroad”
(p. 6). Psychologists’ work with civilians and the military,
with organizations and policy makers, parlayed into new
relations of scientific psychological practice, including
those between “scientific advance, national security, and
domestic tranquility” and between “psychological enlight-
enment, social welfare, and the government of a demo-
cratic society” (Herman, 1995, p. 9). As Catherine Lutz
(1997) writes, military and foundation funding of social
psychological research, such as Hadley Cantril’s on for-
eign and domestic public opinion or the Group Psychology
Branch of the Office of Naval Research, once combined
with the “culture and political economy of permanent war
more generally, shaped scientific and popular psychology
in at least three ways—the matters defined as worthy of
study, the epistemology of the subject that it strengthened,
and its normalization of a militarized civilian subjectivity”
(pp. 247–248).

New Ways of Seeing Individual and Social Life

Among historians there exists fair consensus on a reigning
social psychology of this moment as one of an overriding
sensibility of social engineering or a psychotechnology
in the service of a liberal technocratic America (e.g.,
Graebner, 1986; Rose, 1992; see also Ash, 1992). But
such an exclusive view overlooks certain theoretical influ-
ences that, in concert with the times, helped to shape the
terms of the subject matter, the field itself, and how the
individual–social world relation was to be construed. For
Solomon Asch (1952), for example, subject matters, such
as conformity, were sites revealing of the “intimate unity
of the personal and social” in a single act of yielding
or asserting one’s independence (p. 496). Elsewhere the
personal and social became reworked through Kenneth
B. Clark’s research on race and segregation, work that
was vital to the decision in Brown v. Board of Education;
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and Gordon Allport’s The Nature of Prejudice (1954b)
revealed how prejudice, hatred, and aggression rippled
out across the personal and situational to the social
and national. In revisiting the role of Kenneth Clark
and Mamie Clark’s research in the Brown v. Board of Edu-
cation decision, Gwen Bergner (2009) tracks the shifting
political climate on racial discrimination to illuminate the
politics of self-esteem and continuing inequalities in edu-
cation. What parallels this work, she argues, is a shift from
the “postwar belief that the state bore responsibility for the
legacy of systematic racial discrimination, including its
psychological effects, to an ideology of personal respon-
sibility and deregulation” (p. 299). This “depoliticization
of psychology,” which she dates to the 1960s, follows
a move to neoliberal approaches rendering political rela-
tions between race consciousness and self-esteem into a
individualized language of self-actualization. Traded off
here were, in her view, policies of equal opportunity for
politics of self-esteem.

Another significant case is found in what has come
to be called the authoritarian personality. Early Marxist–
Freudian integrations in the study of political passivity or
“authoritarian character” structure in Germany by Reich
and Fromm and subsequently in America by Horkheimer
and the “Berkeley group” yielded the 1950 edited vol-
ume The Authoritarian Personality (Adorno, Frenkel-
Brunswik, Levinson, & Sanford, 1950). Even though
“Reich’s original problem” was refitted to “a liberal,
empiricist, individual-psychology framework” (Samelson,
1985, p. 200), study of authoritarian personality, like other
examples mentioned, made visible the equation of “poli-
tics and psychology and the convergence of personal and
social analysis” (Herman, p. 60). According to Graham
Richards (1997),

The authoritarian episode was an expression of a complex
but fundamental set of ideological conflicts being waged
within and between industrialized white cultures: capitalism
vs. communism, democracy vs. totalitarianism, liberalism vs.
puritanism. (pp. 234–235)

Insofar as authoritarian personality hinged individual
personality to political ideologies and national character to
intergroup and international tensions (including racism in
the United States and leadership studies in small groups),
then Lewinian small-group research’s physical and math-
ematical language of space, field, forces, and tensions
served to link public and private spheres of home and
work with liberal ideals of a technocratic America (Ash,
1992; Deutsch, 1954; Gibb, 1954; van Elteren, 1993).
Together, these levels of analysis (the individual, group,

etc.) and social psychological phenomena offered differ-
ent ways to conceive of the traffic between the individual
and the social world. They also functioned to remap how
the social was construed to reside in or be created by the
individual, as well as the function of these new ways of
seeing individual and social life for all.

Still, once entered into, social psychology offers no
Ariadne’s thread to guide historians through its disci-
plinary passageways of subject matters, epistemological
shifts, and changing notions of subjectivity. Just as cul-
tural, social, economic, and political life in the United
States was in flux, so the more familiar and routine in
social psychology was being tossed up and rearranged.
Gender and race rearrangements during and after the war
in the division of work, in labor union negotiations, and in
domestic affairs signal incipient counterculture and social
movements ready to burst through the veneer of a cul-
ture of containment (Breines, 1992; May, 1988). Much
as some historians broaden out this moment’s sensibil-
ity as “not just nuclear energy that had to be contained,
but the social and sexual fallout of the atomic age itself ”
(May, p. 94), so others add that the “tide of black migra-
tion, coupled with unprecedented urban growth and pros-
perity, reinvigorated African American culture, leading
to radical developments in music, dance, language and
fashion” (Barlow, 1999, p. 97). American life was being
recreated, with the tug of desires for stability—cultural
accommodation and civil defense—exerting as much
force as the drive for change—cultural resistance and
civil rights. Margot Henriksen (1997) writes of this ten-
sion as one between consent and dissent wherein for
blacks “Western powers’ racism and destructiveness came
together explicitly in the Holocaust and implicitly in the
atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki” (p. 282).
These entanglements of postwar anxieties, struggles, and
dreams reverberated in America’s popular imagination,
such as Frank Capra’s early postwar film It’s a Wonderful
Life, Frank Conroy’s characterizations of 1950s Amer-
ica as “in a trance” and young Americans as the “silent
generation,” Salinger’s age of anxiety in The Catcher in
the Rye, the new science fiction genre film The Day the
Earth Stood Still, the rebel “beat generation” of Jack Ker-
ouac, bebop jazz, and a “wave of African American disc
jockeys introduc[ing] ‘rhyming and signifying’” (Barlow,
1999, p. 104; Breines, 1992; Henriksen, 1997).

Social psychological works appealed for new ap-
proaches to leadership and peace, group relations (at home
and work), cohesiveness, ways to differentiate good demo-
cratic consensus (cooperation) from bad (compliance, con-
formity, and the more evil form of blind obedience),
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and prejudice, trust, and surveillance (as, for example, in
research by Allport, Asch, Gibb, Milgram, Thibaut, and
Strickland). Tacking back and forth between social and
cultural happenings marking this era and the field’s own
internal developments, social psychology did not simply
mirror back the concerns of the age but rather was carv-
ing out its place in American life as it translated and built
psychological inroads to America’s concerns of the day.

Approaching problems of the day provoked as well
cross-disciplinary interchange for many social psycholo-
gists, such as Kurt Lewin, Solomon Asch, Leon Festinger,
Gordon Allport, and Theodore Newcomb. One way this
need was formalized for small-group research was through
centers, such as those at Harvard University, MIT, or the
University of Michigan. Such centers became research
hubs whose interdisciplinary lens framed problems of the
day as ones of organizational or social relations. These
centers held sway for at least 2 decades, expanding so
much in the 1950s and 1960s that Dorothy Ross deems
this moment one of “Social Science Ascendancy.” Their
dissolution in the 1970s back into disciplinary-based spe-
cializations, some argue, was a fragmentation ironically
arising out of rapid expansion. That is, rapid growth and
expansion of the social sciences fed overspecialization,
triggering, in the context of “post-Vietnam doubts regard-
ing science, liberalism and American democracy,” frag-
mentation and disarray (what Ross called “The Social
Science Project Challenged”) (Crowther-Heyck, 2006,
p. 428). Though historians note the role of the “new
patronage system of postwar social science in creating the
period of ascendency,” further argues Crother-Heyck, they
do not track changes in the patronage system as equally
important to the period of disarray. Whereas the early
postwar patronage system directed itself more to creating
centers (“mathematical, behavioral-functional, problem-
centered, and interdisciplinary”), the second, emerging
and overlapping with the first in 1958, emphasized instead
“pure,” “basic,” and “fundamental science” (p. 434); two
officers, with the National Science Foundation (NSF),
for example, thought fields of “cognitive psychology and
various forms of statistical analysis” were “most likely
to use powerful mathematics and sophisticated instru-
ments” (p. 434). By 1957, the Ford Foundation, until then
a major source of support for interdisciplinary centers,
turned its considerable resources and influence away from
the behavioral sciences and toward “area studies.” This
change reflected, some argue, in a growing appreciation of
needing to know the world, more generally, not just one’s
“enemy” (Engerman, 2010). Intellectual shifts accompa-
nied changes in patronage; a shift Crowther-Heyck argues

gave rise to “methodological individualism.” Group and
organization decision making, for one, became studies of
“how individuals model the world in the course of prob-
lem problems;” anthropological concerns with “culture”
became questions of “knowledge sets”—“treat[ing] indi-
viduals as things possessing sets of knowledge related
to specific domains” (Crowther-Heyck, 2006, p. 437).
Crowther-Heyck does not, of course, treat this shift as
solely the result of changes in patronage systems, but
nonetheless demonstrates the analytic import for histories
of “following the money.” These patronage changes are
clearly as consequential for histories of social psychol-
ogy’s riddle of the individual-social world relation as are
histories on broader conceptual shifts and internal dynam-
ics of interdisciplinary institutes and centers (see also, for
example, Isaac, 2010).

Another way interdisciplinary interchange became
influential within social psychology was through the
Macy Foundation Conferences, which brought together
researchers from, for example, mathematics, anthropology,
neuropsychology, and social psychology for discussion
on communication and human relations, which came to
be regarded as the area of cybernetics (Fremont-Smith,
1950). Among researchers attending the Macy Confer-
ences were those, such as Alex Bavelas, Gregory Bateson,
and Margaret Mead, who would come to construe social
psychology’s small-group concepts and dynamics through
cybernetic notions of communication patterns, the flow
of information and human relations (Heims, 1993). Here,
too, funding, or patronage, introduces yet another instance
of the materiality of the social sciences, adding to the
composite of “tools-into-theories” during this post-war
and Cold War growing interest in rational choice models,
bounded rationality, and the looping effects of infor-
mation introduced via cybernetic models (e.g., Cohen-
Cole, 2009). The “exceptional persistence” of rational
choice approaches adds yet an additional factor into the
mix of the history of the social sciences, and that is the
“interpretive plasticity of the mathematics of choice and
rationality” (Erickson, 2010, p. 388). “Complex technol-
ogies in society” created their own demand, of a sort,
and so together with the concerns of the day urged along
disciplines on questions of moral certainty and episte-
mological truth as military technologies of information
theory and communication, giving a cybernetic form and
function to cognition and to notions of human subjectivity
(Barlow, 1999, p. 97). Not only did these material tools,
such as mathematical models, zero-sum games, prisoner’s
dilemma, commons dilemma, chess and cybernetics,
morph into theories but they also served as what may be
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thought of as tools-into-ontologies, reimagining the scope
of the human, its capacity for reason and the nature of
that reason, and thereby reconstituting yet again the terms
of social psychology’s cornerstone—the individual and
the social (Erickson, 2010; see also Bayer, 2008).

Cold War, Cybernetics, and Social Psychology

When Solomon Asch (1952) well noted the very condi-
tions of life and beliefs in society as part and parcel of the
“historical circumstances [under which] social psychol-
ogy [made] its appearance” in midcentury America (p. 4),
he might have added how the culmination of these forces
made for a profound overhaul of psychology’s object—
the human. The Macy Foundation Conferences, for
example, incited talk of “electronic brains” and fantasies
of robots, as well as of “communication,” “cybernetics,”
and “information,” all of which assumed their collective
place in social psychology’s imagination of the human
subject for decades to come (Bayer, 1999a; also see
Heims, 1993). This makeover is about assessing how, as
John Carson (1999) argues of psychology’s object, the
human mind, social psychology’s object of the individual
becomes “fashioned into different investigative objects”
(p. 347). By the mid-1950s, “Information theory and
computer technology, in addition to statistical methods,
suggested a new way to understand people and to answer
the question of the mind’s relation to matter” (R. Smith,
1997, p. 838). The older mechanistic notion of man-as-
machine was giving way to one of man-as-an-information-
processor in which the human becomes a composite
of input–output functions understood as a “homeostatic
self-regulating mechanism whose boundaries were clearly
delineated from the environment” (Hayles, 1999, p. 34;
also see Bayer, 1999a; Edwards, 1996; R. Smith, 1997).
Seen as forged out of a combination of cognitive psy-
chology, behaviorism, gestalt, information theory, mathe-
matics, and linguistics, this version of the nature of “man”
(in keeping with the use of “man” at this time to reference
the human) allowed for man and machine (computer)
to go beyond metaphors of mechanical man into the
realm of relations between man and machine (Edwards,
1996). Cybernetics was thus “a means to extend liberal
humanism” by “fashioning human and machine alike in
the image of an autonomous, self-directed” and “self-
regulating” individual (Hayles, p. 7). Movement between
man and machine was eased by the idea of communica-
tion denoting relation, not essence; indeed, relation itself
came to signify the direction of social psychology—
interpersonal, group, intergroup—as much as in commu-
nication studies (Hayles, p. 91; Samelson, 1985). This

transformation of social psychology’s object also entailed
a change to small groups as its unit of study (Heims,
1993, p. 275; also see Back, 1972; Danziger, 1990), an
idea resonant with an emerging idealized notion of open
communication in small communities.

Within small-group laboratories, cybernetics and infor-
mation theory brought men and machines together by
including each in the loop of communication–control–
command information (C3I) interactions. Robert Bales,
for example, translated Talcott Parson’s sexual division of
labor into a language of communication codes of instru-
mental and expressive interactions such that together in
the context of small groups they functioned as a “mutually
supporting pair” serving “stabilizing” or “homeostatic like
functions” (Bales, 1955, p. 32). For Alex Bavelas (1952)
messages carried information about status and relation-
ship to the group and patterns of communication about
networks, efficiency, and leadership. Bavelas’s work thus
marks the beginning of the sea change from Lewin’s
“Gestalt psychology to . . . ‘bits’ of information” (Heims,
1993, p. 223).

That human and machine could interface via informa-
tion codes or messages in small groups eased the way
as well to using certain technologies as message commu-
nicators, such as Crutchfield’s (1955) vision of an elec-
tronic communication apparatus for small group research,
featuring a system of light signals with a controlling
switchboard allowing the experimenter to control and
communicate messages among group members. Electronic
apparatuses “stood in” for other experimental group par-
ticipants, creating the impression of the presence of other
participants sending messages to one another in a small
group. But, just as significantly, these apparatuses helped
to fashion a human-as-information-processor subjectivity
(Bayer, 1998a). Such electronic devices, along with a
host of other technologies, such as audio recordings and
one-way mirrors, began to characterize small-group labo-
ratory research as the outer world of everyday social life
was increasingly recreated inside the social psychology
laboratory (Bayer & Morawski, 1992; Bayer, 1998a). Sim-
ulated laboratory small groups offered at least one way to
reconcile small-group research with social psychology’s
demands for scientific experimental rigor and to serve as
a kind of laboratory in which to reconstrue communication
as a social psychology of social relations (Graebner, 1986;
Lemov, 2005; Pandora, 1991).

In retrospect, small-group research of the 1950s to
the 1990s seemed deeply invested in mapping a “con-
tested terrain of the social relations of selves” (Bayer
& Morawski, 1991, p. 6), for which the language of
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communication and control served as much to set the
terms of management relations as it did to masculinize
communication in corporate culture, or the thinking man’s
desk job (Bayer, 2001). Bales’s research, for example,
tailored the gender terms of social psychology’s communi-
cation, control, and command interchanges by converting
Parsonian sex roles into communication labor that sorted
group members’ contributions into either the “best liked
man” or the “best ideas man”—a mutually supporting pair
in corporate management. That the typical instrumental
gender role moved between private and public life was in
keeping with a Parsonian view of normal social arrange-
ments. Less routine here was the translation of social–
emotional relations, the work expected of women and
thought to be suited to domestic life, into a kind of
communication labor needed in masculine corporate cul-
ture. Despite small-group researchers’ reliance at times
on women, as in Lewin’s work with women and nutri-
tion during times of scarcity or Parson’s familial gender
division, small-group research in the field and the labora-
tory tended, in the early decades, to study the group life
of men in the public domain (Bayer & Morawski, 1991).
Over subsequent decades, however, small-group research
became a site of gender-difference testing, almost serv-
ing as a barometer of the gender politicization of work
spaces and women’s movement into them (e.g., Eagly,
1987; Eagly, Karau, & Makhijani, 1995).

Cybernetics and the “Inside–Outside” Problem
in Times of Suspicion and Surveillance

While the cybernetic age clearly had a hand in renewed
study of boundaries between inner and outer, or the
“inside–outside” problem (Heider, 1959, citing F. Allport,
p. 115; Edwards, 1996; Hayles, 1999), equally mediating
were postwar and McCarthy times in U.S. life heighten-
ing a psychological sensibility around inner–outer spaces.
This period was itself, to quote M. Brewster Smith (1986),
marked by a “crescendo of domestic preoccupation with
loyalty and internal security” (p. 72). Drawing on the work
of Paul Virillo, Hayles writes that “in the post–World
War II period the distinction between inside and out-
side ceased to signify in the same way,” as “cybernetic
notions began to circulate . . . and connect up with con-
temporary political anxieties” (p. 114). Worries over the
“inability to distinguish between citizen and alien, ‘loyal
American’ and communist spy” (Hayles, p. 114) are con-
cerns about distinguishing between appearances and real-
ity, between self and other, between surface and depth,
outer and inner realms. Whereas David Riesman (1969)
wrote that this period resulted in a shift from an inner- to

other-directed society, Richard Sennett (1974/1976) later
countered with observations that in fact the reverse
order characterized midcentury American selves. Amer-
ican society had become increasingly marked by its stress
on inner-directed conditions, by what he saw as a “con-
fusion between public and intimate life” (p. 5). Side by
side, these interpretations tell of a magnified concern by
social psychologists and citizens alike around borders and
boundaries. By the early 1980s, Riesman (1981) would
reflect, in the face of failing productivity and social ser-
vices, on the optimism of his 1950s work as a kind of
euphoria fostered by dreams of quantitative abundance
turning into qualitative abundance. Still, even this subse-
quent reflection has an underlying concern with balance, a
way quantitative and qualitative concerns would over the
long run became evened out. Rearrangements in social
divisions of private and public life, of inner- and other-
directedness in postwar America, as he came to ponder,
had at their heart a reconfiguring of inner–outer bound-
aries in light of the conditions of life.

The Case of Balance Theories

It may be of little surprise, given the preceding, that bal-
ance or consistency theories garnered a fair bit of social
psychological attention. Cold War politics (including the
psychology of military strategies) were struggles over bal-
ances of power. The individual–social world relation in
being depicted as a kind of juggling of internal states and
external conditions, or personal versus situational attribu-
tions played off of one another, echoed these concerns.
Against the backdrop of social and political upheaval,
then, psychological balance theories offered a feeling of
equipoise at some level, whether of one’s own inner and
outer life or one’s relation to others or to surrounding
beliefs, during this heated mix in America of politics, sex,
and secrets. Balance theories may thus be thought of as
exerting a kind of intuitive double hold—first through the
cybernetic revision of homeostatic mechanisms and sec-
ond through an everyday social psychology that sought
perhaps to balance the day-to-day teeter-tottering of psy-
chological security and insecurity. Arguably outgrowths
of cybernetics and wider cultural preoccupations, cogni-
tive consistency theories, such as Leon Festinger’s cogni-
tive dissonance theory (Bayer, 2007, 2008), Fritz Heider’s
balance theories, and John Thibaut and Harold Kelley’s
social exchange theories, held out a subjectivity of ratio-
nal control in a time of the country’s appearing out of
control.

It is possible to regard social psychology’s mix of bal-
ance theories and cybernetic influences during the period
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1945 to the 1960s as reflecting not quite competing ver-
sions of the human. On the one hand, as Hayles outlines
them, there circulated the notion of “man” as a “homeo-
static self-regulating mechanism whose boundaries were
clearly delineated from the environment and, [on the
other], a more threatening, reflexive vision of a man
spliced into an informational circuit that could change
him in unpredictable ways” (Hayles, 1999, p. 34; also see
Bayer, 1999b). The former version resonates with early
balance or consistency theories for how they tried to rec-
oncile psychological life with observable reality. The lat-
ter, more reflexive version carried within it the beginnings
of a critique of objectivist epistemology. Such reflexive
notions of the subject helped to recast behaviorist notions
of simple, reductionist input–output mechanisms and
other correspondence theories of the subject in which rep-
resentations of the world were assumed to map neatly onto
internal experience. Instead, experience itself was thought
to organize or bring into being the outside—or social—
world (Hayles, 1999). That attributions might arise out
of common cultural beliefs without objective or empirical
real-world referents gestures toward a more construction-
ist intelligibility in social psychology, as found in the-
ory and research on self and social perception work by
Daryl Bem and Harold Kelly in his attribution research.
By the 1970s, Kenneth Gergen (1979) was to note that
had works such as these been “radically extended,” they
would have posed a “major threat to the positivist image
of human functioning” (p. 204). Underscoring Gergen’s
perception of a major threat was perhaps the growing
professional attention to how the social escaped scientific
control, popping up here and there as subject expectations
or experimenter bias. Study after study of demand char-
acteristics unfolded less as a narrative of scientific control
and management and more as one of the wily and seem-
ingly rebellious nature of the social as it turned up, in one
and another form, as much a tool of experimentation as
scientific psychology’s tools of experimental design and
laboratory practice (Bayer, 1998a). Michael Pettit (in
press) also attends to this theory–method–culture coordi-
nate in his history of Erving Goffman’s work. Deploying
the dramaturgy of the con man, Goffman’s model of par-
ticipant observation made use of a composite of the con
man, the trickster and the insider, granting personhood (as
his methodology) responsiveness, a useful quality perhaps
in an age where appearances and questions of a trustwor-
thy self were politically paramount.

Uses of experimental deception by other researchers
proved themselves a craft of turning notions the self into
an experimental tool as well. One could add to the above

areas of research, the high drama of laboratory simula-
tions, including Milgram’s 1960s experiments on obe-
dience (and his film Obedience) and Zimbardo’s 1970s
prison study that augmented—however inadvertently—
views of self and social roles as performative. Their high-
drama social role experiments relied on theatrics of the
“real” or at least the believable. But even here, as Laura
Stark (2010) makes evident, warring factions on the use
of deception entered competing versions of human func-
tioning of the self as fragile (and therefore in need of
protection) or as resilient. Codes of ethics and laboratory
experimentation itself (its tools and instruments), while
perhaps strange bedfellows, emerge nonetheless as tech-
nologies of the self in social psychology research.

Thinking about Cold War culture requires, says
Erickson (2010), a view beyond the “military–industrial–
academic complex” to its fuller diversity. That is, “game,
utility theory, and social choice theory provided math-
ematical tools that could be reworked” in ways that
extended “rationality” and “choice” beyond “combat
effectiveness” to “help mange the provisioning of health
care, education, and urban services” (Erickson, 2010,
p. 388). Simon’s concerns with a “bounded rationality”
likewise moved from a terrain of “decisions under un-
certainty” to uncertain decision making, as his interests
changed from an economics of choice to a psychology
of control (Augier, 2000; M. Smith, 2006). As Augier
writes, Simon “implemented his early ideas of bounded
rationality and means-ends analysis into the heart of his
work on artificial intelligence” (p. 435). New technolo-
gies, including hypothetical machines, from Simon’s use
of computers (Logic Theorist) through to Boring’s hypo-
thetical robot and to laboratory machines (Bayer, 1998a,
1999a) ran counter to the logic of Cold War containment
notions as they occupied an increasingly larger place in
social psychology research and theory (also see Lemov,
2010). Broadening the culture of midcentury America
and Cold War culture includes considering how social
scientists of this moment were often expanding “upon
the ideas of their scholarly predecessors,” how social
science was shaped by institutional changes in postwar
America and by patronage systems, and by technologies
and machines (Engerman, 2010; Lemov, 2005, 2010).
This wide-angle lens brings important contextual con-
siderations into view for shifts observed within social
psychology as it turned its focus from a rational calculus
to a human subject beset by miscalculations and blunder.

From Rational Calculator to Error-Prone Subject

One might usefully think of the influence of computers,
cybernetic notions, and laboratory simulation techniques
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as technologies of the social psychological subject. That
is, as Gerd Gigerenzer (1991) argues, researchers’ tools
function as collaborators in staging versions of human
nature or the human mind, what he called tools-to-theory
transformations. Looking at the case of the institution-
alization of the statistic ANOVA (analysis of variance)
and Kelley’s attribution theory, for example, Gigerenzer
demonstrated how the statistic became a version of human
as an “intuitive statistician.” Across these tool-to-theory
transformations relying on computers, statistics, and infor-
mation theory—cybernetics—notions of the human as
a rational calculator were one side of the coin of the
social psychological subject. Likewise, game theory, was
extended to research on altruism and conflict resolution,
such as Anatol Rapoport’s use of the prisoner’s dilemma
(Erickson, 2010). On its flip side was an opposing version
arising, in the 1970s, when political events and social his-
tory conspired to make known man as a fallible informa-
tion processor. Irving Janis’s analyses of the Pearl Harbor
and Bay of Pigs fiascos, for example, cast a stone into
the seeming calm waters of group cohesion by revealing
its downside—groupthink (Janis & Mann, 1977; also see
Augier, 2000). By the 1970s, “man” was virtually awash
in characterizations as an error-prone decision maker who
fell victim to a host of biases and heuristics, such as in
research by Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky. Prior
to the 1970s, as Lola Lopes (1991) found, most of the
research depicted a rather good decision-making subject.
By the 1980s, however, when Time magazine named the
computer “Man of the Year,” “man” himself would be
characterized in Newsweek as “woefully muddled infor-
mation processors who often stumble along ill-chosen
shortcuts to reach bad conclusions” (Lopes, p. 65; Har-
away, 1992). This rhetoric of irrationality caught on inside
the discipline as well, reframing areas such as social per-
ception, influence, and prejudice wherein miscalculation,
misperception, and other social psychological information
errors were taken to be the devil in the details of daily
interactions. Overlooked here, as with the overemphasis
on internal causes in attribution research, was, as Ichheiser
argued, the power of the American ideology of individu-
alism in predisposing individuals and social psychologists
to look for personal rather than social–historical causes
(Bayer & Strickland, 1990). This oversight was, in fact,
a crucial one, especially in light of the penetrating chal-
lenges to social psychology’s subject matters, its reigning
positivist epistemology, and notions of subjectivity from
various social movements.

Still, what is largely missing from the histories of
this moment is an historical rendering of how games,

computers, and computer programs seemed so natural an
object to transfer to formations of the idea of the psyche
as one of rational calculus. How did these games of
chance and strategy and computation become models for
and of a working psyche, a measure of the rational citizen,
a bulwark against the irrationality of the age (cf. Daston,
2009)? Questions of the transfer of these nonscientific into
scientific tools and thence into conceptual appreciations
of the psyche might usefully follow works such as Sarah
Igo’s (2007) of survey technologies, including the Kinsey
report, as extending themselves into the fabric of social
life, becoming a metric to use in daily life as much as a
register through which the normative became the normal.
Similarly, Peter Galison’s (2004) history of the Rorschach
inkblot reveals a technology to “envision the self alter-
nately as a filtered camera and as a powerful projector”
(p. 291). These historical studies are telling of the science
and art that goes into making the mind social, illumi-
nating the process as akin to a cybernetic loop of tools
and concepts circulating through social and cultural life
and imaginaries and thence back to the individual and
around again.

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS AND MOVEMENTS
FOR CHANGE IN SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

Changes in social psychology’s vision of “man,” including
ways to conceptualize the individual, social relations,
and the “ensuing riddle of their relationship”—or “the
endless problem of how the individual stood vis-à-vis the
world”—would meet additional challenges from social
movements such as second wave feminism, Black civil
rights, and gay and lesbian rights, as well as from war
protests (Richards, 1997; Riley, 1988, p. 15). That social
psychology suffered theoretically and research-wise on the
social side of its psychological equation was a significant
part of the storm social psychology would have to weather
in the 1970s. But the problem went beyond the nature of
the relation of this dualism’s polar opposites. Instead, the
dualism itself, as that of the nature–nurture divide, would
eventually be undermined (Henriques, Hollway, Urwin,
Venn, & Walkerdine, 1984/1998; Parker & Shotter, 1990;
Richards, 1997; Stam, 2006).

Revisiting the Individual-Social World Dualism

Whence the Social?

For some social psychologists, the desire for a social
social psychology formed out of what was considered the
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disappearing social in social psychology, which, even
in the case of small-group research, seemed to have
collapsed into the individual. Ivan Steiner (1974) posed
the disappearance of the social as a conundrum given that
social movements of the 1960s might have led one to
expect a more “groupy” social psychology. In examining
dissonance theory, attribution theory, attitude research,
and self-perception theory, Steiner found even further
evidence of social psychology’s individualistic orienta-
tion. Not only had the social moved inside the individual,
but social psychology appeared to have lost sight of its
compass, all of which, he thought, might account for the
“gloomy” “self-reproach” and near “despair” among social
psychologists (Steiner, p. 106). It is curious that social
psychology’s object, the human, had become, at least
in some experimental quarters, a rather gloomy-looking
soul, too—error prone and, if not alienated from himself,
given to failures in helping (e.g., Darley & Latane, 1968).
Against various “denunciations of laboratory research
to damning criticisms of the ethical and methodological
qualities of . . . investigative strategies, and even to sug-
gestions that [social psychologists] forsake . . . scientific
tradition in favor of participation in social movements,”
however, Steiner initially held out hope (p. 106). He saw
signs of change in social movements; the new decision-
making research, such as that of Irving Janis’s concept
of groupthink; Eliot Aronson’s interest in T-groups; and
the faint rustle of reviving interest in Hadley Cantril’s
The Psychology of Social Movements (1941) (in which
mental and social context formed the crucial framework
for chapters on, for example, the lynch mob, the kingdom
of Father Divine, the Oxford group, the Townsend plan,
and the Nazi party). These signs were read as indicative
of a rising tide of “collective action” that might displace
the “self reliant individualism” of the 1960s (Steiner,
1974)—only to be regrettably reinterpreted a decade later
as a misreading of the power of the individualist thesis
(Steiner, 1986). Revisiting the history of American social
psychology’s history as one of the disappearance of the
social, Greenwood (2004) turns to the emerging area of
“cultural psychology” and to social cognition to indicate
efforts to “reestablish the earlier social tradition of social
psychology” (p. 253). Although not quite achieving their
aims, in his view, he nonetheless holds out hope as well
for social psychology to recover its earlier traditions.

Whence the Real-World Relevance?

Inside the discipline, critical voices grew increasingly
strong on the shortcomings of group research and experi-
mental methods in social psychology, as well as concern

over social psychology’s impoverished theoretical status.
Experimental setups that grew out of information the-
ory and translated into laboratory simulations came to be
regarded as overly contrived, relying on “button press-
ing, knob turning, note writing, or telephonic circuits
loaded with white noise” (Steiner, 1974, p. 100). The very
invented nature of experimental laboratory groups was
described in the 1960s as “a temporary collection of late
adolescent strangers given a puzzle to solve under bizarre
conditions in a limited time during their first meeting
while being peered at from behind a mirror” (Fraser &
Foster, 1984, p. 474). These groups came to be referred
to as “nonsense” groups (Barker, cited in Fraser & Fos-
ter, 1984), and laboratory experiments as “experiments
in a vacuum” (Tajfel, 1972). Alternative approaches to
groups began to gather their own critical reviews, both
for their ultimately individualistic focus and for a rather
narrow cognitive emphasis. Even Henri Tajfel’s alterna-
tive of Social Categorization Approach and Social Identity
Theory, while proposed as putting the “social” back into
the study of groups, began to reveal itself as part of the
information-processing model in which “error becomes a
theoretical catch-all for what cannot be explained within
individual-society dualism: the absence of the ‘correct’
response” (Henriques et al., 1984/1998, p. 78). In this
framework, racial prejudice, for example, wound up being
treated as a problem in information processing with-
out “addressing either the socio-historical production of
racism or the psychic mechanism through which it is
reproduced in white people’s feelings and their relations
to black people” (p. 78).

Left unaddressed as well is how the social psychology
of race relations assumed and reinforced unitary notions
of race, and tied notions of disorder (individual and social)
to questions of race and/or gender, inequality, relative
deprivation, or “damage” theories. A range of psycho-
logical interpretations of irrationality were invoked over
the decades, from conformity, authoritarianism, ethnocen-
trism, through to inequality of the races and gender, with
the “true individual possess[ing] an inner self that could
resist social pressures to conform and avoid irrational ide-
ological commitments” (Cohen-Cole, 2009, p. 261). But
the very ideas of creative thought imagined to shore up
resistance to conformity while building social unity would
in decades to follow become highlighted as the inner
resource for “innovation and political criticism”—the
engine for “counterculture, significant social critique,
rebellion, opposition to war, self-development, and pure
thought” (Cohen-Cole, 2009, p. 262). Revisiting assump-
tions underlying these social psychological notions of
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relations of self and social order requires of histories of
social psychology inquiries into the changing notions of
liberalism and democracy, into how a growing neoliberal-
ist kind of governance, especially in times of “abundance,”
influenced, as much as cybernetic and related cognitive
renditions of the psyche, formations of the “social” as
concerns of inner psychological life (see, for example,
Chandra & Foster, 2005; King, 2006). Over the ensuing
decades this telescoping of social life into psychological
terms served both right and left politics. One result is how
the individual has become doubly burdened—at once the
site of the social and of the individual and at once as freed
of and held in some social grip.

Crisis—What Crisis?

These criticisms of social psychology’s individualistic the-
sis and nonsense laboratory groups combined with fierce
debate about social psychology’s laboratory uses of decep-
tion and its positivist scientific practices for a full blown
disciplinary self-analysis—or crisis of knowledge in social
psychology, as it has come to be known. For some, social
psychology’s laboratory of “zany manipulations,” “trick-
ery,” or “clever experimentation” was regarded as ensuring
the “history of social psychology . . . [would] be written in
terms not of interlocking communities but of ghost towns”
(Ring, 1967, p. 120; see also, for example, Kelman, 1967;
Rubin, 1983). For others, experimental artifacts appeared
almost impossible to contain as the laboratory increasingly
revealed itself as a site wherein social psychological mean-
ings were as likely to be created in situ as to reveal wider
general laws of individual and social life (Suls & Rosnow,
1988; also see Rosenzweig, 1933). In a wider sense, the
field was regarded as having gone through several phases
of development as a science to arrive at what Kurt Back
(1963) identified as a “unique position” of being able to
encompass a “social psychology of knowledge as a legit-
imate division of social psychology,” which would take
into account “the problem of the scientist, of his shifting
direction, his relation to the trends of the science and of
society, and his assessment of his own efforts is itself a
topic of social psychology” (p. 368). Recent histories of
the social sciences add to these formulations attention to
patronage systems, wider and more diverse appreciations
of postwar and Cold War developments, and frameworks
inviting rethinkings on social psychology’s keystone of the
individual–social relation.

A Social Psychology of Social Psychology

Not quite mirroring one another, social psychology’s
troubles around its individual–social world relation were

becoming as fraught as the internal–external divide consti-
tuting the imagined interior of its subject. Julian Henriques
(1984/1998), for one, argues that “for psychology the
belief in rationality and in perfect representation come
together in the idea of scientific practice” such that with
an individual subject prone to errors “the path is set for
empiricist science to intervene with methodologies which
can constrain the individual from the non-rational as, for
example, Allport has social psychology protecting indi-
viduals against the lure of communist misinformation and
society against subversion” (p. 80). Other analyses had
begun to show in different ways problems with social psy-
chology’s individual–social world and person–situation
dualisms. With these problems came the appearance of
splinters in social psychology’s positivist desires for
knowledge outside history, culture, and time. Social psy-
chology’s image of positivist “man” was further uncov-
ered to be commensurate with the Western ideology
of possessive individualism, an “important ingredient of
political liberalism” and “predominant ideology of mod-
ern capitalism,” as Joachim Israel (1979) and others
traced out (e.g., Sampson, 1977) in dissonance theory,
level of aspiration work, and social comparison group
research. “Domination–recognition” struggles provided
another case in point, regarding which Erika Apfelbaum
and Ian Lubek (1976) asked whether social psychology
played a repressive role. Their concern was that social
psychology detracted attention from identity processes,
such as those among women and blacks, and so eclipsed
recognition of those relational spaces where power shapes
a group’s chances for visibility and its capacity to claim
an identity of its own (also see Apfelbaum, 1979/1999).
Other critical historical studies elaborated this central cri-
tique of social psychology’s subjects and subject matters,
such as Lita Furby’s (1979) and Karen Baistow’s (2000)
examination of the cultural, historical, and political par-
ticulars of the concept of locus of control.

The Case of Locus of Control

Furby and Baistow both recognize several main features
of concepts articulated through notions of internal psycho-
logical control, such as locus of control, level of aspiration,
learned helplessness, and self-efficacy. First, emphases on
internal control reflect the discipline’s class based interests
in “maintaining a prevailing control ideology that is as
internal as possible” (Furby, 1979, p. 180) and contributed
to a fashioning of a “self-management subject” (Baistow,
2000). Second, emphases on self-determinism fit well with
prevailing Protestant ethic beliefs in the value of internal
control, an integral ingredient of capitalist ideology. Third,
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while for Furby this promulgation of a self-determining
subject indicates a repressive role of psychology’s social
control interventions, Baistow takes this one step further
to show a more productive potential of psychology’s self-
control ideologies. Drawing on Nikolas Rose’s (1992)
extension of Foucauldian analysis to psychology, Baistow
(2000) shows how, for example, increased senses of
internality could eventuate in challenges to the status quo,
such as Black civil rights protests and the rise of black
militancy. In these cases, increasingly widespread notions
of locus of control introduced as solutions to problems of
disadvantaged groups may have helped to make possible
empowerment talk, now “commonplace in political rhet-
oric in the USA and the UK in recent years and a seemingly
paradoxical objective of government policy and profes-
sional activities” (p. 112). Contrary, then, to being overly
individualized and depoliticized psychological notions
of control, locus of control discourses became instead
politicized through their use in collective action to trans-
form being powerless into empowerment (Baistow, 2000;
for a related yet alternative view see Bergner, 2009).

“Social Psychology in Transition”: Reconnecting
the Dots Between the Personal and the Political

In addition to these critical histories of central social psy-
chological concepts were those entered by women, fem-
inist, and Black psychologists who provided detailed
appreciations and evidence on the social, cultural, his-
torical, and political contingencies of social psychology’s
production of knowledge on the one hand, and of social
psychological life on the other. Where many of these
works dovetailed was on the fallacy of attributing to nature
what was instead, in their view, thoroughly social. Psy-
chologist Georgene H. Seward’s book Sex and the Social
Order (1946), for example, revealed the historical contin-
gencies of distinct sex-typed roles for women and men by
showing how these distinctions often dissolved in times of
economic or political turmoil. Just years later, philosopher
Simone de Beauvoir (1949/1952) published The Second
Sex, whose central tenet, “woman is made, not born,”
struck a chord with Seward’s argument as well as those
who followed in subsequent decades. Betty Friedan’s The
Feminine Mystique (1963) rendered the “woman ques-
tion” anew through its language of humanistic psychology
identifying sex-role typing as stunting women’s growth
while forgoing a language of rights in favor of postwar
cultural discourse that neither wholly eschewed domestic-
ity nor wholly endorsed a single-minded pursuit of careers
for women (see Meyerowitz, 1993). Dorothy Dinnerstein,
a student of Solomon Asch, published the feminist classic

The Mermaid and the Minotaur in 1976, a book she had
been working on since the late 1950s and that stemmed
from her thinking through the “pull between individuality
and the social milieu.” The nature of her questions and
concerns carried clear cold war preoccupations as well
as feminist ones, influenced by de Beauvoir and Norman
O. Brown, in her attempts to “resolve the contradictions
between the Freudian and the Gestalt vision of societal
processes” (p. xii) and those of gender arrangements.
Kenneth B. Clark’s (1966a, 1966b) research on psycho-
logical hurt and social–economic political oppression of
Blacks, like his writing on civil rights, and the dilemma
of power and the “ethical confusion of man” brought
together the psychological and political. By the late 1960s
and early 1970s the black psychology movement voiced
concern over the discipline’s ethnocentrism and internal
racism (Richards, 1997). Other civil rights movements,
from those of lesbians and gay men (including the his-
torical event of removing homosexuality from the DSM
in 1973), Native Americans, Latin Americans, Hispanics,
and other racial ethnic groups and wider postcolonial lib-
eration movements had their impacts as well on the field.
The trend of use of “Western” in the decades to come
denotes increasing recognition of the West as a place, not
the place, and likewise of social psychology as a form of
social psychology not the (universal) social psychology.

In her social psychology textbook, Carolyn Wood
Sherif (1976) acknowledged both gender and civil rights
movements, asking if there could indeed be a valid social
psychology that neglected social movements, for social
movements and social change surely transform social psy-
chological phenomena. By now, Naomi Weisstein, as Car-
olyn Wood Sherif (1979/1987) reflected in her chapter on
bias in psychology, had “almost a decade ago . . . fired a
feminist shot that ricocheted down the halls between psy-
chology’s laboratories and clinics, hitting its target dead
center” (p. 58). Weisstein (1971, 1993) showed that psy-
chology’s understanding of woman’s nature was based
more in myth than in fact—and patriarchal myth at that.
She argued further that without attention to the social
context and knowledge of social conditions, psychology
would have little to offer on the woman question. For, if
anything, decades of research on experimental and exper-
imenter bias had repeatedly demonstrated that instead of
offering an unfettered view of the nature of womanhood,
laboratory experiments had themselves been revealed as
sites of social psychological processes and phenomena in
the making. It is interesting that the forces of feminist and
Black psychologists would combine with results from the
social psychology of laboratory experiments for what by
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the 1970s became known within the discipline as a full-
blown crisis. This period of intense self-examination from
the ground of social psychology’s paradigm on up is all
too readily apparent in hindsight to be about social psy-
chology’s transition from the height of its modernist com-
mitments in mid-20th century America to what is often
now called postmodernism.

TRANSITING THE MODERN TO
POSTMODERN ERA

A number of markers can be identified to indicate this
transition of social psychology from the age of modernism
into postmodernism, a transition that is still very much
a part of U.S. culture, politics, and daily life. In wider
Western social psychology endeavors, one of the mark-
ers of this passage would most likely be the conference
organized by Lloyd Strickland and Henri Tajfel, held at
Carleton University in Canada and attended by psycholo-
gists from Europe, the United Kingdom, and North Amer-
ica, and from which was published the 1976 book Social
Psychology in Transition . Disciplinary parameters con-
sidered to be in transition included the view of social
psychology’s subjects and topics as historically consti-
tuted (e.g., Gergen, 1973) and of the laboratory as out of
sync with notions of an “acting, information-seeking, and
information-generating agent” (Strickland, 1976, p. 6).
Others tackled more epistemological and ontological mat-
ters facing social psychology, querying everything from
what constituted science in social psychology to concerns
of the nature of being and of human nature itself. In
addressing priorities and paradigms, the conference vol-
ume accorded with then current views on Kuhnian notions
of paradigm shifts and with a more profound concern
about what constituted the human. Additional signposts
are found in works addressing psychology as a “moral
science of action” (e.g., Shotter, 1975), revisiting phenom-
ena through frameworks of the sociology of knowledge,
as discussed in an earlier section (e.g., Buss, 1979), and
critically engaging the reflexive nature of the field—that
is, how “psychology helps to constitute sociopsycholog-
ical reality [and] . . . is itself constituted by social pro-
cess and psychological reality” (Gadlin & Rubin, 1979,
pp. 219–220). The field’s growing recognition of its cul-
tural and historical relativity pointed time and again to
how social psychologists need to contend with a subject
and with subject matters that are, for all intents and pur-
poses, more historical, cultural, social, and political than
not (e.g., Strickland, 2001).

One could think of these shifts in social psychology
as working out the critical lines of its crisis, from a focus
on “bias” through to the sociology of social psychological
knowledge and social construction to more recent for-
mulations of a critical sociohistorical grounding of social
psychological worlds. But this would be a mistake. Ques-
tions of the human, science, epistemology, the social,
and the psychological each opened in turn appreciation
of how the “crisis” resided less inside of psychology than
with practices and institutions of “western intellectual life”
(Parker & Shotter, 1990). In what followed, the scientific
laboratory in psychology as in other sciences was revealed
to be anything but ahistorical, contextless, or culture
free—the place of a “culture of no culture” (Haraway,
1997), as were notions of scientific objectivity as a “view
from nowhere” (Nagel, 1986). One consequence of these
examinations has been an increase in epistemological
exploration almost unimagined during crisis conversa-
tions, ones as much concerned with how to warrant our
claims to social psychological knowledge as with how to
think through what counts as human and “for which ways
of life” (Haraway, 1997; R. Smith, 1997; see also Bayer,
1999a, 2008).

Of course, these very rethinkings and redoings of the
science of psychology have often served as lightning rods
within the field for acting out contentious views and divi-
siveness. But when they are constructive interchange, they
offer productive signs of hope. Particularly interesting is
how these very reworkings find their way, though often
unacknowledged and modified, across this great divide,
evidencing their influence and implied presence as more
central to social psychology’s conventional directions than
consciously wished. Shelley Taylor (1998), for example,
addresses variations on the “social being in social psy-
chology” and advances made in social psychology in past
decades. On the social being, Taylor attends to social psy-
chology’s more diverse subject pool beyond a database of
college students (e.g., Sears, 1986), and the area’s more
complex views of persons who “actively construe social
situations” and of social contexts as themselves invariably
complex. While the changes she notes seem more conso-
nant with social construction than with positivist assump-
tions, Taylor nonetheless pursues the conventionalist line,
albeit morphing it to accommodate ideas on “context,”
“social construction,” “multiple effects,” and “multiple
processors.” One cannot help but hear influences from
postmodernist debate on the nature of the “subject,”
including an implied reflexive relation ostensibly not
amenable to quantification (Hayles, 1999). Seemingly at
odds with positivist assumptions and with liberal humanist
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notions of the subject, Taylor’s review everywhere evi-
dences how science in social psychology undergoes trans-
formation itself. Her view of scientific social psychology
contrasts as much with earlier overviews of social psy-
chology in which the methodology was assumed un-
changed and unaltered by cultural historical conditions
even as social psychology’s “insights” were to “gradu-
ally work their way into our cultural wisdom” (Jones,
1985, p. 100) as it does with feminist and critical psy-
chologists who explicitly engage “transformative projects”
(Morawski, 1994). As Morawski writes, such “everyday
histories of science, especially of psychology, presume
that empiricism means much the same thing as it did fifty,
or one hundred fifty, years ago” (p. 50), relying, as they
do, on linear, transhistorical “narratives of progression or
stability.” But changes in the language of these narratives
and of the views of the subject as of science, culture, and
so on betray the storyline of these narratives. As we have
attempted to show, the history of social psychology, its
scientific practices, and reigning views of the human have
been anything but stable, linear or progressive, or science-
as-usual for those who claim the conventional or alterna-
tive practices of social psychological research.

It is well worth keeping Morawski’s words on history
and historiographical practices in mind as they hold
across our theoretical, methodological, epistemological,
and ontological differences. Whether practitioners of
social construction (e.g., Gergen, 1994); discourse social
psychology (e.g., Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Wilkinson &
Kitzinger, 1995); feminist social psychology (Bayer, 2004;
Morawski, 1994; C. W. Sherif, 1979/1987; Wilkinson,
1996); Russian/Soviet social psychology (Strickland,
1998); race and gender historically (Mama, 1995); or
conventional social psychology, we are engaged in what
is most usefully thought of as transformative projects. Ian
Hacking (1999) writes of this in the sense of a “looping
effect”—“classifications that, when known by people or by
those around them, and put to work in institutions, change
the ways in which individuals experience themselves—
and may even lead people to evolve their feelings and
behavior in part because they are so classified” (p. 104).
Ideas on looping effects hold as well for the individual–
social world divide where the framing itself may show
its historical wear and tear as much as Graham Richards
(1997) writes in his history of race and psychology of the
coherence of the “nature–nurture” polarity “crumb[ling]
after 1970” and that even the “‘interactionist’ position must
now be considered too crude a formulation” given how the
“notion of them being distinguishable . . . has been under-
mined” (pp. 252–253). Likewise for the individual–social

world dualism, which, having been reformulated and
remade, carries its own history of social psychology, from
splitting subjects off from the world through to moving
the “social” more and more into subjects’ interior life
and to bringing past psychology into current phenomena
(e.g., MacIntyre, 1985). Nikolas Rose (1990a, 1990b,
1992) reverses typical construals of the “social” in social
psychology by placing psychology in the social arena,
where it serves as a relay concept between politics, ethics,
economics, and the human subject. Here, the social is
as much a part of individual subjectivity as notions of
political and democratic life have themselves come to be
understood in psychological ways. For Rose (1992), the
matter is less about the “social construction of persons”
and more attuned to how “if we have become profoundly
psychological beings . . . we have come to think, judge,
console, and reform ourselves according to psychological
norms of truth” (p. 364). In his most recent work, he
has taken the further step to inquire into forms of life as
emergent, mutations involving “changing forms of life
and politics,” what he calls the politics of life itself (Rose,
2007).

Social psychology’s cornerstone of the individual–
social world relation has itself therefore undergone remak-
ings, ones that must be considered, especially where we
are often tempted to line up social psychologists as falling
on one or the other side of the divide, switching positions,
or indeed lamenting the loss of the social in areas such as
small group social psychology or the field itself. Indeed,
Floyd Allport’s (1961) move to the individual–group as
the “master” problem in social psychology as much as
Ivan Steiner’s (1986) lament of his failed prediction of a
“groupy” social psychology might usefully be rethought
in terms of the changing nature of the dualism itself, sig-
nified perhaps by talk of relations, communication, infor-
mation processing, and perception in years past (Bayer &
Morawski, 1991), and by the terms of voice, stories, local
histories, and discourses in matters of gender, race, and
culture today.

Insofar as the history of social psychology is tied up in
the history of this dualism, and insofar as wider critical
discussions on the “crisis” have served to recast matters of
epistemology within disciplines, then we might well take
this one step further to consider how the timeworn narra-
tive of a sociological social psychology versus a psycho-
logical social psychology simply no longer makes good
sense—historical or otherwise. Social psychology in the
21st century is perhaps no more uniform than it was
in the mid-1950s, or at its outset, but this diversity of
interests and approaches, including discursive, feminist,
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sociocultural, hermeneutic, ecological, critical, narrative,
and the newer technocultural studies, is part and parcel of
this working out of boundaries and problematics. To over-
look this history is to run into the same trouble of assum-
ing social psychology weathered storms of debate and
change, arriving in the 21st century stronger but basically
unchanged. Or, conversely, that social psychology’s his-
tory is one of increasing emphasis on the individual, going
from social to asocial, and a narrowing of defined scien-
tific practices (Samelson, 1974). But as Franz Samelson
(2000) found, neither of these histories suffices, for each
eclipses the broader and more local engaging questions.
And, as Jill Morawski (2000) writes in her assessment
of theory biographies, few of psychology’s leading lights
seemed to confine themselves to some hypothetical, tidy
box of social psychological theory and research. Seen his-
torically, their work addressed connections of theory and
practice, theory and value, and theory and social control
consequences, however intended or unintended. Equally
significant is the irony Samelson finds in textbook and
“success” histories’ omission of the “fact that some of
their respected heroes and innovators later in life found
their old approaches wanting and forswore them totally, at
the same time as novices in the field were being taught to
follow in the old (abandoned) footsteps” (Samelson, 2000,
p. 505). Such is the case of Leon Festinger, who, pursuing
questions on human life, turned to historical inquiry via
other fields (Bayer, 2007). Further, the history of social
psychology, as Smith notes, gives the lie to social psy-
chology losing sight of or turning away from that broader
project, whether expressly or not, of “larger intellectual
difficulties fac[ing] the human sciences” and of being
“fundamentally a political and moral as well as scientific
subject” (Smith, 1997, p. 747).

Social psychology has never been quite as contained,
narrow, asocial, or apolitical as construed in some of
its historical narratives or reviews. Inasmuch as social
psychology sought to engage its life world of social mean-
ings and doings, it can hardly be thought of as residing
anywhere but in the very midst of these self- and world-
making practices. Its theories, “like life elsewhere,” writes
Morawski (2000), were “born of cultural contradictions,
fixations, opportunities, and tensions,” and have been as
much transformed as transformative in effect (p. 439).
And just as there is no “going back” in our life histo-
ries (Walkerdine, 2000), so it goes for social psychology
as it confronts a changing 21st-century world in which
notions of culture, the global, and of human life itself
are everywhere being debated and transformed. Episte-
mological and ontological matters remain as central to

these questions as they did long before the formal incep-
tion of the field (Bayer, 2008). Whereas much of social
psychology has been wrought through industrial world
terms, as have many of its critical histories, the chal-
lenge before us is about life in postindustrial times, chal-
lenges of human–technology interfaces only imagined in
the 1950s, and of life-generating and life-encoding tech-
nologies, such as cloning and the Human Genome Projects
redrawing the bounds around personal, cultural, social,
political, and economic life and what it means to be
human (Haraway, 1997). Not unlike how social–political
reorderings called social psychology into being (Apfel-
baum, 1986), so we must consider how globalization, the
Internet, and other technologies fundamentally change the
nature of social psychology today. Protests against agen-
cies such as the International Monetary Fund and the
World Bank are inviting reexamination of what is taking
place in human and environmental rights as the economics
and location of the workplace, not to mention judicial life,
become less clearly demarcated by national boundaries.
The economy of production has been morphing into one
of marketing, to a “brand name” economy of obsessional
corporate proportions (Klein, 2000).

But few could probably have predicted the far-reaching
events of the first decade of the 21st century, with its
“wars” on terror, the political tamping down of dissent,
massive economic downturn, environmental worries, tor-
ture of political prisoners, heightened daily surveillance,
backlash against women’s rights, and the use of digital
technologies to wager protest and to bring us into ever
greater connection to one another, locally and globally.
Facebook, MySpace, Twitter, and blogs stream daily polit-
ical, social, and economic life into new forms of social
domains. Social networks are being formed and reformed
by individuals in an economy of friendships, work, and
politics of change. Social life is being fashioned anew, in
some sense, filtering everyday life into the realm of pol-
itics and back again. Private and public are undergoing
revision, reawakening, says Pinch (2010), a Goffmanesque
world online (also see Lemert & Branaman, 1997). Others
see the extent of online social network living as almost
a contradiction in terms—like Narcissus, regardless of
the size of the pool of social reflection, a self caught
in a never-ending gaze at itself, seeking in its digitized
reflection more and more facets of the self and its mean-
ing. Altering space and time, this drama of everyday life
becomes magnified manifoldly in a nanosecond, heighten-
ing, in new ways, senses of self and of social life. Whether
one lives online or off, the self, as notions of the individual
and social life, are undergoing metamorphosis. And this
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holds for the field of social psychology, and psychology
more broadly, too. One cannot help but wonder if the slow
but steady seeming dispersion of ideas on social influ-
ence and culture to the wider discipline (including areas of
personality, developmental, clinical, biological, and neu-
rological) shine a light on the dark corners of histories
concerned with social psychology’s loss of the “social.”
While for some the burning question (if not deep-seated
lament) seems to run along the lines of that popular 1960s’
refrain of “Where have all the flowers gone?,” histories of
social psychology may serve to reframe the questions on
the social of social psychology again. Contrary to pass-
ing, as in ceasing to exist or fading from view, the social
may need to be approached instead as a rather transitory
construct, one that resembles more the trickster of myths
than the one of deceptions and cons; that is, the trickster as
rule bender and breaker, not an artifact of convention but
its very life source (perhaps more in keeping with Goff-
man’s twofold appreciation of cons and dramaturgy; also
see Lemert & Branaman, 1997). Taking a cue from Juliet
Mitchell’s (2000) inquiry into “Where has all the hysteria
gone?,” one might usefully turn these inquires into the his-
tory of social psychology to ask, as she did: What disap-
peared and what do we mean by disappeared? And, surely,
in doing so, one must ask about the individual as well. If
social psychology is an historical endeavor, then its found-
ing concepts of the social and the individual must also
surely be of historical import.

The 21st century opened as a period of economic and
political turmoil and a time of heightened “social network-
ing.” Its reigning sensibility has combined a discourse of
fear and of cheer (the new emphasis on positive psychol-
ogy or what some refer to as the “tyranny of cheerful-
ness”) with what some deem a rolling back of rights for
women and other groups. Neoliberal formations of the self
enable this sense of incessant remakings of the self, and
of change as a project of self-making. In this moment,
social psychology is confronted by its age-old dilemma,
one that may have less to do with a fading (or absent)
social and more to do with how to recognize the forms
of the social emerging before us. In this, the field may do
well to look at contributions from women and feminists
over the past century to see how structures, content, and
process even as tossed up time and again reveal in new
and interesting ways a remaking of social forms and ways
that attend to structures, matters of equality and justice.

Today, time and space alterations, like those of human–
technology boundaries, confront social psychology with
matters of the body and embodiment and with changes
in human–technology connections (Bayer, 1998b). Social

psychology, like other human sciences, will most likely
“go on being remade as long as ways of life go on being
remade,” and, perhaps best regarded—and embraced—as
Smith (1997) characterizes the human sciences (p. 861):
“The human sciences have had a dramatic life, a life
lived as an attempt at reflective self-understanding and
self-recreation” (p. 870). Who knows, should social psy-
chology take its lived historical subjects and subjectivities
seriously, and should this be accompanied by recognition
of the social, political, moral, and technocultural warp
and woof of life lived here in what William James called
the “blooming, buzzing confusion,” we may exercise the
courage, as Morawski (2002) says of earlier theorists’
efforts, to not only meet the world halfway but to engage
it in creatively meaningful ways. An imaginable course
is suggested by Smith’s (1997) claim that the “history of
human sciences is itself a human science” (p. 870). These
are histories of becoming social psychological subjects.

From its formal inception to today, social psychology
emerges over and over as more of an historical endeavor
than not. With each pronouncement of social psychology
as history, one finds changing practices of doing histori-
cal work as what opens avenues into the historical nature
of social psychological life and hence of what makes life
social. Changes in the methods and practices of histori-
cal scholarship, as its emphases, reveal new perspectives
on subjects and objects. Science studies as feminist schol-
arship, critical history, and history of science have each
enlarged understandings of social psychology as a histori-
cal endeavor. They have also proved instructive to detail-
ing the changing face and nature of what falls within the
domain of social psychology. They have, in large part,
complicated the field of social psychological knowledge
and, in doing so, they have broadened social psychol-
ogy’s scope and reach. These different approaches chal-
lenge how we undertake social psychology as a historical
endeavor, even as these fields may themselves be given, in
recent interchange, to varying polemics on science, epis-
temology, ontology and knowledge. Today, as history of
science, for one, invites questions on forms of interdisci-
plinarity needed to historicize categories of fact, including,
if one extends Daston’s (2009) argument to social psychol-
ogy, the individual–social relation and the practical kinds
of material and nonmaterial relations forming its particu-
larities, ones that have stood for so long as measure of the
vim and vigor of what makes social psychology a social
psychology. To chart the contingencies of this historicism
may require that one prise open, as Daston says of work in
history of science, the “black box” of social psychology to
ask what it is, how it works, the materials out of which it
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was and is formed, and how the individual–social relation
became at once its rational engine, its measure of distinc-
tion from other fields, and the fulcrum on which rests its
seemingly singular raison d’être. That would indeed be to
make social psychology history.
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