Popular psychology literature: general characteristics

Literature and psychology are two branches of science that study human soul. Psychology researches human behaviors and their causes while literature depicts human behavior through fiction. These two branches of social science studying human behavior are interrelated and mutually beneficial. And the basic building block of the correlation between literature and psychology is a literary work. Literary works study human beings and describe their inner world with all its aspects. The reason is that a literary work is at the same time a product of a certain psychological condition. A literary work supports psychology in terms of depicting human psychological conditions. At the same time, Jung noted, psychology also provides insights into literature by exploring mental processes. A literary work benefits from psychology in terms of successfully presenting characters, expressing their moods, and bringing the reader into the psychological dimension of human reality.

It’s difficult to give a set of definite criteria for what counts as pop psychology, but it’s usually easy to recognize. Pop psychology books share a “family resemblance” – they seem similar to each other, and different from other psychology books. A lot of scientists claim that we should persuade book shops to shelve scientific psychology books separately from pop psychology books. They also note the potential difficulty of deciding which books count as “proper” psychology and which as “pop”. Some differences on which pop and proper psychology differ include the following:

· Methodological and theoretical rigor. Disciplinary psychology expects publications to present well-founded theories, and where research is reported. Pop psychology may make little reference to accepted theory.

· Evidence base. Evidence is a basis for psychology as an empirical, systematic discipline, and gives us grounds for believing the claims made. Pop psychology often has a limited evidence base, relying more on the authority of the author.

· Centrality of topics. Disciplinary psychology investigates a wide range of topics, but there are some topics that can be considered standard within psychology, and others that are quite marginal. Some pop psychology investigates topics that are either little considered within the discipline or not considered at all.

None of these dimensions is clear-cut, but rather each represents a range. So, for example, it's impossible to give a cut-off point for how much evidence is enough. Taking these dimensions together, though, it's possible to say that pop psychology lies along a continuum, from work that is effectively the author's own everyday psychologizing committed to print, to work that is near scientific psychology. The latter includes work that does a laudable job of introducing ideas from psychology to a lay audience, for example Jalrett and Ginsburg, Sutherland and Wiseman. 

 Pop psychology gives simplistic explanations of complex phenomenon that claim to provide universal truth. Given the suggestion above, that pop psychology often reflects the everyday beliefs of the author.

As we've seen above, pop psychology provides easy answers, instant cures, and guarantees of success. In such a social context, and particularly when society is becoming increasingly secular, materialistic, and individualistic, people look for centralities to guide their lives, and reassurance that what they believe is true. Pop psychology offers to provide such answers, to help people to satisfy their wants and desires, and to make people better about themselves. 

Many will see pop psychology as harmless fun, but this is often not the case. With self-help material in particular, there can be negative consequences. For example, people relying on self-help material for bibliotherapy book-based treatment — may use it inappropriately and make problem worse.  The most famous representatives of this genre are Richard Bandler, John Grinder and Robert Dilts. The main aim of the genre is to impact reader’s behavior, develop personality and form his values.

The author uses different methods to persuade the reader: to rational methods we count argumentation (with the help of language statements); to emotional methods we count positive and negative examples, the use of dialogues (rhetorical questions, imperative) and archetypes.

Psychology and study of literature meet in their focus on emotions and human soul. Thus there exists a two-way relationship based on mutual interaction between literature and psychology, in the form of evaluation of a literary work with the resources of psychology and obtaining psychological truths from a literary work. Psychological elements will be present in literary works as long as humans are the theme of the texts. Literature psychology covers almost everything we want to know about literature, because literature is a product of mind. According to Jung (Freud, Jung and Adler), it is obvious that since psychology explores mental processes it will also provide insights into literature; because the human mind is the source of all science and arts. Then how is psychological analysis made in a literary work? And these elements are addressed in the analysis of literature. It is possible to say that this is caused by the formalist trends which have influenced literary works since mid-twentieth century. According to the formalists, the literary text itself is the material which is at the literary critic’s disposal and which will make literature more consistent and objective in itself. The research which ignores this and focuses only on the author and reader will be far from scientific; it should focus also on the other two elements, namely on the work itself and the world it creates. Interpreting a literary work involves approaching its characters and events as if they could exist in real life and studying characters’ emotions, thoughts and behaviors. Psychology is the most important platform on which this analysis can be done. The psychology-based study of literature aims more at studying the influence of social conditions on the emotions, thoughts and behaviors of the characters in the story or novel, the analysis of the characters’ personalities, the process of a literary work formation and the psychology of creativity. Literary critics put as much effort as psychologists did to the study of the relationship between these two branches of science. 
To conclude, pop-psychology genre has a double aim: to inform the reader, introduce to him specialized psychological knowledge and skills; on contrary – transform stereotypical behavior and change person’s vision of events.

