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DEDICATION


To J., T., J., F., L., S., E., and L.


You know who you are (or you will).
I love you all.




INTRODUCTION


Themes, Issues and Debates in Psychology was originally published in 1995, with a second edition in 2003 and a third in 2009. In that time, many of the themes, issues and debates seem to have remained essentially the same, despite the inevitable publication of new books and articles.


However, some of these publications describe new fields of research that have arisen in that time, such as neuropsychoanalysis (the application of neuroscience to Freudian theories and concepts, such as repression) and experimental philosophy (the application of scientific psychological methods to traditionally philosophical debates, notably free will and determinism). These recent development are reflected in this fourth edition. Another addition is the discussion of the Biological approach in Chapter 4.


Apart from a considerable degree of updating and rewriting (especially in Chapters 5,6,8,9 and 13), there is a new chapter (14) on Psychology, religion and spirituality. (This replaces the chapter on Traits and situations as causes of behaviour.) While not a new area of research interest, connections between the psychology of religion and many areas of mainstream Psychology, as well as its relevance to fundamental existential issues that are part of the human condition, make it an important topic to include in any broad sweep of the more theoretical aspects of the discipline of Psychology.


I consider the traditional ‘carving-up’ of Psychology into distinct sections/topics/areas as artificial- almost a distortion of what ‘Psychology’ really is. This has led me to favour the thematic approach: if we can find links and connections between topics and research areas that are ‘officially’ separate and distinct, then the wealth of material that students always complain about (with good reason) may seem less daunting and more manageable. Equally important, since ethical, methodological and gender- and culture-related issues are always relevant when ‘evaluating’, ‘discussing’ or ‘critically considering’ any topic/research area, thinking about them should help you write better essays, seminar papers and practical reports.


The topic-based approach of most textbooks and the thematic approach of this one can sit side-by-side quite happily at various points in your course. Themes, Issues and Debates isn’t designed to be used after you’ve absorbed all the information from the main textbook(s), but rather as a way of synthesising and integrating, as well as revising (some of) that information as you go along.


[You’ll notice that I’ve referred to the discipline of Psychology using a ‘big P’; a number of authors do this in order to distinguish the discipline from its subject-matter (i.e. ‘psychology’, with a ‘little p’).]
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Chapter 1



THE PERSON AS PSYCHOLOGIST


Introduction


As an alternative to the customary definition of Psychology as the scientific study of behaviour and mental processes, I would like to propose that a more useful way of thinking about the discipline of psychology is to see it as part of the sum total of what people do. Like other scientific disciplines, Psychology is a human activity, albeit a rather special one, as we will see.


Similarly, Psychologists (like other scientists) are, first and foremost, people – they are people long before they become Psychologists, and being a Psychologist is only a part of their total activity as a person. It follows from this that to properly understand what Psychology is, and how it has changed during its history, as well as its achievements and limitations, we need to understand (among other things) Psychologists as people.


However (you are probably saying to yourself), this is precisely what Psychologists do – how can we understand Psychologists as people before we have looked at what Psychologists say about people (as people)? We seem to be facing a conundrum: are Psychologists in some sense studying themselves? Exactly! One of the things that makes Psychology unique as a scientific activity is that the investigator and the subject matter are, in all essential details, the same. Instead of having physicists studying gravity or light (which are definitely not human), or astronomers studying the stars and solar system (which are also definitely not human), we have a small number of human beings (Psychologists) studying a much larger number of human beings (people) – but apart from these labels, there is no difference (that is, they are all ‘people’).


If that is so, surely we could learn something about Psychologists as people by turning things around and looking at people as psychologists. In other words, if we want to understand Psychologists as people before we can properly appreciate what they do as scientists, why not begin by looking for ways in which we are all scientists, as part of our everyday social activity? This way of looking at ‘ordinary’ people (non-Psychologists or lay people) is one that Psychologists themselves have found useful. Two research areas in which this model of ordinary people is made quite explicit are (i) that part of Social Psychology concerned with how we form impressions of other people’s personality and how we explain the causes of their (and our own) behaviour (person/social perception), and (ii) that part of individual differences concerned with personality – specifically, Kelly’s personal construct theory.


The lay person as psychologist: people as everyday scientists


According to Gahagan (1984):




It has at times been observed that had the physical sciences not been developed to their contemporary level the world would be a very different place, one in which we would have very little control over communications, disease, food production, and so forth. If, however, psychology as a scientific activity had not emerged, less difference between the contemporary world and the past would be detectable.





This is not meant as a criticism of Psychology, but rather as a way of drawing attention to the fundamental point that:




… human beings have the capacity to reflect on their own behaviour and reflect on its causes; the human being is essentially a psychologist and always has been.







(Gahagan, 1984)





To the extent that we, as ordinary people, can already do the kinds of things that Psychologists, as scientists, are trying to do (that is, reflect on the causes of behaviour), we are bound to be less affected than we are by other sciences which, by definition, are the domain of people with special training and expertise. This is not to say, however, that Psychology (as a discipline) has no influence on human psychology. Indeed, Richards (2002) and others argue that Psychology (as a discipline) can actually change its subject matter (psychology) unlike any other scientific discipline (see Chapter 2). These two claims – that people are already psychologists and that Psychology as a discipline changes people’s psychology – are not, however, contradictory; rather, they are two sides of the same coin.


The examples Gahagan gives of how science has changed the world are all applications of scientific knowledge (technological aspects of science). Equivalent ‘technologies’ can be found within psychology. Clinical Psychology, for example, is aimed at helping people to change their behaviour when this is considered to be ‘abnormal’ in some way (see Chapters 8 and 12). However, the kinds of changes that Richards is talking about are not applications of psychological theory and research. Psychology has the potential for influencing how we ‘do’ psychology in our everyday lives – that is, the way we think about ourselves and others, the kinds of explanations we provide of behaviour, the theories we construct about ‘what makes people tick’.


Gahagan claims that ‘the infant science of psychology … has as yet had little effect on the existing heritage of lay people’s psychology’. This is because of what we have said about people already being psychologists. She is also implying, however, that, given time, lay people’s psychology (or common-sense psychology) will change. Richards and others believe that this has already happened (see Chapter 2).


Common-sense psychology: looking for hidden causes of behaviour


Fritz Heider, a European who emigrated to the USA, was greatly influenced by Gestalt psychology (see Gross, 2010). He wanted to apply this theory of object perception to the perception of people (social or person perception). The publication of his book The Psychology of Interpersonal Relations (1958) marked a new era in Social Psychology (Leyens and Codol, 1988). For Heider, the starting point for studying how people understand their social world is ‘ordinary’ people:




•  How do people usually think about and infer meaning from what goes on around them?


•  How do they make sense of their own and other people’s behaviour?





These questions relate to what Heider called common-sense psychology. He saw the ‘ordinary’ person (the ‘person in the street’) as a naïve scientist, linking observable behaviour to unobservable causes (much as the professional scientist does):




The causal structure of the environment, both as the scientist describes it and as the naïve person apprehends it, is such that we are usually in contact only with what may be called the offshoots or manifestations of underlying core processes or core structures … Man is usually not content simply to register the observables that surround him … The underlying causes of events, especially the motives of other persons, are invariances of the environment that are relevant to him; they give meaning to what he experiences and it is these meanings that are recorded in his life space and are precipitated as the reality of the environment to which he then reacts.







(Heider, 1958)





So, a fundamental feature of common-sense psychology is the belief that underlying people’s overt behaviour are causes, and it is these causes, rather than the observable behaviour itself, that provide the meaning of what people do. Such basic assumptions about behaviour need to be shared by members of a culture, for without them social interaction would be chaotic. Indeed, common-sense psychology can be thought of as part of the belief system that forms part of the culture as a whole, and that distinguishes one culture from another. According to Bennett (1993):




What interested him [Heider] was the fact that within our culture we all subscribe to essentially the same version of everyday psychology – for example, that human behaviour often reflects inner determinants such as abilities, wants, emotions, personalities, etc., rather than, say, witchcraft or the spirit forces of our ancestors … Of course, it is important that we do subscribe to a common psychology, since doing this provides an orientating context in which we can understand, and be understood by, others. Imagine a world in which your version of everyday psychology was fundamentally at odds with that of your friends – without a shared ‘code’ for making sense of behaviour, social life would hardly be possible …





Of course, common-sense psychology (at least that shared by members of western cultures) does not involve the belief that internal, unobservable causes are the only causes of behaviour. In fact, Heider identified two basic potential sources or causes of behaviour, namely personal or dispositional (internal) and situational or environmental (external). This distinction lies at the heart of attribution theory, which deals with the general principles that govern how the social perceiver selects and uses information to arrive at causal explanations (Fiske and Taylor, 1991). One of the major ‘tasks’ we all face in our daily interactions with others is deciding whether their behaviour can be explained in terms of internal causes (such as abilities, emotions, personality, motivation and attitudes) or external causes (such as the behaviour of other people, the demands of the situation, and aspects of the physical environment). This decision is the attribution process and it is what theories of attribution try to explain.


Understanding which set of factors should be used to interpret another person’s behaviour will make the perceiver’s world more predictable and give him or her greater control over it. Heider’s basic insights provided the blueprint for the theories of attribution that followed (Hewstone and Antaki, 1988: see Gross, 2010).


According to Antaki (1984), attribution theory promises to:




… uncover the way in which we, as ordinary men and women, act as scientists in tracking down the causes of behaviour; it promises to treat ordinary people, in fact, as if they were psychologists.





There already exists a body of ‘knowledge’ (a set of beliefs and assumptions) that we all use for interpreting and predicting people’s behaviour (common-sense or folk psychology). This is part of our culture and so is highly resistant to change and is deeply ingrained in our everyday social interactions.


However, are there psychological theories that have proved so powerful that they have become absorbed by the culture and so have become part of common-sense psychology? By becoming absorbed into the culture, they may have become detached from the identity of the psychologist(s) responsible for them, becoming part of what we take for granted about human beings. Popular beliefs, such as ‘gay men, as children, have had too close a relationship with their mother’, ‘the child’s early years are critical’ and ‘boys need a father’ can all be traced, more or less directly (and more or less accurately), to Freud’s psychoanalytic theory. It is not the (objective) truth or otherwise of these claims that matters here but the impact they have had on the thinking and experience of ordinary people (see Chapters 2 and 4).


There is no doubting the tremendous impact Freud has had, both on psychology as a discipline and Psychology. According to Thomas (1990):




Sigmund Freud is probably the most famous of all psychologists … His ideas and development of them by other people have influenced our conception of morality, family life and childhood and thus perhaps the structure of our society. And they have changed our attitudes to mental illness. Freudian assumptions are now part of the fabric of literature and the arts.





The conceptual tools of the everyday psychologist


In making sense of human action, the everyday (‘amateur’) psychologist draws upon a considerable range of constructs and conceptual ‘tools’, which fall into two broad categories:




1  psychological (or mentalistic) – these are properties of the individual (desires, emotions, personality and other internal sources)


2  social – these are properties of the group(s) and society we belong to (rules, norms, roles and other external sources).





Everyday mentalistic psychology


According to Wellman (1990), two vital constructs lie at the heart of everyday thinking about action: desire and belief. What people do results from their believing that certain actions will bring about ends they desire. Almost every time we ask someone why they did something, we will be trying to find out about their desire or belief – or both.


In everyday psychology, these are accepted as the causes of what we do: ‘Beliefs and desires provide … the internal mental causes for overt actions’ (Wellman, 1990). However, the everyday psychologist also has some idea (‘theory’) about what causes desires and beliefs. Specifically, beliefs arise from perception, while desires result from basic emotions and physiological causes. Also, action is seen as producing certain reactions, typically emotional ones. Other people’s emotions provide important cues about how to behave towards them (for example, try to comfort them, or steer clear of them), as well as insights into the strengths of their desires and beliefs.


Although emotion is clearly a basic construct of everyday psychology, it’s not all there is in the lay person’s conceptual ‘tool bag’. Other key ‘tools’ – and perhaps the most important of all – are thinking and intention.




•  Thinking is an active process, in which the mind is engaged in a variety of directive processes, such as attention, interpretation, and storing information and recalling it. This means that beliefs, for example, can arise in the absence of direct perception and may result from inference (which is based on direct perception).


•  Intentions mediate between desire and action. They ‘function to actualise (some but not all) desires’; that is, they translate our wants into strategic courses of action that will help us to satisfy those wants. This translation involves planning and other cognitive activity and information processing.





However, everyday psychology also involves trying to understand recurrent patterns of behaviour (as opposed to one-off, specific acts). For this purpose, we commonly identify personality traits to explain and predict people’s behaviour and, once we have, we are in a better position to predict all kinds of desires and beliefs the person might have. Particular actions can now be seen in a broader, more coherent, psychological context.


Everyday social psychology


This is usually more implicit than the mentalistic counterpart, and Wellman has much less to say about it. As most Social Psychologists would agree, action is to a considerable degree constrained by forces outside the individual, such as norms and conventions (see Chapter 8). According to Wegner and Vallacher (1977), people are ‘implicit situation theorists’ who subscribe to ‘a set of expectations concerning the rules of behaviour in various settings’. Expectations also apply to the behaviours of people occupying particular social roles in particular situations. Everyday social psychology also includes our understanding of event episodes, which are scripted episodes – ‘a predetermined stereotyped sequence of actions’ (Schank and Abelson, 1977) – such as eating at a restaurant. Wellman’s account of everyday psychology is summarised in Figure 1.1.
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Implicit and explicit theories: some similarities between formal and informal psychology


Ordinary people’s assumption that behaviour is caused by either internal or external factors, combined with the attribution process, is part of the way in which we form impressions of others. Only if we attribute internal causes can we take the behaviour to indicate what the person is like; external causes, by definition, refer to influences on behaviour distinct from the actor him/herself. However, there is much more involved in forming impressions of others than simply attributing causes. As Gahagan (1984) says:




When we form impressions of others we are making guesses or inferences based both on whatever selection of data, derived from our observations of them, is at hand and the theories that we already have about them. The study of person perception is the study of how the lay person uses theory and data in understanding other people.





Forming impressions


The kinds of theories the lay person uses when forming impressions of others are referred to as intuitive theories (see, for example, Nisbett and Ross, 1980) or implicit personality theories (IPTs). The most extensively investigated (and, arguably, the most important) examples are stereotypes and the related process of stereotyping, which Oakes et al. (1994) define as ‘the process of ascribing characteristics to people on the basis of their group memberships’. As a kind of person schema, stereotypes illustrate the general cognitive tendency to store knowledge and experience in the form of simplified, generalised representations. (Imagine what it would be like if we had to store details of each individual chair, cat or person we encounter!) As Atkinson et al. (1990) say, without schemata and schematic processing, we would simply be overwhelmed by the information that inundates us; this would make us very poor information processors.


The importance of schemas (or schemata) and other IPTs lies not in their accuracy but in their capacity for making the world a more manageable place in which to live. If Psychologists are to understand human behaviour, they must look not at how good people are at explaining and predicting the world (especially the world of human behaviour) but rather at how they go about doing it. According to Asch (1952):




We act and choose on the basis of what we see, feel, and believe … When we are mistaken about things, we act in terms of our erroneous notions, not in terms of things as they are. To understand human action it is therefore essential to understand the conscious mode in which things appear to us.





An early advocate of the view that it is essential to understand people’s constructions of the world was Schutz (1932/1962), a sociologist, according to whom:




All our knowledge … in common-sense as in scientific thinking, involves constructions … strictly speaking, there are no such things as facts, pure and simple. All facts are from the outset facts selected from a universal context by the activities of our minds … This does not mean that, in daily life or in science, we are unable to grasp the reality of the world. It just means that we grasp merely certain aspects of it, namely those which are relevant to us.





This highlights the ‘conceptually driven’ nature of our everyday understanding; it is guided not by the intrinsic properties of the world, but by our prior ideas and beliefs about it. The data provided by the external environment are still relevant, but these are ‘filtered’ through our schemas and implicit theories, so that we are incapable of seeing things ‘as they really are’ (see Chapters 2 and 4).


What does this mean for science?


The positivist view of science maintains that the distinguishing characteristic of science is its objectivity. The scientist, equipped with appropriate empirical methods, has access to the world ‘as it really is’, which assumes that the observations, measurements, experiments and so on he or she performs are unbiased, and that data can be collected without any kind of preconception or expectation influencing their collection.


However, by analogy with the lay person’s use of theory and data to understand other people, the scientist (including the Psychologist) also collects data through the ‘lens’ of theory; there is simply no way of avoiding it. According to Popper (1972), observation is always pre-structured and directed, and this is as true of physics as it is of psychology. Similarly, Deese (1972) argues that, despite the reliance of science on observation, data play a more modest role than is usually believed. The function of empirical observation is not to find out what causes what, or how things work in some ultimate sense, but simply to provide justification for some particular way of looking at the world. In other words, observation justifies (or not) a theory the scientist already holds (just as the everyday psychologist already has stereotypes of particular social groups), and theories determine what kinds of data are collected in the first place.


The interdependence between theory and data is shown in Deese’s belief that (i) theory in the absence of data is not science, and (ii) data alone do not make a science. Both theory and data are necessary for science, and so-called facts do not exist independently of a theoretical interpretation of the data:




Fact = Data + Theory





Are intuitive/implicit theories real theories?


Wellman (1990) identifies three essential features of a theory:




1  coherence – the different concepts that make up the theory should be interconnected, making it impossible to consider a single concept in isolation; in other words, the meaning of any given concept is determined by its role in the theory as a whole


2  ontological distinctions – it ‘carves up’ phenomena into different kinds of entities and processes, making fundamental distinctions between different classes of things


3  causal explanatory framework – it accounts for the phenomena it deals with by identifying their causes.





Wellman believes that in terms of these three criteria, everyday psychology can reasonably be considered to constitute a theory.


Implicit and explicit theories: some differences between formal and informal psychology


Even if we agree with Wellman that the everyday psychologist’s implicit theories share certain features with scientific theories, it is difficult to deny that the scope of implicit theories is nothing like as broad as that of Psychology (Bennett, 1993). There are other important differences as well.


The meaning of ‘implicit’ and ‘explicit’


The lay person may be only dimly aware, or completely unaware, of the reasoning he or she has followed when making inferences about others, and this reasoning may change from situation to situation. They draw on their theories in an unselfconscious way. This is part of what ‘implicit’ conveys.


By definition, the scientist must be able to show how his or her theory was developed and hypotheses derived. They use their theories as theories. So, while lay people might use constructs about what causes people to act as they do (the attribution process), a scientific psychologist produces constructs about constructs – that is, an explanation of everyday explanation (a ‘second level’ explanation, such as theories of attribution). This is what ‘explicit’ conveys.


Applying scientific method


Scientists are obliged to follow scientific method, a set of rules governing the use of theory. These include falsifiability – being able to show that the theory is false, rather than merely finding data to support it (i.e. verification; see Popper, 1959). Everyday psychologists, of course, are not obliged to follow the rules of scientific method and tend to look for evidence that supports their position.


The purpose of psychological theories


The Psychologist is trying to construct scientific laws of human behaviour and cognitive processes (or, at least, establish general principles), often for their own sake. The lay person, however, is using theories as ‘guidelines for their everyday transactions with others’ (Gahagan, 1991). For example, whereas you or I might avoid someone who looks very aggressive or whom we believe to be short-tempered, the psychologist studying aggression may be interested in finding out what cues people use to judge others as aggressive, or why some people are actually more aggressive than others. In other words, the lay person’s intuitive/implicit theories serve a practical/pragmatic purpose. They guide our everyday interaction, making other people’s behaviour appear more intelligible and predictable than it would be otherwise (Gahagan, 1984).


Berger and Luckmann (1966) talk about ‘recipe knowledge’, knowledge that gets results, as the primary purpose of lay theories. Scientists, though, are interested in ‘truth’ (rather than usefulness); they want to construct as full an account as possible of the structures, processes and contents associated with a particular phenomenon.


The relationship between formal and informal psychology


Professionals and ordinary people have in common the task of trying to understand other people’s motives and their personalities. The professional ‘spies’ on the lay person as they undertake the task of ‘being’ a psychologist. Since ‘person perception’ is the term given by professional psychologists to the study of the lay person as psychologist, this represents the convergence of professional and lay, formal and informal psychology (Gahagan, 1991).


According to Harré et al. (1985):




The task of scientific psychology consists of making the implicit psychologies of everyday life explicit, and then, in the light of that understanding, applying the techniques of theory-guided empirical research to develop, refine, and extend that body of knowledge and practices.





Harré et al. cite Freud’s theory of dreams as an obvious extension of our common-sense or folk beliefs about the source of dream contents. Common sense forms ‘part of the literature’ – that is, a proper part of the body of knowledge available in Psychology. Agreeing with Heider, Harré et al. say that common sense is the platform from which the enterprise of Psychology must start.


Man-the-scientist: Kelly’s psychology of personal constructs


Three years before the publication of Heider’s book in which he proposed the notions of common-sense psychology and the naïve scientist, George Kelly published a book called A Theory of Personality: The Psychology of Personal Constructs (1955).


According to Kelly, not only are scientists human but humans can also be thought of as scientists. Personal construct theory (PCT) is a theory about the personal theories of each one of us, and one of its distinctive features is that it applies as much to Kelly himself (as the originator of the theory) as to everyone else. If science is first and foremost a human activity, then any valid psychological theory must be able to account for that activity, including the construction of scientific psychological theories. PCT can do this quite easily (not true of most psychological theories) and so is said to display reflexivity.


According to Weiner (1992):




Kelly’s theory … can explain scientific endeavours, for Kelly considered the average person an intuitive scientist, having the goal of predicting and understanding behaviour. To accomplish this aim, the naive person formulates hypotheses about the world and the self, collects data that confirm or disconfirm these hypotheses, and then alters personal theories to account for the new data. Hence, the average person operates in the same manner as the professional scientist, although the professional scientist may be more accurate and more self-conscious in their attempts to achieve cognitive clarity and understanding.





Our hypotheses about the world take the form of constructs. These represent our attempt to interpret events (including the behaviour of ourselves and others) and they are put to the test every time we act. Kelly was originally trained in physics and mathematics, and he worked for a time as an engineer. Not surprisingly, perhaps, he chose the model of man-the-scientist. He wondered why it was that only those with university degrees should be privileged to feel the excitement and reap the rewards of scientific activity (Fransella, 1980):




When we speak of man-the-scientist we are speaking of all mankind and not merely a particular class of men who have publicly attained the stature of ‘scientists’.







(Kelly, 1955)





This model of human beings not only seems intuitively valid (people really are as the model describes them), but it has quite fundamental implications for how we make sense of (construe) what is going on in psychological research and how it needs to be conducted if anything meaningful is to come out of it. In Kelly’s own words:




It is customary to say that the scientist’s ultimate aim is to predict and control. This is a summary statement that psychologists frequently like to quote in characterizing their own aspirations. Yet, curiously enough, psychologists rarely credit the human subjects in their experiments with having similar aspirations. It is as though the psychologist were saying to himself, ‘I, being a psychologist, and therefore a scientist, am performing this experiment in order to improve the prediction and control of certain human phenomena; but my subject, being merely a human organism, is obviously propelled by inexorable drives welling up within him, or else he is in gluttonous pursuit of sustenance and shelter.’





In other words, in their role as scientists, Psychologists perceive people as something less than whole persons, certainly as something very different from themselves. People are ‘reduced’ to the status of subject, implying that the Psychologist is in control and dictates what will happen in the experimental situation, while the other merely responds to events in a passive and unthinking way. Not only is the term dehumanising (Heather, 1976; see also Chapter 5), but there is a fundamental methodological issue involved.


Another psychologist who (implicitly) regards people as intuitive scientists is Orne (1962), who introduced the term demand characteristics to refer to all the cues that convey to the ‘subject’ the experimental hypothesis (and, hence, represent important influences on his or her behaviour). The mere fact that experimental Psychologists do all they can to conceal from their subjects the true purpose of an experiment (and thus prevent them from, consciously or unconsciously, complying with it) suggests that the former believe that the latter, like themselves, ‘search for meaning in their environment, formulate hypotheses, and act on the basis of these belief systems’ (Weiner, 1992). If ordinary people did not engage in essentially the same kind of intellectual activities as scientists, it would not be necessary to use the often elaborate controls and deceptions that are an almost inevitable feature of traditional experimental research (see Chapter 2).


How, though, can people be both ‘subjects’ and, at the same time, capable of figuring out (or at least puzzling about) what is going on in the mind of the psychologist (much as the Psychologist is doing in their role as scientist)? Using Kelly’s concept of constructs, ‘we might see the subject as one who is desperately trying to construe the construction processes of the psychologist’ (Fransella, 1980). From this perspective, the term ‘subject’ is inappropriate: not only are ordinary people scientists, but Psychologists can only hope to understand and predict others’ behaviour to the extent they are aware of the constructs those others place upon events. Some behaviour might appear extraordinary to the observer but be totally meaningful in the context of the actor’s own world view. As Fransella (1980) says: ‘To understand the behaviour of others, we have to know what construct predictions are being put to the test.’


As a consequence of the ‘human-as-scientist’ model, the Psychologist and the client (‘subject’) are now equal partners; the former is no longer of higher status and ‘in charge’ (Weiner, 1992). According to Bannister and Fransella (1980):




Construct theory sees each man as trying to make sense out of himself and his world. It sees psychology as a meta-discipline, an attempt to make sense out of the ways in which men make sense out of their worlds. This not only puts the psychologist in the same interpretive business as his so-called subject – it makes them partners in the business, for on no other basis can one man understand another.





If ‘subject’ reduces the person to something less than a whole person, for PCT the person is the irreducible unit:




Traditional psychology is not, in the main, about persons. By making the person the central subject matter of psychology, construct theory changes the boundaries and the content of the existing science.







(Bannister and Fransella, 1980)





Research within a PCT framework would look very different from its conventional, ‘mainstream’ form. It would be about ‘the process whereby people come to make sense of things’ and would involve working with and not on subjects. The researcher’s constructions would be made explicit and the results obtained:




.. will be seen as less important, in the end, than the whole progress of the research itself – which, after all, represents one version of the process it is investigating. The crucial question, about any research project, would then be how far, as a process, it illuminated our understanding of the whole human endeavour to make sense of our lives, and how fruitful it proved in suggesting new explanatory ventures.







(Salmon, 1978, in Bannister and Fransella, 1980)





These views regarding the nature of psychological research are echoed in feminist psychology (see Chapter 11) and in collaborative/new paradigm research (see Chapter 2).



Homo psychologicus: human beings as natural psychologists


According to Humphrey (1986):




The minds of human beings are part of nature. We should ask: What are minds for? Why have they evolved in this way rather than another? Why have they evolved at all, instead of remaining quite unchanged?





Language, creativity and self-awareness are unique to human beings (although many would challenge this) and human societies are infinitely richer, more stable and more psychologically demanding than anything that exists elsewhere in nature (see Gross, 2012a). Nowhere on earth, though, can human beings survive outside society. Consequently, nowhere on earth can we survive without a deep sensitivity to, and understanding of, our fellow creatures. Humphrey asks:




Did people … then evolve to be psychologists by nature? Is that what makes our families and commitments work? Has that been the prime mover behind the evolution of our brains and our intelligence? If so, it would mean that almost all the earlier theories of human evolution had got it upside down. Fifteen years ago, nothing in the textbooks about evolution referred to man’s need to do psychology: the talk was all of tool-making, spear-throwing and fire-lighting – practical rather than social intelligence.





It has been argued that the mark of the first man-like ape was the ability to walk on his hind legs, to eat and digest a wide range of grassland food, and to relate his fingers to his thumb. However, according to Humphrey, as important as these were:




Not fingers to thumb, but person to person. The real mark of a man-like ape would have been his ability to manipulate and relate himself – in human ways – to the other apes around him.





Humphrey argues that there is sufficient archaeological evidence to suggest that by two million years ago the fundamental pattern of human social living had already been established. While the Kalahari bushmen may be biologically modern, in many respects their lifestyle has not changed in the last million years. By observing them, we can still see just how far the success of a hunter-gatherer community depends on the psychological skills of its individual members. Their social system works, but only because they, like all human beings,




… are … supremely good at understanding one another. They come of a long, long line of natural psychologists whose brains and minds have been slowly shaped by evolution … Small wonder human beings have evolved to be such remarkable psychological survivors, when for the last six million years their heavy task has been to read the minds of other human beings.





But how do we do it? Essentially, as intelligent social beings we use knowledge of our own thoughts and feelings (through ‘introspection’: see Chapter 2) as a guide for understanding how others are likely to think and feel and, therefore, behave. Humphrey goes even further and claims that we are conscious (that is, we have self-awareness) because this is so useful to us in this process of understanding others and thus having a successful social existence. Consciousness is a biological adaptation, which has evolved to enable us to perform this introspective psychology.
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Consistent with Humphrey’s discussion of the evolution of human beings as nature’s psychologists (phylogenesis) is the recent interest among developmental psychologists in how an understanding of other people’s minds develops in the individual child (ontogenesis). This capacity appears, on average, between the ages of three and four, and is called the child’s ‘theory of mind’ (see Gross, 2010, 2012b). Humphrey’s theory of consciousness is discussed further in Chapter 6.


Conclusion


To begin a book on Psychology by looking at people as psychologists seems, in many ways, the only logical way to start. Since most of us are, by definition, neither Psychologists nor any other kind of ‘literal’ scientist, the person-as-psychologist is a metaphor: let’s ‘pretend’ that everyone is a psychologist/scientist and see where that takes us in understanding ourselves.


Compared with other metaphors (such as people-as-information-processors: see Chapter 4), it feels intuitively ‘right’. After all, science, including Psychology, is done by people, scientists are people, and, as far as we know, science is a uniquely human behaviour. By contrast, information-processing machines are designed by people, and it seems odd to liken people to something they have designed. At the same time, this makes us unique among such machines, because we design machines as part of our scientific activity. We are organisms that ‘do science’, which also makes us unique within the biological world.


Chapter summary





•  Psychology is part of the sum total of what people do, a (rather special) human activity.



•  One of the things that makes Psychology unique is that the investigator and the subject matter are, essentially, the same.



•  A useful way of trying to understand ‘ordinary’ (lay) people is to regard them as psychologists/scientists, as in person perception. Ordinary people can already do the kinds of things that Psychologists are trying to do (such as reflecting on the causes of behaviour).



•  Heider was interested in common-sense (or folk) psychology, i.e. how the lay person acts as a naïve scientist, by linking observable behaviour to unobservable causes. The causes of behaviour are what give meaning to what people do.



•  Social life requires that members of a particular culture share the same basic version of everyday psychology.



•  Heider distinguished between personal or dispositional (internal) and situational or environmental (external) causes, which is the central feature of attribution theory. Assigning internal or external causes to behaviour is called the attribution process.



•  Influential psychological theories, notably Freud’s psychoanalytic theory, may become part of our taken-for-granted beliefs about the causes of behaviour.



•  According to Wellman, desire, belief, thinking and intention are key constructs involved in everyday mentalistic psychology.



•  Everyday social psychology refers to social norms, rules and conventions, and social roles, and also includes understanding of event/scripted episodes.



•  The lay person’s theories are called intuitive/implicit personality theories, an important example being stereotypes (and the related process of stereotyping). Stereotypes are a kind of person schema.



•  Schemas and other implicit theories make the world more manageable, through making it more predictable; this is more important than their accuracy.



•  Many sociologists, Psychologists and philosophers of science argue that our knowledge of the world is constructed by us; this challenges the positivist view of science, according to which science is objective.



•  Scientific observation is always pre-structured and directed; data are always collected in the light of a particular theory, and ‘facts’ do not exist independently of theory.



•  Scientists, but not everyday psychologists, are obliged to follow the rules of scientific method, including falsification (as opposed to mere verification); the former are also obliged to make them explicit.



•  Psychologists are trying to construct laws of behaviour/psychological processes as an end in itself, while the lay person’s theories serve a practical/pragmatic purpose (‘recipe knowledge’).



•  According to Kelly’s personal construct theory (PCT), people can be thought of as intuitive scientists (man-the-scientist), who use their personal constructs to make predictions about, and to explain, behaviour. To understand other people’s behaviour, we must know what constructs they are putting to the test.



•  In the experimental situation, ‘subjects’ formulate hypotheses about the experimental hypothesis being tested; this relates to Orne’s demand characteristics.



•  In traditional Psychology, the experimenter is of higher status and ‘in charge’, while within a PCT framework, research is a co-operative venture between ‘equals’; the process of research is much more important than the results obtained.



•  According to Humphrey, human beings have evolved as natural psychologists (homo psychologicus). What makes us distinctive as a species is our ability to read the minds of other human beings.



•  Consciousness is a biological adaptation that has evolved to enable us to perform introspective psychology.
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Chapter 2



PSYCHOLOGY AS SCIENCE


Science as a recurrent theme


Explicitly or implicitly, the nature of science and Psychology’s status as a science are discussed throughout this book. Chapter 1 looks at the ways in which everyone may be thought of as a psychologist, by examining common-sense psychology and how this is both similar to, and different from, Psychology. According to Heider, the lay person assigns causes to behaviour and, to that extent, acts like a naïve scientist.


Identifying the causes of a phenomenon as a way of trying to explain it (as well as a means of predicting and controlling it) is a fundamental part of ‘classical’ science (see below). This is related to determinism, which is discussed in relation to free will in Chapter 7.


The three aims of explanation/understanding, prediction and control are discussed in Chapter 3 in terms of their appropriateness for Psychology. The idiographic and nomothetic approaches refer to two very different views as to what it is about people that Psychologists should be studying, and the methods that should be adopted to study them. These two approaches correspond to the social sciences/humanities and natural/physical sciences respectively. This distinction is much less clear-cut than it was once thought to be; indeed, the view of natural science current at the time that Windelband originally made the distinction between the Geisteswissenschaften (‘moral sciences’) and the Naturwissenschaften (‘natural sciences’) is now considered by many scientists and philosophers to be outmoded. Ironically, Psychologists may still be trying to model their discipline on a view of physics in particular, and natural science in general, which physicists themselves no longer hold. More of this below.


Chapter 11 considers how Feminist Psychologists have exposed a major source of bias within both the research and theorising of ‘mainstream’ scientific Psychology, as well as within the Psychology profession itself, namely, androcentrism, or male-centredness. From the perspective of mainstream scientific psychology, there are very powerful reasons for ‘keeping quiet’ about it, namely that science is meant to be unbiased, objective and value-free. This view of science is called positivism, something that Feminist Psychologists explicitly reject when they advocate a study of human beings, in which the researchers ‘come clean’ about their values.


Positivism is also involved in the attempts of Clinical Psychologists and psychiatrists to define, classify, diagnose and treat psychological disorders in an objective, value-free or value-neutral way (comparable to what goes on in general medicine: see Chapter 8). Definitions of abnormality are influenced by a wide range of cultural beliefs, values, assumptions and experiences, but as long as practitioners remain unaware of their influence, they will perceive what they do as being objective.


The fact that the cultural (as well as the class, ethnic and gender) background of practitioners is usually different from that of the majority of their patients/clients, introduces a strong ethnocentric bias to the area of abnormal behaviour. This is often even more apparent when western psychologists travel to other cultures in order to study the behaviour and experience of members of those other cultures (see Chapter 12). While Cross-cultural Psychology can serve as an important counterbalance to the equation of ‘human’ with ‘member of western culture’, it is even more difficult (both theoretically and in practice) for a member of one culture to objectively study a person from another culture than when the researcher and researched share a common culture.


According to Orne (1962), every Psychology experiment is a social situation. Regardless of the topic being investigated or hypothesis being tested, there is an interaction between two (or more) people who bring with them to the experimental situation a whole set of expectations, questions and other cognitive processes (both conscious and unconscious) and behaviours, just as they do to other social situations. What goes on in the minds, and between the minds, of the people involved inevitably affects the outcome, making the experiment something less than a wholly objective situation. This is often (mistakenly) contrasted with experiments in the natural sciences.


Chapter 13 considers some of the issues surrounding the study of paranormal (‘unusual’ or anomalistic) phenomena and experiences. These issues include some basic questions about the nature of science and the validity of using scientific methods to study human experience.


Chapter 4 considers major theoretical approaches within Psychology. One of the major criteria used to assess these is how ‘scientific’ their methods (and the resulting theories) are. But this criterion is applied only by those who adopt a positivist approach, and both psychodynamic and social constructionist approaches show that there are different ‘takes’ on what science means. Importantly for parts of this chapter, social constructionists argue that not only is knowledge (including scientific knowledge) socially constructed, but science itself is a socially constructed, socially mediated activity. Theories about ‘the world’ are as much a reflection of the social nature of science as they are a reflection of the world itself.


A brief sketch of the history of science


Many of the basic principles and assumptions of modern science, as well as some fundamental ‘common-sense’ assumptions we make about the world, can be attributed to the French philosopher Descartes (1596–1650). He divided the universe into two fundamentally different realms or ‘realities’: (a) physical matter (res extensa), which is extended in time and space, and (b) non-material, non-extended mind (res cogitans). This view is known as philosophical dualism, and the opposite view, that only matter exists, is called materialism.


This distinction between matter and mind allowed scientists to treat matter as inert and completely distinct from themselves, which meant that the world could be described objectively, without reference to the human observer. Objectivity became the ideal of science; Comte’s (1798–1857) extension of it to the study of human behaviour and social institutions became known as positivism (see below).


Descartes believed that the material world comprised objects assembled like a huge machine and operated by mechanical laws that could be explained in terms of the arrangements and movements of its parts (mechanism or ‘machine-ism’). Descartes extended this mechanistic view of matter to living organisms. He compared animals to clocks composed of wheels and springs, and later extended this view to the human body, which he saw as part of a perfect cosmic machine, controlled, at least in principle, by mathematical laws. Descartes also advocated reductionism, according to which complex wholes may be explained in terms of their constituent parts. By contrast, the non-material mind can only be known through introspection (inspecting/observing one’s own thoughts and ideas).


Newton later formulated the mathematical laws and mechanics that were thought to account for all the changes observable in the physical world. The mechanical model of the universe subsequently guided all scientific activity for the next 200 years.


Science and empiricism


In addition to positivism, determinism, mechanism, materialism and reductionism, empiricism represented another fundamental feature of science (and a major influence on its development). This refers to the ideas of the seventeenth-century British empiricist philosophers – in particular, Locke, Hume and Berkeley. They believed that the only source of true knowledge about the world is sensory experience – what comes to us through our senses or what can be inferred about the relationships between such sensory facts. This belief proved to be one of the central influences on the development of physics and chemistry.
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The word ‘empirical’ is often used synonymously with ‘scientific’, implying that what scientists do is carry out experiments and observations as means of collecting data or ‘facts’ about the world. This, in turn, implies other very important assumptions about the nature of scientific activity and its relationship to the phenomena under investigation:




•  an empirical approach is different from a theoretical one, since the latter does not involve the use of experiment, measurement and other forms of data collection


•  philosophers, rather than scientists, use theory and rational argument (as opposed to data collection) to try to establish the truth about the world


•  the objective truth about the world (what it’s ‘really like’) can be established through properly controlled experiments and other empirical methods. Science can tell us about reality as it is independently of the scientist and of the activity of trying to observe it.





Logical positivism


Logical positivism (LP) was the dominant philosophy of science from the 1920s to the 1960s, associated with a group of scientists, mathematicians and philosophers known as the ‘Vienna Circle’. LP maintains that for a statement to have meaning, it must be possible, at least in principle, to demonstrate its truth (i.e. verification). This represents the dividing line between scientific and non-scientific statements and between sense and nonsense (the latter including most statements about religion, ethics and metaphysics, and Freud’s psychoanalytic theory).


According to Ayer (1936), sensory experience is all-important, which places LP firmly in the traditions of classical empiricism and realist theories of perception (according to which objects are as we perceive them to be).


Karl Popper (1959) argued that a fundamental flaw in LP’s emphasis on verification is that it can never conclusively prove the truth of any statement. The classic example involves swans: while the statement ‘All swans are white’ is verified every time a white swan is observed, it only takes a single observation of a black swan to falsifiy it (and black swans do exist). So, for Popper, the true mark of a scientific statement/theory is that it has the potential to be falsified. However, as many critics of Popper have pointed out, science does not work like this.
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The role of theory


What LP allows is that observation/experimentation can help discover knowledge without the need for underlying beliefs for interpreting observations. This corresponds to the second and third points above.


While the first point is true and non-controversial, the second and third points are much more the subject of debate among scientists and philosophers of science. Although the use of empirical methods is a defining feature of science and does distinguish it from philosophy, the use of theory is equally crucial. This explains why many would reject the view of science as involving the discovery of ‘facts’ about the world, which are uninfluenced by the scientist’s theories. These may deal with what causes the phenomenon under investigation (corresponding, perhaps, to the popular understanding of what a ‘scientific theory’ is), but in a broader sense theories also ‘include’ and reflect the biases, prejudices, values and assumptions of the individual scientist, as well as those of the scientific community to which he or she belongs. To the extent that such characteristics of the scientist influence the scientific process, it cannot be regarded as objective.


If this is true in the cases of physics and chemistry, it is even more likely to be true of Psychology, where human beings are studying other human beings. Unconscious biases (such as androcentrism, sexism and ethnocentrism) come into play here, which is less likely to be true of the physicist or chemist investigating aspects of the physical world. But in Psychology’s attempt to model itself on the natural sciences, people have been regarded and treated as if they were part of the natural world. The difficulties of using this approach are discussed later in the chapter.


Kuhn (1962, 1970) and other philosophers of science (e.g. Feyerabend, 1965) claim that empirical observations are ‘theory-laden’: our theory literally determines how we see the world. This means that no observation can be objective (i.e. unbiased) and ‘facts’ do not exist independently of a ‘theoretical lens’ without which data have no meaning (Deese, 1972). What scientists gather are data – not ‘facts’ that somehow already exist in the way that fossils are (literally) unearthed. ‘Facts’ are interpretations of data, and theories are what provide the interpretations. Theories can – and do – change; this means that scientific knowledge is only ever temporary. As theories change, so do the ‘facts’.


Paradigms and scientific revolutions


This view of the provisional nature of our knowledge lies at the heart of Kuhn’s theory (1962, 1970) of scientific revolutions. A paradigm is a framework that determines which data are legitimate, what methods may be used, what terminology may be used when stating results, and what kinds of interpretation are allowed. It also embraces the social organisation of research, the overall ‘culture’ of the particular discipline dominated by that paradigm. As Bem and Looren de Jong (1997) put it:




… Students and junior researchers are trained to adopt the frame of reference, the vocabulary and the methods and techniques of the existing community … research communities can be as authoritarian and dogmatic as the Catholic Church or the Mafia …





For Kuhn, theory is part of a greater structure of methods, frameworks, concepts, professional habits and obligations, and laboratory practices. Without such a structure, there would be no research problems – and no research. Facts exist only in the context of a paradigm, making it impossible to choose between competing theories based on their empirical adequacy.


Kuhn rejects the claim by LP that scientific progress occurs through the steady accumulation of scientific knowledge. Taking a historical perspective, Kuhn argues that a discipline can be described as a true science only once it has an established paradigm. Before this stage is reached, it is pre-paradigmatic; after the paradigm is established, a stage (or state) of normal science exists. When results begin to be found that do not fit the paradigm, a crisis eventually triggers a revolution, which involves a paradigm shift and then a return to normal science.


But are paradigm shifts really comparable to revolutions? While this is probably Kuhn’s most shocking and controversial claim, it is difficult to criticise his concept of normal science:




… Doing research is essentially puzzle solving, filling in the gaps in a generally accepted framework by applying the generally accepted methods and interpretations … research is working out the paradigm under the assumption that there is a well-defined solution to the remaining uncertainties which can be found by the usual methods …







(Bem and Looren de Jong, 1997)





Kuhn compares a paradigm to a world view: a change of concepts and procedures can transform objects into something else – the data themselves change. Here, the notion of theory-ladenness is taken to its limits.


Kuhn, like many others, has described Psychology as pre-paradigmatic: there is little agreement among Psychologists regarding the fundamentals of their science. Instead, there are several distinct and competing theoretical approaches, including the psychoanalytic, behaviourist, Gestalt, psychodiagnostic/psychometric, and the cognitive (Kitchener, 1996: see Chapter 4).


The problem of relativism


While not everyone would necessarily agree with Kitchener’s list, many – but not everyone – would agree in principle. However, if, as we noted above, there is no rational, objective way of comparing and choosing between competing theories in terms of how well they ‘fit the facts’, and if all knowledge is constructed (defined in terms of particular theories), then we are faced with the problem of relativism. Part of this problem is that we cannot distinguish between a good and a poor paradigm (Agassi, 1996). If a paradigm is simply a way of doing research that all (or most) of those working within a particular field operate within, then its inherent worth becomes irrelevant.


Lakatos (1970) has attempted to combine Kuhn’s analysis of paradigms with the possibility of avoiding the problem of relativism. He does this by allowing for progress and rationality in terms of competition between research programmes (RPs), defined as a complex of theories that succeed each other over time; they represent the basic unit of science. RPs comprise a set of core central hypotheses, which are essential and rarely falsified, surrounded and protected by a band of secondary hypotheses that can be modified to explain deviant results. If a central hypothesis is threatened by new evidence, then rather than discard the entire RP, researchers tend to invent a ‘rescue hypothesis’ to accommodate the new findings. The test for superiority of one RP over another is whether the empirical content increases. When new hypotheses work, open new areas and trigger new research, a programme is considered to be progressive (Bem and Looren de Jong, 1997).


At the opposite extreme, Feyerabend’s (1978) methodological anarchism is a radicalisation of relativism: ‘anything goes’ in methodology and framing hypotheses which go against established theories is the way science proceeds. No hypothesis should be rejected as falsified or unconfirmed; on the contrary, notoriously unscientific ideas, such as voodoo, magic or alternative healing, should be given a try. The acceptance of new scientific ideas is as much due to social and accidental factors as to rational methods, and methodological rules hold back progress (see Chapter 13). Feyerabend’s maxim was ‘Always contradict!’ Perhaps not surprisingly, he became a kind of cult figure in Californian counterculture in the late 1970s. Feyerabend wished to blow up the established ideology from the inside (Bem and Looren de Jong, 1997).


But we are still left asking why it is that established science has delivered such impressive results, while alchemy, voodoo and witchcraft have not. What distinguishes the former from the latter (Bem and Looren de Jong, 1997)?


An unbroken lineage: origin myth 1


Just as psychological concepts and categories are culturally relative (see Chapter 12), so they are historically relative. The notion of an ‘unbroken lineage’ reinforces the idea that Psychology has a history as long as any other science, with the Ancient Greek philosophers being seen as concerned with the same problems and issues as present-day Psychologists (Jones and Elcock, 2001). People are praised or criticised according to how their ideas fit with modern conceptions of Psychology. But Jones and Elcock describe this as an ‘origin myth’.


According to Danziger (1997), modern Psychology is deeply ahistorical – it fails to see psychological categories and concepts from a historical perspective. Why? One reason is Psychology’s wishful identification with natural science. As Danziger says:




Psychological research is supposed to be concerned with natural, not historical, objects, and its methods are considered to be those of natural science, not those of history. Psychology is committed to investigating processes like cognition, perception and motivation as historically invariant phenomena of nature, not as historically determined social phenomena. Accordingly, it has strongly favoured the experimental approach of natural science and rejected the textual and archival methods of history …





Related to this is the implicit belief in scientific progress. As a scientific discipline develops, so knowledge accumulates and we move closer to ‘the truth’:




… the past simply consists of that which has been superseded. The main reason for bothering with it all [the historical course of science] is to celebrate progress, to congratulate ourselves for having arrived at the truth which the cleverest of our ancestors could only guess at.







(Danziger, 1997)





This constitutes a presentist view of the past (Harris, 2009: see section on Critical Psychological histories of Psychology, pages 26–27).


Implicit in this view is the assumption that psychological domains, such as ‘intelligence’, ‘personality’ and ‘motivation’, truly reflect the actual structure of a timeless human nature. So, even though pre-twentieth-century writers may not have organised their reflections around such topics, they are still presented as having had theories about them. If changes in such categories are recognised at all, their present-day form is what is taken to define their true nature: older work is interesting only in so far as it ‘anticipates’ what we now know to be true. But, as Danziger says:




The essence of psychological categories (in so far as they have one) lies in their status as historically constructed objects. There are no ‘perennial problems’ driving through the history of Psychology through the ages … At different times and in different places psychologically significant categories have been constructed and reconstructed in attempts to deal with different problems and to answer a variety of questions, many of them not essentially psychological at all …





Even the categories of physics are historical constructions, and so are subject to change.


Danziger (1997) examines how Aristotle, one of the Ancient Greek philosophers, used concepts such as ‘psyche’, which have become equated with ‘mind’ through translation from Greek into Latin, then into various modern languages. He concludes that:




Many of the fundamental categories of twentieth-century Psychology are, to all intents and purposes, twentieth-century inventions. Such concepts as ‘intelligence’, ‘behaviour’ and ‘learning’ were given such radically changed meanings by modern Psychology that there simply are no earlier equivalents.





In other cases, such as ‘motivation’ and ‘social attitudes’, use of the terms themselves is new, describing previously unsuspected phenomenological domains. But some unquestionably psychological categories were retained with little or no change in meaning from an earlier period, such as ‘emotion’, motive’, ‘consciousness’ and ‘self-esteem’. These examples point to an older layer of psychological concepts that pre-dated the emergence of Psychology as a discipline. However:




The very notion of ‘Psychology’ does not exist before the eighteenth century. Of course, there was no lack of reflection about human experience and conduct, but to imagine that all such reflection was ‘psychological’ in our sense is to project the present on to the past. Before the eighteenth century there was no sense of a distinct and identifiable domain of natural phenomena that could be systematically known and characterised as ‘psychological’. There were theological, philosophical, rhetorical, medical, aesthetic, political categories, but no psychological categories.





Danziger’s analysis implies that psychological concepts and categories do not refer to ‘natural kinds’ – that is, ‘groups of naturally occurring phenomena that inherently resemble each other and differ crucially from other phenomena’. In other words, they are constructions, used to make sense of observable behaviour. But while they may not refer to ‘real’, objectively existing phenomena, they nevertheless have the power to influence people’s behaviour and experience (that is, their psychology). This unique feature of Psychology is discussed below.


Some (other) influences on the development of psychology


Philosophy


Richards (2002) identifies a number of major philosophical theories, prior to 1850, which made significant contributions to the body of psychological concepts that Psychologists had to work with. These include associationism, which is logically distinct from, but commonly linked with, empiricism (see above), and Scottish ‘common-sense’ realism.


According to Locke (1690) and other British empiricists (see Figure 2.2), all psychological phenomena originate in, and consist of, atom-like ‘corpuscular’ sensations, which are built up into complex ideas through a few simple ‘laws of associationism’. Although meant to explain how the mind operates, associationism was, ironically, first seized upon by Watson, the founder of behaviourism. The conditioned response represented the ‘atom’, or basic unit, from which all (learned) behaviour is ultimately derived, but mental processes should be removed from Psychology altogether (see below). Scottish ‘common-sense’ realism identified several innate ‘powers’ of the mind, but perhaps its more important contribution to psychology was its practical orientation, including an interest in child development and social psychological phenomena (Richards, 2002).


Physiology


These philosophical theories were not trying to account for psychological phenomena as we understand them today – that is, they were not an early form of ‘scientific’ (or ‘natural philosophical’) Psychology. For the beginnings of ‘research’, as we now use the term, we need to look to physiology (Richards, 2002). By the late 1700s, physiology was making serious progress in conceptualising biological processes and, as it did so, various psychological issues took shape. These included a growing debate about brain functioning, with Gall’s ‘craniology’ or ‘phrenology’ assuming great popularity as a ‘scientific’ approach to ‘character’ from about 1800 to the early 1850s (especially in Scotland, where it mapped onto ‘common-sense’ realism’s belief in innate mental powers).
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Richards believes that, in many ways, phrenology was a ‘dry run’ for Psychology. Although traditionally dismissed as naïve pseudoscience, phrenology is now understood to have played a vital contextual role in popularising the idea of a secular ‘science of the mind’, as well as pioneering the ‘functionalist’ approach (as reflected in the localisation of brain function).


Other physiological discoveries that had important implications for Psychology included:




•  the distinction between afferent and efferent nerves (1820s)


•  reflex action (1830s–1840s), which put the possibility of ‘unconscious’ (automatic) action clearly on the map, as well as the possibility of theorising about the biological basis of learning


•  experimental study of the senses.





In the case of the last, Weber, in the early 1800s, brought the experimental approach across from physiology to psychological issues, such as reaction times and sensory thresholds. This laid the foundation for the work of Fechner and Wundt in the 1850s, which is generally held to represent the birth of Experimental Psychology (see below). Richards believes that Fechner’s (1860/1966) Elements of Psychophysics marked the advent of Psychology. Psychophysics is the study of the relationship between sensory stimuli and people’s experience of them.
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Box 2.1 Fechner’s contribution to Experimental Psychology


Some writers have argued that Fechner (1801–1887), rather than Wundt, was the founder of Experimental Psychology. According to Bunn (2010), Fechner’s great achievement was to show how Psychology could inaugurate a programme of systematic empirical enquiry without possessing any standard units of measurement on the one hand, or without committing the ‘Psychologists’ fallacy’ on the other. The latter is a term coined by James to refer to the tendency to confuse the analysis of subjective experience with objective reality (Leary, 1990). Fechner claimed that Psychology’s task was to search for a functional relationship between the ‘physical and the psychical that would accurately express their general interdependence’


Weber (1795–1878) had recorded the amount of change in a physical stimulus that became noticeable (the just noticeable difference). Fechner proposed that sensation is proportional to the logarithm of the stimulus intensity. Ironically, this promissory discovery (itself true only under certain conditions) remains Psychology’s sole claim to having formulated a scientific law (Bunn, 2010). Nevertheless, psychophysics remains the ‘gold standard’ for Experimental Psychology, because the principles Fechner described support mutual investigations across various scientific disciplines (Robinson, 2010).
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Fechner’s work inspired Wundt’s own experimental programme. While for Fechner psychophysics was nothing less than a method for determining the relationship between mind and matter, Wundt believed it was merely a useful way of undertaking sensory physiology.


While from around 1800 such developments in physiology began to make increasing inroads into philosophy’s academic monopoly on psychological issues, both philosophy and physiology ‘may be seen as Psychology’s major roots’ (Richards, 2002). But it was evolutionary thought, triggered by Spencer and Darwin in the 1850s that served to integrate these various developments (see Chapter 4).


The development of psychology as a science: the early days


The emergence of Psychology as a separate discipline, distinct from philosophy, clearly reflected the scientific ‘mentality’ or zeitgeist (‘spirit of the time’), but at first the subject matter was what it had traditionally been, namely ‘non-material consciousness’ (Graham, 1986). University courses in Psychology were first taught in the 1870s, before which time there were no laboratories explicitly devoted to psychological research. According to Fancher (1979), the two professors who set up the first two laboratories deserve much of the credit for the development of academic Psychology, namely Wilhelm Wundt (1832–1920) in Germany and William James (1842–1910) in the USA.


Wundt’s contribution: founding father or origin myth 2?


In the light of physiology’s influence on the development of Psychology, it is not too surprising to learn that Wundt was a physiologist. He (sometimes along with James, sometimes alone) is generally regarded as the ‘founder’ of the new science of Experimental Psychology (but see Box 2.1 opposite). As he wrote in the preface to his Principles of Physiological Psychology (1874, 1974), ‘The work I here present to the public is an attempt to mark out a new domain of science’ (in Fancher, 1979). In 1879, he converted his ‘laboratory’ at Leipzig University (in fact, a small, single room used as a demonstration laboratory) into a ‘private institute’ of Experimental Psychology. For the first time, a place had been set aside for the explicit purpose of conducting psychological research. Hence, 1879 is the year that is commonly cited as the ‘birth date’ of Psychology as a discipline in its own right. The institute soon began to attract people from all over the world, who returned to their own countries to establish laboratories modelled on Wundt’s.


Wundt identified the aim of Experimental Psychology as systematically varying the stimuli and conditions that produce differing mental states. It should be possible to manipulate and observe the facts of consciousness, just like those of physics, chemistry or physiology. Conscious mental states could be analysed by carefully controlled techniques of introspection. Introspection was a rigorous and highly disciplined technique designed to analyse conscious experience into elementary sensations and feelings. Participants were always carefully trained, advanced Psychology students. Wundt founded the journal Philosophische Studien (‘Philosophical Studies’), which, despite its name, was the world’s first to be primarily devoted to Experimental Psychology. This demonstrated the popularity and success of the ‘new psychology’.


The limits of introspection and experimentation


However, Wundt believed that introspection was only applicable to psychophysiological phenomena (sensations, reaction times, attention and other ‘lower mental processes’ – that is, immediate objects of conscious awareness). Both Wundt and Fechner were extremely ambivalent about Psychology’s use of the experimental method, believing it was useful only for investigating the most basic psychological mechanisms.


Memory, thinking, language, personality and social behaviour belong to the Geisteswissenschaften (social sciences), rather than the Naturwissenschaften (natural sciences: see Chapter 3). Specifically, Wundt argued that human minds exist within human communities, so in order to study memory, thinking and other ‘higher’ mental processes, as well as language, myth and cultural practices, one needs to study communities of people (Volkerpsychologie); these are too complex to be amenable to experimental manipulation (Danziger, 1990).


Despite Wundt’s view of the limitations of the experimental method, it has been portrayed as being of paramount importance in Psychology’s construction of itself as a natural science like physics and chemistry. Consequently, Wundt’s advocacy of this approach for the study of certain psychophysiological processes has been inflated, creating an ‘origin myth’, a distorted account of how Psychology ‘began’ (Jones and Elcock, 2001). Even those American students who came to Leipzig to study under Wundt failed to establish his introspective methodology permanently back in their own country. Wundt has dominated English-speaking Psychologists’ picture of late nineteenth-century psychological thought without good foundation (Richards, 2002). He left no lasting legacy, in terms of either theory or empirical discoveries, and although he helped to put Experimental Psychology ‘on the map’, beyond that:




… his status appears to derive more from the symbolic significance he acquired for others than the success of his Psychology. The discipline wanted a founding father with good experimental scientific credentials, and his American ex-students naturally revered him as their most influential teacher even while subsequently abandoning most of what he taught them …







(Richards, 2002)





The best-known criticism of Wundt’s approach to Psychology came from Watson, the American founder of behaviourism (more of which below). But there were underlying cultural differences between Germany and America, which made it difficult for American Psychologists to accept Wundt’s work wholeheartedly. Wundt, as a representative of the German intellectual tradition that was interested in the mind in general, wanted to discover the universal characteristics of the mind that can account for the universal aspects of human experience. But Fancher (1979) argues that, by contrast:




Americans, with their pioneer tradition and historical emphasis on individuality, were more concerned with questions of individual differences … and the usefulness of those differences in the struggle for survival and success in a socially fluid atmosphere. These attitudes made Americans especially receptive to Darwin’s ideas about individual variation, evolution by natural selection, and the ‘survival of the fittest’ when they appeared in the nineteenth century …





The contribution of James


James was ‘perhaps the greatest writer and teacher psychology has ever had’ (Fancher, 1979). He trained to be a doctor, never founded an institute for psychological research, and in fact did relatively little research himself. But he used his laboratory to enrich his classroom presentations, and his classic textbook, The Principles of Psychology (1890), was a tremendous popular success, making Psychology interesting and personally relevant. The Principles of Psychology includes chapters on brain function, habit, the stream of consciousness (see Chapter 6), the self, attention, association, the perception of time, memory, perception, instinct, free will (see Chapter 7) and emotion. The book has given us the immortal definition ‘Psychology is the science of mental life’.


After its publication, James became increasingly interested in philosophy and thought of himself less and less as a Psychologist. However, he was the first American to call favourable attention to the recent work of the then still rather obscure neurologist from Vienna, Sigmund Freud (Fancher, 1979). According to Fancher, James did not propose a theory so much as a point of view (as much philosophical as psychological), which directly inspired functionalism; this was particularly popular with American Psychologists. According to functionalism, ideas had to be meaningful to people’s lives, and James emphasised the functions of consciousness over its contents. He believed in free will, but this conflicted with his belief in Psychology as a natural science (see Chapter 7). Functionalism, in turn, helped to stimulate interest in individual differences, since they determine how well or poorly individuals will adapt to their environments.


James’s theory of emotion (see Gross, 2010) proposed that behaviour (such as running away) produces changes in our conscious experience (such as the emotion of fear). This implied that consciousness might be less important to psychology than previously believed and helped lead American Psychology away from a focus on mentalism and towards behaviour (Leahey, 2000).


Behaviourism: revolution or origin myth 3?


When John B. Watson first took over the Psychology department at Johns Hopkins University in 1909, he continued to teach courses based on the work of Wundt and James, while conducting his own research on animals. But he became increasingly critical of the use of introspection. In particular, he argued that introspective reports were unreliable and difficult to verify: it is impossible to check the accuracy of such reports, because they are based on purely private experience, to which the investigator has no possible means of access. Surely this was no way for a scientific Psychology to proceed!


The only solution, as Watson saw it, was for Psychology to redefine itself (see Box 4.2, page 63). In 1915, Watson was elected president of the American Psychological Association (APA), and his presidential address dealt with his recent ‘discovery’ of Pavlov’s work on conditioned reflexes in dogs. He proposed that the conditioned reflex could become the foundation of a full-scale human Psychology.


Although Wundt had been influenced by empiricism through its impact on science as a whole (including physiology), it was behaviourism that was to embody empiricist philosophy within Psychology. The extreme environmentalism of Locke’s empiricism (the mind at birth is a tabula rasa, or ‘blank slate’, on which experience makes its imprint) lent itself very well to the behaviourist emphasis on learning (through the process of conditioning). Despite rejecting the mind as valid subject matter for a scientific Psychology, what the environment shapes simply moves from ‘the mind’ to observable behaviour (see Chapters 4 and 10).


Behaviourism also embodied the positivism of the Cartesian–Newtonian tradition (Cartesian = from Descartes), in particular the emphasis on the need for scientific rigour and objectivity. Human beings were now being conceptualised and studied as ‘natural phenomena’, with their subjective experience, consciousness and other characteristics that had for so long been taken as distinctive human qualities being removed from the ‘universe’. There was no place for these things in the behaviourist world.


But was Watson really, single-handedly, responsible for redefining/reinventing Psychology as the science of behaviour? According to Jones and Elcock (2001):




When behaviourism arose as an identified school of Psychology, the discipline had already adopted a behaviourist orientation. This shift was driven in part by a desire for application and by the wider social context …





There had been increasing acceptance of reflex theories derived from physiology, which was reinforced by Dewey’s (1896) ‘The reflex arc concept in Psychology’. He saw stimulus, sensation and response as co-ordinated behaviours that allowed the organism to adapt to the environment. Sensation was a form of behaviour that interacted with other concurrent behaviours. There was evidence of associations between incoming afferent (sensory) and outgoing efferent (motor) nerves without the intervention of consciousness. This suggested that consciousness was a mere epiphenomenon with no causal powers (see Chapter 6). By 1905, functionalism had replaced introspectionism (Wundt’s structuralism) as the dominant approach within American Psychology, which was now seen as allied to biology rather than philosophy. By 1911, Angell proposed that Psychology should be ‘a general science of behaviour’ (Jones and Elcock, 2001).


So, rather than a revolutionary break with the past, behaviourism is best regarded as the logical culmination of changes that had been taking place during the preceding 15–20 years. Historians of Psychology have exaggerated the shift to behaviour as a way of strengthening behaviourism’s claims to validity. Its claimed dominance was both less complete and more gradual than usually presented. The claims based on the famous case of ‘Little Albert’ (Watson and Rayner, 1920) became exaggerated over time and added to behaviourism’s origin myth (Jones and Elcock, 2001).


Despite challenges from both the psychometric (mental testing) approach and Gestalt Psychology during the 1920s (see Gross, 2010), behaviourism did come to dominate Experimental Psychology from the 1930s onwards. According to Jones and Elcock, this was due partly to Watson’s attempts to persuade the public through magazines, popular books and radio broadcasts, and the introduction of Pavlov’s work to the US audience (it wasn’t translated into English until the mid-1920s). According to Danziger (1997), there were also more deep-rooted, ‘political’ and conceptual reasons for behaviourism’s appeal.


The two categories of ‘learning’ and ‘behaviour’ came to establish the claim that there were phenomena of importance common to all fields of Psychology; these common phenomena could then be studied in order to discover the principles that unified the discipline. Of the two, ‘behaviour’ was the more foundational: it became the category the discipline used to define its subject matter. As Danziger (1997) puts it:




Whether one was trying to explain a child’s answers on a problem-solving task, an adult’s neurotic symptomatology, or a white rat’s reaction to finding itself in a laboratory maze, one was ultimately trying to explain the same thing, namely, the behaviour of an organism. Classifying such diverse phenomena together as instances of ‘behaviour’ was the first necessary step in establishing the claim that Psychology was one science with one set of explanatory principles …





‘Learning’ and ‘behaviour’ became almost inseparable for several decades, and the ‘laws of learning’ ‘provided the core example of those behavioural principles that were supposed to unify the discipline’. But Danziger is at pains to distinguish between ‘behaviour’ and ‘behaviourism’: the history of the category must not be confused with the history of the movement. Historically, behaviourists had no monopoly on the category of behaviour: it existed as a scientific category before they picked it up and ‘nailed it to their masthead’. But one did not have to be a card-carrying behaviourist to agree to the definition of Psychology as the science of behaviour.


Though influenced by behaviourism, most psychologists did not identify themselves as behaviourists, and indeed rejected many of its specific claims (Danziger, 1997).


A critical psychological history of psychology


According to Harris (2009), mainstream Psychology’s version of the history of Psychology serves to strengthen its dominant paradigm (the status quo); it does this by presenting a narrowly intellectual history.




…Dissociated from national and world events, the history of psychology becomes a history of the intellectual discussions within elite groups such as university professors. Removed from the social world, the discoveries of psychologists are presented as the products of individual inspiration, motivated by a timeless quest for knowledge.





Implicit in such histories is the reassuring idea of gradual progress from ignorance to enlightenment; they assume that the current status quo is a preordained result of historical progress. Events are viewed according to the values and biases of the present, creating an essentially non-historical, presentist view of the past (see above). Most relevant to Critical Psychology (CP), such presentist histories fail to appreciate the validity of earlier scientific trends if they conflict with today’s orthodoxy – rather than by the standards of their time. These trends are judged as either helping or hindering the ascendance of currently accepted psychological theories; this provides a ‘celebratory’ account of the inevitable rise to power of today’s orthodoxy.


For example, Cognitive Psychologists may acknowledge Wundt’s pioneering, but its real nature is likely to be ignored, focusing on the experiments that seem most familiar/relevant today; in other words, his social psychological and anthropological work is ignored, which, to him, was an essential part of Psychology. The result is a view of Wundt as the father of today’s cognitivists, robbing him of his wider, more philosophically complex vision (Brock, 1993).


Also, the presentist history ignores the more egalitarian social relationships in Wundt’s laboratory. Then, the roles of designing an experiment and responding to experimental stimuli could easily be reversed: treating one class of participant unethically or ignoring their subjectivity – as happens today – would be unthinkable (Danziger, 1990). But today’s distinction between subject/participant and experimenter seems so natural that it’s projected back into Wundt’s era. (See Chapter 5.)


Revisionist history of psychology


Revisionists use history to criticise the status quo. Because the US has the vast majority of the world’s Psychologists and is a highly psychologised society, the development of US Psychology has been the intellectual terrain most contested since the 1960s.


The most influential revisionist history to appear in the 1970s was Kamin’s The Science and Politics of IQ (1974). He argued that the pioneers of intelligence testing (Terman Yerkes and Goddard) were motivated by social concerns as much as scientific curiosity. Reviewing their writings from 1915–1935, Kamin showed it to be biased against anyone other than prosperous, white protestant males whose families lived in the USA for many generations: immigrants, African Americans, Native Americans, Jews and women were all seen as genetically inferior. These pioneers were also eugenicists. In offering this critical revisionist history, Kamin was suggesting the potential for social injustice inherent in the new hereditarianism of the 1970s.


Gould’s 150-year survey of biological reductionism in The Mismeasure of Man (1981) showed that Jensen’s (e.g. 1969) logic first appeared in Europe 1830–1900. Craniometrists measured intelligence by looking at skull shapes/volume, and physiognomists assessed criminality by looking at the face (measuring angles of noses/foreheads). Anticipating the intelligence quotient (IQ) pioneers of the 1920s, these European experts on human diversity claimed to have found quantitative evidence of the mental inferiority of women, black people and non-western nationals. By implication, according to Gould, Jensen’s racial interpretation of IQ data was no more scientific than craniometry.


Gould fleshed out Kamin’s history of restrictive immigration policies based on misinterpreted army intelligence tests. He also showed them to be poorly standardised, resulting in the absurd finding that half the US population was mentally retarded. He concluded that intelligence was not a single ‘g’ and equated Burt’s theory with Jensen’s doctrine (see Gross, 2008).


The political history of psychology


A small group of New Left Psychologists began uncovering the history of political activism by Psychologists from the 1930s to the 1950s. During the 1930s US Depression, Psychologists were active in mass movements against war, militarism, racism and anti-Semitism (Finison, 1976).


Perhaps their best-known product was the story of the Society for the Psychological Study of Social Issues. In the 1930s and 40s, its members conducted research challenging the idea that black people are less intelligent than white people. Most famously, Mamie and Kenneth Clark’s research was used as evidence in the Brown v. Board of Education case, which resulted in the end of statutory school segregation (Gross, 2008; Kluger, 2004). Parts of this activist past have now been incorporated into American Psychology’s self-image (Benjamin and Crouse, 2002).


The new history of psychology


By the 1980s, amateur historians (such as Kamin and Gould) were supplanted by those schooled in the history of science, women’s history and social history. Gradually, the enthusiastic but simplistic view of the 1970s was found to be not just preliminary and incomplete, but critically flawed.


With regard to IQ testing, Psychologists and their tests played at best a peripheral role in the passage of restrictive immigration laws in the 1920s. Racist politicians had decided long before that period that eastern and southern Europeans were inferior; they didn’t need army tests to tell them so (Samelson, 1975). Also, Terman, Yerkes and Goddard disagreed sharply among themselves on questions from the inferiority of immigrants to the relation of IQ to crime and delinquency (Zenderland, 1998). Also, there were many lesser-known Psychologists who never accepted nativist views of intelligence.


What should the subject matter of psychology be?


Psychology as a problematic science


According to Teo (2009), Psychology has excluded or neglected key problems or pretended they don’t exist. Three interconnected issues make Psychology problematic:




(a) a limited understanding of the complexities of its subject matter and ontology (the study of the fundamental characteristics of reality), specifically, the nature of human mental life, human nature in general and the nature of psychological categories;


(b) a preference for a selectively narrow epistemology (the theory of knowledge, i.e. where knowledge comes from) and methodology (see page 35);


(c) a lack of reflection (critical thinking) on Psychology’s ethical-political concerns and praxis (which emphasises the ethical-political nature of all psychological practices). (See Chapter 5.)





As long ago as the eighteenth century, Kant argued that the study of the soul couldn’t be natural-scientific, because Psychology couldn’t be made into an authentic experimental discipline like physics. Instead, he recommended that the field limit itself to a description of the soul and focus on the notion of moral agency – the ability to act intentionally according to moral principles (see Chapter 7).


When Psychology was transformed from a philosophical to a natural-scientific discipline, mainstream psychology shunted aside genuine psychological topics, such as subjectivity (subjective personal experiences and the meanings human beings attribute to them). This transformation had intellectual but, more importantly, socio-historical origins; in its struggle to gain academic respect in terms of power, money and recognition, it seemed more promising to align itself with the highly successful natural sciences than the seemingly ambiguous human sciences (such as history) (Ward, 2002). Later, it was hoped that the natural sciences would appreciate Psychology if the discipline committed itself to ostensibly objective topics such as behaviour rather than the soul or human experience. Even Freud originally intended psychoanalysis as a natural science (see Chapter 4). This attempt to align itself with physics, chemistry and biology produced many critiques and crisis discussions within Psychology (Teo, 2009).


Ontological concerns and Psychology’s subject matter


As we saw earlier, mainstream Psychology operates with a mechanistic, and hence an atomistic and reductionist, model of mental life. A mechanistic concept of human action is also apparent in biological traditions such as behaviourism; despite a commitment to an evolutionary perspective, the machine model is dominant (the individual responds to stimuli). By dividing psychological life into Stimulus–Response (S–R) or independent/dependent variable (IV/DV), mainstream psychology neglects subjectivity, agency and meaningful reflection and action in concrete contexts (Holzkamp, 1992; Tolman and Maiers, 1991).


Atomism is the selection of variables in the context of focusing on isolated aspects of human mental life. Instead of looking at the complexity of human life, which is the source of human subjectivity, mainstream psychology assumes that it’s sufficient to study small parts. For example, ‘cognition’ can be broken down into attention, thinking, memory; and memory into short-term and long-term (STM/LTM). It’s reductionistic to claim that the parts sufficiently explain the complexity of human subjectivity, yet this is another consequence of the machine model. In reality, human subjectivity is experienced in its totality – we experience cognition, emotion and will (to use a western division of mental life) in their connection with concrete life-situations – not as isolated parts. The whole is greater than the sum of its parts (see Chapter 6).


Again, the machine model sees the person as individualistic and society as an external variable (i.e. as separate). While we can produce unique English sentences, they are only meaningful because they are embedded within a socio-historical trajectory; language only makes sense within a larger community to which one has been socialised:




… Thus, it is insufficient to conceptualise the sociohistorical reality as a stimulus environment to which one reacts; the individual is not independent of the environment and vice versa. For contemporary psychology to be regarded as a scientific discipline it is crucial to represent human subjectivity as embedded in historical and social contexts.







(Teo, 2009)





All Critical Psychologists promote an understanding of the nature of human beings and human mental life as active and societal. The context is interwoven with the very fabric of personal identity. This is well illustrated by Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of the zone of proximal development (ZPD) (see Gross, 2010). For Holzkamp (1984), subjectivity means acknowledging the societal nature of human beings.


Most feminist approaches recognise the nexus of person and society, and stress the concept of subjectivity in context (see Chapter 11). They’ve also suggested that a focus on mental life means neglecting the body (Merleau-Ponty, 1945/1962) (see Chapter 6). Social constructionists have also provided conceptualisations of individuals as embedded in society and community (Gergen, 1985) (see Chapter 4).


A post-colonial critique begins with the argument that the psychological subject matter is part of a wider historical and cultural context and the theories that try to capture this subject matter are part of western theorising (i.e. as western models of human mental life rather than universal ones) (Teo and Febbraro, 2003). The question is, how do concepts developed in Europe and North America apply meaningfully to different cultural contexts (see Chapter 12)?


Danziger (1997) emphasises the social construction of psychological ideas and practices; he addresses whether psychological concepts have a different status from natural-scientific ones (natural kinds vs human kinds). (See below, page 34.)


Psychologists need to understand that concepts in Psychology are constructed in a specific cultural context for specific purposes. Mainstream Psychologists often pretend that constructed concepts are natural concepts because they have empirical support (reification). But empirical support says nothing about the ontological status of a concept. For example, socially constructed concepts such as race and IQ have become a central part of our identity, but they can also be understood as sources of power and oppression (see Foucault, 1966/1970; Rose, 1996).


Once a concept has become a cultural phenomenon, it is important to challenge its cultural familiarity and how it comes to be regarded as self-evident when in fact it is culturally embedded. The process of social construction is easy to understand when relatively new concepts such as emotional intelligence become part of our cultural self-understanding. Critical Psychologists also try to analyse whether these concepts used in psychological theories express a certain worldview and are ideological; for example ‘behaviour is not adaptive’ vs ‘this person is alienated’ involves a theoretical choice with consequences for specific persons (change the person or the environment). ‘It is through its concepts that psychologists perceive sociopsychological reality’ (Teo, 2009).


One of Critical Psychology’s key distinguishing assumptions is that our subjectivity, our psychological world, is deeply embedded in our culture and social practices:




… Our wants, needs and desires reflect the norms and expectations we absorb as members of a particular tribe, group or community. Awareness of this embeddedness helps explain why we reject mainstream psychology’s exclusive focus on the individual and interpersonal levels of analysis and also raise our sights to the societal level.







(Fox et. al., 2009)





The need to study the whole person


Fromm (1951) argues that Psychology, in:




… trying to imitate the natural sciences and laboratory methods of weighing and counting, dealt with everything except the soul. It tried to understand those aspects of man which can be examined in the laboratory, and claimed that conscience, value judgements, and knowledge of good and evil are metaphysical concepts, outside the problems of psychology; it was often more concerned with insignificant problems which fitted the alleged scientific method than with devising new methods to study the significant problems of man. Psychology thus became a science lacking its main subject matter, the soul.





According to Graham (1986), eastern Psychology is rooted in the tradition of mysticism, with an emphasis on the spiritual, the subjective and the individual, and its dominant ethos is necessarily humanistic. By contrast, as we have seen, western Psychology is rooted in the tradition of science, stressing the material, the objective and the general, and its predominant ethos (especially since the rise of behaviourism) is mechanistic and impersonal.


Graham regards the fundamental difference between them as one of perspective; mystical insight (observing from within) and scientific outlook (observing from without). While traditional eastern Psychologies fully recognise the double aspect of human existence – the inner world of subjective experience, and the outer, public world of overt behaviour (an essential dualism) – western Psychologists have failed to acknowledge these two fundamentally different realities. In order to gain acceptance as a science, it was seen as necessary to:




… suppress the human face of psychology, thereby extinguishing its essence, and as Heather (1976) suggests, effectively murdering the man it claims to study.







(Graham, 1986)





Since scientific method is implicitly reductionist (from the Latin reductio, meaning to ‘take away’), Psychology, in:




… reducing the study of man to those of his aspects which are ‘objective facts’ – his physical behaviours – and precluding any examination of his experience, takes away from man what is essentially and fundamentally his humanness. Man is thereby reduced to a mere thing or object, from which, Heather (1976) suggests, it is but a small step to accepting the idea that man is a machine, and nothing but a machine.







(Graham, 1986)





The importance of free will


The popular definition of Psychology as the study of ‘what makes people tick’ reflects this mechanistic view of the person, which derives from the nineteenth-century mechanistic view of the universe central to the physical sciences.


To the extent that both Freud’s psychoanalytic theory and behaviourism see people as being controlled by forces over which they have little or no control, they both depict people as machine-like. The person is pulled, in a puppet-like way, either by internal (unconscious) or external (environmental contingencies of reinforcement) ‘strings’. In this way, both theories are deterministic (see Chapter 4). The debate regarding whether people have free will is crucial in trying to establish the appropriate subject matter of Psychology (see Chapter 7). A mechanistic view of people, whether this is meant to be taken literally (‘people are machines’) or just metaphorically (‘people are like machines’), reduces them to something less than human, and this is implied by the use of the term ‘subject’ (see Chapter 5).


Humanistic psychology


It was as a reaction against such a mechanistic, dehumanising view of the person that Humanistic Psychology emerged, mainly in America, during the 1950s. In fact, the term was first coined by John Cohen, a British Psychologist, who wrote a book called Humanistic Psychology in 1958, aimed at condemning ‘ratomorphic robotic psychology’.


Abraham Maslow, in particular, gave wide currency to the term in America, calling it a ‘third force’ (the other two being behaviourism and psychoanalytic theory). However, he did not reject these approaches but hoped that his approach would act as a unifying force, integrating subjective and objective, the private and public aspects of the person, providing a complete, holistic Psychology. He insisted that a truly scientific Psychology must embrace a humanistic perspective, treating its subject matter as fully human. This meant:




•  acknowledging individuals as perceivers and interpreters of themselves and of their world, trying to understand the world from the perspective of the perceiver (a phenomenological approach), rather than trying to study people from the position of a detached observer; other Psychologists whose ideas were influenced by phenomenology include Kelly (see Chapter 1) and Allport (see Chapter 3)


•  recognising that people help determine their own behaviour, and are not simply slaves to environmental contingencies or to their past


•  regarding the self, soul or psyche, personal responsibility and agency, choice and free will, as legitimate issues for Psychology (see Chapter 4).





Rollo May (1967) argued that Humanistic Psychology is not hostile to science, although he urged that Psychologists need to recognise the limits of traditional scientific methods, and that they should try to find new methods that will more adequately reveal the nature of man. Although not derived from a humanistic perspective as defined above, new methods for studying people are increasingly being used and developed that represent a significant move away from the traditional, mechanistic, laboratory-based methods that are seen as distorting our understanding of human beings. Some of this new paradigm research will be discussed later in the chapter.


The socio-cultural nature of science


The experiment is a rather special type of social situation, with its own rules and norms (some explicit, some implicit). As Moghaddam et al. (1993) point out, when we agree to participate in a laboratory experiment, we are not entering a cultural vacuum. We have a host of ideas and expectations about what an experiment is, the role and nature of Psychologists, science, and so on. What makes an experiment ‘possible’ is a set of shared understandings as to the nature of science, and the respective roles of investigator and ‘subject’ (what Moghaddam, 2005, calls ‘implicit research knowledge’). This, in turn, detracts from science’s claim to complete objectivity: science itself is a culture-related phenomenon.


The sociology of scientific knowledge


The sociology of scientific knowledge (SSK) focuses on the practices that help construct scientific knowledge. While aimed mainly at physics and biology, Danziger (e.g. 1990, 1997), Richards (e.g. 2002) and others have applied it to Psychology. As with feminism (see Chapter 11), SSK has influenced both how science is understood and how some researchers within Psychology work (Jones and Elcock, 2001). Edwards (1997) and Potter (1996) use SSK within their social constructionist approaches (see below and Chapter 4).


According to Danziger (1997):




A scientific fact is always a fact under some description. The discursive framework within which factual description takes place is as much a part of science as its hardware and its techniques of measurement. To be effective, such a framework must be shared … Any reference to the ‘facts of the world’ has to rely on some discursive framework in use among a particular group of people at a particular time. Facts are there to be displayed, but they can only be displayed within a certain discursive structure …





Strictly speaking, there are no ‘raw data’ in science; by the time measurements and observations are made and recorded, an enormous amount of selection, classification, prediction and so on have already taken place. Danziger (1990) claims that:




… neither experimenters nor their subjects enter the investigative situation as social blanks to be programmed in an arbitrary manner. Both are the products of a distinctive historical development that has left a heavy sediment of blind faith and unquestioned tradition …





Experimenters’ expectations and participants’ search for demand characteristics (see Gross, 2010) operate within a particular social framework that has to be taken for granted in such studies. The framework is provided by the traditions and conventions of psychological experimentation, which, over time, are now well understood by all experimenters and most participants:


As Danziger (1990) points out:




In those societies in which it is practiced on any scale, the psychological experiment has become a social institution recognised by most people with a certain level of education. As in all social institutions the interaction of the participants is constrained by institutional patterns that prescribe what is expected and permitted for each participant …







(Danziger, 1990)
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This echoes Moghaddam’s discussion of the cultural context of the laboratory experiment (see Box 2.2). If the experiment is to be ‘successful’, everyone must follow the same ‘rules’. Hardly more than a hundred years ago, the institution of the Psychology experiment was as unknown everywhere as it might be now in parts of the ‘Third World’. Ultimately, the experiment is part of the history of those societies that produced it (Danziger, 1990).
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Box 2.2 The cultural context of the psychology laboratory


Moghaddam (2005) identifies two main ways in which the Psychology laboratory reflects western, and particularly US, culture:




1  Imagine going to a village in a non-western country and asking villagers, who may be illiterate, economically poor and technologically unsophisticated, to participate in a laboratory experiment. Typical responses from villagers are likely to be: ‘Who are you, a government agent?’, ‘What is a laboratory? From what you say it sounds like a kind of prison’, ‘What law have I broken that you want to put me in a room by myself?’ Even if you offer to pay, such villagers will be very suspicious about your intentions and will be bewildered as to what you want from them. Western populations are generally far more knowledgeable and better prepared for participation in laboratory experiments.







… This higher level of implicit research knowledge is part of Western industrial culture and goes hand in hand with the extensive use of laboratory methods in psychology. The implication is that the laboratory method is not suitable for research in all societies and all groups, so there are possible limitations to basing a science of human thought and action on this method.







(Moghaddam, 2005)







2  The USA is the most individualistic major society in the world, dominated as it is by an ethos of ‘self-help’ and ‘individual responsibility,’ (see Chapter 12). The ‘American Dream’ espouses an ideal of individual mobility: anyone can make it, provided he or she has personal ability, is hard-working and so on. Given this cultural background, it is perhaps inevitable that the use of the Psychology laboratory has been influenced by individualism and reductionism:







… The assumption has been that one can come to a valid understanding of human behaviour by studying individuals in isolation, and that the causes of behaviour lie within, and can be reduced to, factors inside individuals.







Social relationships are seen as secondary and unimportant in explaining behaviour … The implication is that the laboratory experiment can inform us about certain underlying psychological processes but not necessarily about what will happen in the world outside the laboratory. Thus we need to constantly move back and forth from laboratory research to explorations in the outside world.







(Moghaddam, 2005)
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The uniqueness of psychology


According to Jones and Elcock (2001), studying Psychology as a social activity has one ‘reflexive twist’ that is not involved in the case of other sciences. This is to do with how the ‘science of Psychology’ affects ‘psychology’.


According to Richards (2002), understanding ‘scientific behaviour’ raises issues of perception (e.g. how one makes sense of what one is seeing when it has not been seen before), cognition (e.g. how scientists really create their theories and decide what their results mean), personality (e.g. what motivates scientists to devote their lives to a particular topic), communication (e.g. how scientists succeed or fail in getting their work accepted as valid, and how controversies are resolved), and group dynamics (e.g. how scientific disciplines are organised and managed). Richards believes this puts Psychology itself in a rather odd position relative to other sciences, because ‘as the science of human behaviour, its subject matter logically includes scientific behaviour’.
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