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Abstract  For more than 100 years, social scientists such as Durkheim, Marx and Engels found that social class has profound impact on social life.
However, not until recently, psychologists discovered that the effects of social class on social life can be explained by individual’s cognition, emotion
and behavior. In this review, the definition of social class which developed by psychologists was first introduced, then the measure method of objective
and subjective social class. Next, it emphasized the impact of social class on individual’s cognition, emotion and behavior from the social cognitive
perspective.

Social class, a new frontier of psychological inquiry, is a context rooted in both the material substance of social life (income, education,
occupation status) and the individual’s construal of her or his class rank. Accordingly, social class can be measured through indices of an individual’s
material resources and perceived social class rank relative to others. The social cognitive theory of social class further proposed that the material lives
of upper- and lower-class individuals differ markedly and translate to class-based differences in social-cognitive tendencies. The life circumstances of
lower-class individuals give rise to contextualism social cognitive tendencies, but the social context of upper-class individual creates a solipsistic social
cognitive tendency. These class-related social cognitive tendencies yield systematic influences on how people from upper- and lower-class contexts
think about the self, relate to others, and perceive the social world.

Recently, most hypotheses of this theory have been proved. Firstly, social class has impact upon self. Large numbers of studies found that
contextualist tendencies lead lower class individuals to be more reactive to social threats, more communal, and making more common choice, whereas
solipsistic tendencies lead upper-class individuals to be less threat sensitivity, feeling more personal control and making more unique choice. Secondly,
Social class can shape individual’s relationship strategies. Lot of research proved that contextualist tendencies lead lower class individuals to be more
prosocial, more compassionate, more communal, and paying more attention to group safety and purity, whereas solipsistic tendencies lead upper-
class individuals to be more self-focused, more unethical, and paying more attention to individual rights and respect. Thirdly, social class has influence
on individuals’ perceptions of the social world. A growing number of empirical evidence suggested that contextualist tendencies elevate empathic
accuracy, the tendency of contextual causal explanation, and the level of social constructivist inter-group attitudes among lower-class individuals,
whereas solipsistic tendencies elevate upper-class individuals’ trends of dispositional causal explanation, and the level of essentialist inter-group
attitudes.

However, there are still several limits in the domain of psychological inquiry of social class. First of all, there are likely to be case that subjective
social class is a more powerful predictor than objective measures. Future research is needed to better understand why, and in what circumstances,
subjective social class is more proximally related to class-based social cognitive patterns. What is more, the most part of the empirical research has
been done in the western culture and it will be important for future research to consider the moderator effects of culture on social class effects.

Key words social class, solipsism, contextualism, social cognition



