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Psychology

| doubt, therefore | think; | think, therefore | am.
—— René Descartes

1 Academic Reading

Text A: Descartes Was Wrong: “A Person Is a Person Through Other Persons”
Academic Reading Skills: Predicting Theme and Identifying Patterns and Structures

2 Academic Writing
Text B: The Impacts and Opportunities of Face Recognition Variability Outside the Lab
Academic Writing Skills: Paraphrasing



2 Unit 1

Academic Reading

Lead-in Questions

I
2.

What is your opinion of the quotation “I think, therefore I am™?
How do other people affect your self-perception?

Descartes Was Wrong: “A Person Is a Person
Through Other Persons”

Abeba Birhane

According to Ubuntu' philosophy, which has its origins in ancient Africa, a newborn
baby is not a person. People are born without “ena’, or selfhood, and instead must
acquire it through interactions and experiences over time. So the “self”/“other”
distinction that’s axiomatic in Western philosophy is much blurrier in Ubuntu
thought. As the Kenyan-born philosopher John Mbiti put it in African Religions and
Philosophy (1975): “I am because we are, and since we are, therefore I am.

We know from everyday experience that a person is partly forged in the crucible of
community. Relationships inform self-understanding. Who I am depends on many
“others”: my family, my friends, my culture, my colleagues. The self I take grocery
shopping, say, differs in her actions and behaviours from the self that talks to my
PhD supervisor. Even my most private and personal reflections are entangled with
the perspectives and voices of different people, be it those who agree with me, those
who criticise, or those who praise me.

Yet the notion of a fluctuating and ambiguous self can be disconcerting. We can
chalk up this discomfort, in large part, to René Descartes’. The 17th-century French

Ubuntu: S3EE, &IFT IR —FMERME A
René Descartes: BjP « HE/R, EEIFHER . BERMRRER .
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philosopher believed that a human being was essentially self-contained and self-
sufficient; an inherently rational, mind-bound subject, who ought to encounter the
world outside her head with skepticism. While Descartes didn’t single-handedly
create the modern mind, he went a long way towards defining its contours.

Descartes had set himself a very particular puzzle to solve. He wanted to find a stable
point of view from which to look on the world without relying on God-decreed
wisdoms; a place from which he could discern the permanent structures beneath
the changeable phenomena of nature. But Descartes believed that there was a trade-
off between certainty and a kind of social, worldly richness. The only thing you can
be certain of is your own cogito’ — the fact that you are thinking. Other people and
other things are inherently fickle and erratic. So they must have nothing to do with
the basic constitution of the knowing self, which is a necessarily detached, coherent
and contemplative whole.

Few respected philosophers and psychologists would be identified as strict Cartesian
dualists®, in the sense of believing that mind and matter are completely separate.
But the Cartesian cogito is still everywhere you look. The experimental design of
memory testing, for example, tends to proceed from the assumption that it’s possible
to draw a sharp distinction between the self and the world. If memory simply lives
inside the skull, then it’s perfectly acceptable to remove a person from her everyday
environment and relationships, and to test her recall using flashcards or screens in
the artificial confines of a lab. A person is considered a standalone entity, irrespective
of her surroundings, inscribed in the brain as a series of cognitive processes.
Memory must be simply something you have, not something you do within a certain
context.

Social psychology purports to examine the relationship between cognition and
society. But even then, the investigation often presumes that a collective of Cartesian
subjects are the real focus of the enquiry, not selves that co-evolve with others over
time. In the 1960s, the American psychologists John Darley and Bibb Latané became
interested in the murder of Kitty Genovese, a young white woman who had been
stabbed and assaulted on her way home one night in New York. Multiple people had
witnessed the crime but none stepped in to prevent it. Darley and Latané designed
a series of experiments in which they simulated a crisis, such as an epileptic” fit, or

cogito: TR/REFFA “RIEHRAE"
dualists: ~TCiE#
epileptic: FHHY
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smoke billowing in from the next room, to observe what people did. They were the
first to identify the so-called “bystander effect’, in which people seem to respond
more slowly to someone in distress if others are around.

Darley and Latané suggested that this might come from a “diffusion of responsibility”,
in which the obligation to react is diluted across a bigger group of people. But as the
American psychologist Frances Cherry argued in The Stubborn Particulars of Social
Psychology: Essays on the Research Process (1995), this numerical approach wipes
away vital contextual information that might help to understand people’s real
motives. Genovese’s murder had to be seen against a backdrop in which violence
against women was not taken seriously, Cherry said, and in which people were
reluctant to step into what might have been a domestic dispute. Moreover, the
murder of a poor black woman would have attracted far less subsequent media
interest. But Darley and Latané’s focus makes structural factors much harder to see.

Is there a way of reconciling these two accounts of the self — the relational, world-
embracing version, and the autonomous, inward one? The 20th-century Russian
philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin believed that the answer lay in dialogue. We need
others in order to evaluate our own existence and construct a coherent self-image.
Think of that luminous moment when a poet captures something youd felt but
had never articulated; or when youd struggled to summarise your thoughts, but
they crystallised in conversation with a friend. Bakhtin believed that it was only
through an encounter with another person that you could come to appreciate your
own unique perspective and see yourself as a whole entity. By “looking through the
screen of the other’s soul”, he wrote, “I vivify my exterior” Selfhood and knowledge
are evolving and dynamic; the self is never finished — it is an open book.

So reality is not simply out there, waiting to be uncovered. “Truth is not born nor
is it to be found inside the head of an individual person, it is born between people
collectively searching for truth, in the process of their dialogic interaction,” Bakhtin
wrote in Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics (1929). Nothing simply is itself, outside
the matrix of relationships in which it appears. Instead, being is an act or event that
must happen in the space between the self and the world.

Accepting that others are vital to our self-perception is a corrective to the
limitations of the Cartesian view. Consider two different models of child
psychology. Jean Piaget’s theory of cognitive development conceives of individual
growth in a Cartesian fashion, as the reorganisation of mental processes. The
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developing child is depicted as a lone learner — an inventive scientist, struggling
independently to make sense of the world. By contrast, “dialogical” theories,
brought to life in experiments such as Lisa Freund’s “doll house study” from
1990, emphasise interactions between the child and the adult who can provide
“scaffolding” for how she understands the world.

11 A grimmer example might be solitary confinement in prisons. The punishment
was originally designed to encourage introspection: to turn the prisoner’s thoughts
inward, to prompt her to reflect on her crimes, and to eventually help her return to
society as a morally cleansed citizen. A perfect policy for the reform of Cartesian
individuals. But, in fact, studies of such prisoners suggest that their sense of self
dissolves if they are punished this way for long enough. Prisoners tend to suffer
profound physical and psychological difficulties, such as confusion, anxiety,
insomnia, feelings of inadequacy, and a distorted sense of time. Deprived of contact
and interaction — the external perspective needed to consummate and sustain a
coherent self-image — a person risks disappearing into non-existence.

12 The emerging fields of embodied and enactive cognition® have started to take dialogic
models of the self more seriously. But for the most part, scientific psychology is only too
willing to adopt individualistic Cartesian assumptions that cut away the webbing
that ties the self to others. There is a Zulu’ phrase, “Umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu’,
which means “A person is a person through other persons”, This is a richer and
better account, I think, than “I think, therefore I am”.

New Words and Expressions

axiomatic /,zksia'matik/ adj. something that is forge /foudz/ vt. to develop something new,
axiomatic does not need to be proved because you especially a strong relationship with other people,
can easily see that it is true ANFFEBAN), AFH groups, or countries JE i, 4l

A

crucible /'kruzsibal/ n. a container in which

blurry /'blairi/ adj. indistinct or hazy in outline 5 substances are heated to very high temperatures 3t

6 enactive cognition (or enactivism): 4 B\ &1
7 Zulu: EARHERA (D
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inform /m'foim/ vt. to influence someone’s

attitude or opinion 2N ( FEAMIZSEEEM AL )

entangle /m'tengal/ vt. to involve someone in
an argument, a relationship, or a situation that is
difficult to escape from i N, AN

disconcerting /,diskan's3itiy/ adj. making you feel
slightly confused, embarrassed, or worried 4

AHBE), SAMRE), &ARLH

contour /'kontua/ n. the shape of the outer edges

of something such as an area of land or someone’s

body ¥8#; SME

discern /dr'ssm/ vt. to notice or understand
something by thinking about it carefully ({F4HH
WZ)E) g, FERE,

fickle /'fikal/ adj. someone who is fickle is always
changing their mind about people or things that
they like, so that you cannot depend on them =/
R, SAMER, BATE

something such as weather that is fickle often

changes suddenly ( RS5 ) ZELISEMH)

erratic /r'retik/ adj. something that is erratic does

not follow any pattern or plan but happens in a
way that is not regular AN, ANERER), A
RE

contemplative /kan'templatrv, 'kontamplertrv/
adj. spending a lot of time thinking seriously and
quietly JUEHY, FAHH, BRI

confines /'konfamz/ n. limits or borders J[H ,
SR

inscribe /m'skraib/ vt. to carefully cut, print,

or write words on something, especially on the
surface of a stone or coin ( JLAEFEA L BAETI £
1) MR, BN, B

purport /psi'poit/ vt. to claim to be or do

something, even if this is not true B

bystander /'barsteenda/ n. someone who watches
what is happening without taking part SEM.#
SN, BRI

dilute /dar'lu:t/ vt. to make a quality, belief etc.
weaker or less effective FEK( FiE ); HI5({E4&)

reconcile /'rekansail/ vt. if you reconcile two ideas,
situations, or facts, you find a way in which they
can both be true or acceptable fHAIE—2L; i
My Hhi

luminous /'lw:msnas/ adj. shining in the dark %Yt
;BRI

crystallise /'kristolarz/ v. if an idea, plan etc.
crystallises or is crystallised, it becomes very clear
inyour mind (%, RIS ) ZB4HHBATT
HE -

vivify /'viva,far/ vt. to give new life or energy to

something {43l #EER

solitary /'solitari/ adj. doing something without

anyone else with you B, JofERY

introspection /;mtra'spekfan/ n. the process of
thinking deeply about your own thoughts, feelings,
or behaviour N4, R4

insomnia /m'spmnia/ n. if you suffer from

insomnia, you are not able to sleep 4<H

consummate /'konsamert/ vt. to make something

complete, especially an agreement 3EB, SEAK

embody /im'bodi/ vt. to be a very good example of

an idea or quality X3, 30 (EAHELST )
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Building Your Vocabulary

Complete the following sentences using the expressions in the
as
box below. Change the form where necessary.

solitary scaffold inscribe contour
purport wipe away axiomatic contextual

1. Nowadays, there are hundreds of insurance policies that
provide cyber insurance coverage.

2. Even modest price competition can easily a third or more of
operating income if grocers use lower prices to win customers.

3. Oracle Mobile Cloud aims to provide a more user experience,
which enables chatbots to switch seamlessly between unstructured conversation and
personalised, structured data exchange.

4. In a beautiful mid-19th century painting by Rosa Bonheur, it’s possible to see

asymmetrical “mountains” in the of her sheep’s hindquarters.

5. He looked pleased: a(n) man, by the look of him, one who
cherished his privacy.

6. Each step you take provides which will enable you to build the
essay a little further.

7. Itis that all the sites that are infected should be treated if there
is to be any hope of cure.

8. The memoirs of these survivors are rarely in the chroniclers’
sentimental journeys.

Understanding the Text

Choose the statement that best summarises the theme of Text A.

A The “self”/ “other” distinction has a long-term influence in academia.
B Self-perception develops through impacts from others.
C Descartes was wrong, due to the “self”/ “other” distinction on selfhood.
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Read Paragraphs 3-4 and analyse the pattern the writer has used
as
to explain Descartes’ opinion on selfhood.
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Academic Reading Skills

Predicting Theme and Identifying Patterns
and Structures

A piece of writing for general purposes is composed of a title (in some cases, a title
and subtitles), an introduction, a body and a conclusion, and each of these should
echo the theme. For research that involves reading a huge number of academic papers,
researchers should optimise their reading strategy, thereby saving time and increasing
efficiency. To this end, a quick scan of the paper’s title (and the subtitles), the abstract,
the introduction (particularly the final part of the introduction) and the conclusion,
while skipping the body, would present a general idea of the paper. And to identify the
theme or the main ideas of a paper sometimes would even shed light upon important
details, such as research methodology, major problem(s) encountered and the
conclusion reached. By this time, researchers should decide whether the paper benefits
their research and whether it is necessary to go on reading the rest or not.

Authors choose from a variety of patterns and structures to organise the information for
readers.

Chronological sequence

Authors can proceed with their writing in the order of time. Look for time markers,
such as “in 1989” and “last winter”, at the start of a sentence while perusing the text.
Longer time markers, usually in the form of adverbial clauses, tend to be placed toward
the end to avoid a top-heavy sentence structure. For instance, “The Chinese economy
has soared since the introduction of the epoch-making policy of reform and opening-
up in 1978”. With those time markers, readers can understand the chronological order
of the article better. For example:

Research spanning many decades has shown nutrients in the gastrointestinal tract can
shape animals’ flavour preferences. One of the earliest findings of this effect dates back
to the 1960s, when Garvin Holman of the University of Washington reported hungry
rats preferred consuming a liquid paired with food injected into the stomach rather
than a solution coupled with a gastric infusion of water. More recently Ivan de Araujo,
a neuroscientist at the Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai, and his colleagues
have shown calories can trump palatability: Their work has demonstrated mice prefer
consuming bitter solutions paired with a sugar infusion injected in the gut rather than



