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The social representations approach to explaining identity and positioning was discovered by Moscovici in 1961 and is very controversial. Thus, it as received a number of criticisms especially within Britain (Volklein & Howarth, 2005). Within social representations approach there are many perspectives which are worked in different context alongside politics and different intervention needs, which relate to thinking, doing and engaging and these interconnect with each other (Howarth, Kalampalikis, & Castro, 2011).
Social representations approach encourages criticisms to challenge the classic social representations approach which causes conflict within psychology that promotes resistance and social change within our world today (Volklein & Howarth, 2005). In other words, societal values or stereotypes need to be challenged as our world today is more comprehensive and complicated; for example, the two gender constructs remain however, there are new adjuncts to these. A child can be born male but as they grow older, they may feel that they are female born into a male body; therefore, gender reassignment comes into play. However, due to the classic social representation of that time, they may feel that they will have to be fulfilling their role as male, Furthermore, social psychology can be seen as behaviouristic, individualistic and driven by experimentation within (Potter & Wetherell, 1998).
Although social representations approach is a theory, there are differences in the perception of the social representations in which its application may be difficult (Potter & Litton, 1985) which can be highlighted by the example used above. Hence, social representation approach theory needs to be updated to what is acceptable in the social context at any specific time (Heisenberg, 2003; Potter & Litton, 1985). Thus, clearer concepts and more specific rules should apply to the application of reality, which disallow empty forms.
There is also the localities and social norms of specific regions and areas. For example, in the North of England women are supposed to be tough and strong; this stereotype may not be the case thus generalisations cannot be assumed, which is what the social representation approach theory does. However, Jesuino (2011), highlights the importance of preserving a dynamic approach to social knowledge whereby the things that cover a person from outside are also seen to have influence (i.e.) cultural aspects, dialogical aspects, and anthropological aspects. Furthermore, Jodelet (2011) argued that an open approach enables innovative forces to be applied.
Social representations approach and theory highlights more than the personal constructs; it permits discussions about the economy, health inequalities and social movements as well as looking at a way to develop a comprehensive story of a groups or societal culture(s) (Moscovici, 2012). Between social structure and individual agencies, a complex and dynamic relationship exists, which incorporates both social life and social cognition (Voelklein and Howarth, 2005). This counteracts the Cartesian dualism which is still prolific within social psychology in modern times ( (Farr, 1996; Markova, 1982). Hence, there is a dual perception of social representations as an individual has a separation of cognition and perception and there is also a separation of culture and social contexts. Howarth (2001) identifies that social representations work together between individuals’ and the societies they live in.
Moscovici (1961) developed social representations through an overview of wide ranging and comprehensive bodies of opinion through psychoanalysis concept. Furthermore, he utilised Durkheim’s (1898) representations as the beginning point for his theoretical concept. However, the organised collections did not have any clarity and there is a loss of distinction. Howarth (2001) suggests that social representation approach does not incorporate the social mobility and heterogeneous nature of todays societies, which unlike Durkheim (1898) has more than one source of representations and there is a constant change that co-amalgamate societies together in today’s world.
Moscovici (1961) suggests that a representation is not just an external concept alone but also has an intersubjectivity as well. Thus, what an individual perceives internally in context with external factors may be different to another individual’s perception in relation to the same external factors ( (Howarth, Foster, & Dorrer, 2004). Moscovici (1961) further suggested that social knowledge has a hybrid element which is familiarly identified in what he terms cognitive polyphagia. This generated new interest amongst today’s social representations theorists. (Jovechelovitch, 2002; Wagner, Duveen, Verma, & Themel, 2000). Jovchelovitch (2002) identified that individuals utilise conflicting representations. For example, in a witness testimony, individuals may draw upon the same knowledge, but have different rationales which live side by side in one another and come up with different speculations within the testimonies. Hence, Wagner, et al., (2000) described this has confrontation of traditional and modern representations rather than replacing them.
This enables individuals to make sense of their world and interact with other individuals in society. Thus, what an individual does not know threatens the socially constructed realities (Moscovici, 1984). Furthermore, what an individual does not understand or cannot explain threatens individuals. Furthermore, there is a triad that is involved in social representation approach theory; primarily the object, the subject and the social group which an individual position themselves towards. For example, the punk era which was the object;  freedom and revolution and the desire to be different and seen with emerging bands such as the sex pistols, was the subject; and the social group which was deriding the societal implications placed on them at that point in time. Hence, Jovchelovitch (2002) identifies this has inter subjective reality as it involves individual agency and social influence.
Furthermore, social representations influence individual behaviour and social interaction. For example, when an individual meets another individual for the first time, they will adhere to the social norms that they were raised by and might be quiet, shy or reserved, whereas another individual may be chatty and outgoing. Social representations can be adapted. Jovchelovitch (1996) further highlights that everyday dynamics are inseparable with social representations. Hence Moscovici (1984) states that social representations are not only products of individuals’ but are also prescriptive in nature which draws coerciveness.
Duveen (2001) argues that representations are identities internalised which gives individuals’ identity formation which then leads onto social actors. Within life, individuals’ take on a multiple of roles and are expected to adapt to each of these roles in a different approach. For example, an individual may be a sister, mother, work colleague, friend, teacher, partner which all involves different aspects of individual’s identities. An individual may not be the same towards a sister as they would towards their children. Hence, social representation forms part of our identities. Thus, identities change across different spectrums and social processes shape individual identity.
Breakwell (2010) identifies a black box theory whereby individuals exhibit a positive social identity which belongs to individuals’ being part of a group membership. Hence Breakwell (2010) derived a theory of intergroup discrimination and conflict. Breakwell (2010) further identified that a positive identity was a basic motive which in turn was used to describe discriminatory behaviour. Breakwell (2010) further identified the components of the black box that comprised identity; cognitive, social oretic and conative processes. Hence, Breakwell (2010) was interested in the substance of identity. When an individual’s identity is threatened it is about understanding the processes that derive from identity development and how that identity is expressed (Breakwell, 1978; 1983). Thus, if an individual has decided that they want to step down form a position in work they may feel that they can cope with going backwards, but the reality is that they are unable to. Duveen further highlighted this in his studies on how dominant representations of gender may impact upon girl’s identities.
Involved in social representation is memory, consciousness, societal and physical constructions which make up the social context. Hence, Breakwell (2010) identifies that identity is in all psychological processes which exhibit themselves through thought, action and affect. Breakwell (2010) proposes that across individuals’ lifespans, self-awareness and monitoring may vary from culture to culture. For example, if by the age of 50 an individual does not own their own home may be seen as a failure within British culture whereas in the Swedish culture this may be seen as advantage.
The concept of identity has two parallels; content and value dimensions whereby content is organised, and is constantly adapting to change; and this is what makes the individual unique. Each element in the content is exposed to continuing changes in the social value systems and thus has a positive or negative effect. Accommodation and evaluation are dynamic universal processes which are psychological and have bearing on social representations. Breakwell (2010) further suggests that there are identity principles in which new and old information is utilised to evaluate the concept of meaning. For example, the Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. Information was constantly being updated and reviewed and being based on scientific evidence allegedly, but the easing of lockdown is due to the economic environment not for the wellbeing of the public. Other countries have shown that they are going into a second lockdown as the disease has not been contained. 
Breakwell (2010) identifies that self-efficacy and self esteem along with continuity and distinctiveness are what constructs part of social representations within Western cultures. Thus, social identity is based upon how individuals are brought up and how they are influenced by the media, politics, propaganda. Duveen and Lloyd (1986; 1990; 1993) and Howarth (2010) identified that a number of communicative practices are used to portray the norms and expectations of gender, and that the influence of what constitutes identity to children is not enough.
Hence, changes in identity are usually for a reason, whereby an individual has agency in developing identity. Furthermore, identity development can be inhibited by limitations in the cognitive processing information system, which can inhibit identity modification, and which can affect an individual’s experiences and social position. Thus, movement form one matrix of social identity to another involves changes and these changes can be seen to be positive or negative, and possibly bring new social influences and restrictions. If a threat is perceived an individual will revert back to their former principled operation of their identity process. Thus, if a threat is to propose action, it must gain consciousness; this can be subjectively or objectively experienced.
It is not just one element of an individual’s identity that makes up a social representation but all aspects; personality traits and group membership play a part in social representations and acceptance and usage. Moscovici (1961) argues that social representations are part of the inner communications of an individual along with their interactions (i.e.) shyness of curiosity. Furthermore, ingroups communications may be different to outgroups communications (Breakwell, 2010). Being included within a group or an outgroup may affect an individual’s identity and social representation. Breakwell (2010) identifies that social representations theories help individuals understand the birth of social meaning and values, which gives active participation for individual identity. Thus, social representations can help develop new beliefs and social coping mechanisms and strategies which can help to modify behaviour. For example, Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT). If an individual has been unable to go outside for a number of years due to their former social construct, then they embark upon CBT which challenges their former beliefs, a new construct is set up and the individual works through what has stopped them from going out. This in turn leads them to develop a new social representation and identity, making it possible for them to now go out (Breakwell & Barnett, 2000; Twigger-Ross, Bonaiuto, & Breakwell, 2003).
However, on occasions, some social representations precede identities (Duveen, 2001). Here, the individual uses representations to build up their identities whilst engaging with the world. Duveen (2001) further argues that identities develop which can constrain social representations of groups or individuals. Hence, on occasions an individual decline to accept a social representation born out of current social representations that are being communicated and fail to influence their social representation (Duveen and Lloyd, 1990).
In conclusion, this assignment has evaluated the usefulness of a social representations approach to explaining identity and positioning. It has highlighted what social representations are and how they affect positioning through social status, groups (In and Out groups), and how social representations are communicated. Examples have been utilised to demonstrate constructs of theories and to further demonstrate the symbiotic nature of culture and cognition. The assignment highlights that it is individuals’ who make their own identities from what social representations they have had or are constantly subjected to, which is how common sense prevails in the world. Furthermore, external influences upon identities cannot be excluded. Outside powers and authority establish a hierarchical influence upon individuals’ identities which in todays world and Western societies can be challenged, Finally, it has been established that social representations approach and theory are not descriptive or static. Therefore, how society explains modern social life, changes and heterogeneity is via social representations.
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