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INTRODUCTION



Christian Jarrett


The familiarity of psychology’s subject matter sets it apart from the other sciences. After school, few of us will set foot in a chemistry laboratory, we’re unlikely to peer down a microscope and the closest that we’ll get to a black hole is watching Star Trek. By contrast, we all have a mind of our own, and we spend every day interacting with others. So the focus of psychology – on minds and behaviour – is familiar to everyone. In a sense, we’re all amateur psychologists.


However, we should be careful not to confuse familiarity with mastery. Just because we have our pet theories for other people’s motives and actions, doesn’t mean they are accurate. Psychology is about setting aside our intuitions and using the objective tools of science to discover how the mind really works, why people really behave the way they do.


Such an endeavour met resistance from the outset. Questions of the mind used to be the preserve of philosophy. And even after the first laboratories demonstrated the feasibility of a psychological science, a movement within the discipline argued that only observable behaviour, not inner thoughts, should be studied. The first section of this book, Old School, New School, charts how these arguments were resolved and how psychology became the thriving and respected science that it is today.


A topic that provokes particularly strident lay beliefs is that of child development. Just how does a screaming, helpless, newborn child mature into a fully formed, self-conscious adult? The section on Growth & Change introduces you to the pioneers in this field and concludes with the theory of neuroplasticity – recognition that our brains are flexible and never stop changing and adapting until the day that we die.
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The mind turned inward Psychology is the scientific study of ourselves and why we behave the way we do. Intuition is put on hold and cool-headed experimentation is the order of the day.


A focus of psychology that is of extreme practical relevance is how to optimize the decisions people make for the good of themselves and society at large. Decision Making & Emotions provides an overview of some of the biases that affect our thinking. As you will see, emotions, as well as providing the foundation of our humanity, also influence our decisions and so the two topics are dealt with together.


Whether in gangs or companies, sports teams or political parties, we humans are intrinsically social, forever forming groups to serve our needs and interests. Social Psychology deals with the issues that naturally arise when we mix and merge, including leadership and prejudice. The chapter also features some of the most famous experiments in psychology including Zimbardo’s insights into tyranny and Milgram’s ‘shocking’ research on obedience.


The next two sections, Ways We Differ and Disordered Minds, feature theories that perhaps most closely resemble popular beliefs about psychology: from personality and intelligence to insanity and psychotherapy. The last section, Thoughts & Language, deals with those theories that delve inside our heads, beginning with the placebo effect—the power of the mind to affect the body – and ending with consciousness, the miracle and mystery of how flesh gives rise to mental life.


Each of the book’s 50 entries provides a plain English 30-second introduction, a 3-second ‘psyche’ for when you’re really in a rush, and a 3-minute analysis, which probes a little deeper. The chapters also include biographical profiles of some of the luminaries in this field, including Sigmund Freud and William James. Whether you choose to dip in or to study the book from cover to cover, you are about to learn about the most complex entity in the universe – the human mind. Have fun!
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A new science Psychology is relatively young – its first laboratories weren’t established until the late nineteenth century. Yet there are already many important and controversial psychological theories. Allow our team of talented writers to introduce you to them.
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OLD SCHOOL, NEW SCHOOL





OLD SCHOOL, NEW SCHOOL




GLOSSARY


anthropology The study of humankind. Areas covered include the origins and development of the human species, its biological characteristics, belief structures and social customs. Although the subject was discussed by Herodotus as long ago as 500 BC, it only became a discipline in its own right during the Renaissance, with the writings of Michel de Montaigne, René Descartes and Immanuel Kant. The term comes from the Greek anthropos (human) and logos (science) and was coined in Germany in the sixteenth century.


consciousness The totality of experience of which a person is aware at any one moment. This is a constantly shifting state, moving between current thought processes, memory, visual and aural stimuli and physical experiences. The US psychologist William James said consciousness was like a stream, constantly chopping and changing direction, but essentially continuous.


Ego According to Freud, this is the conscious, rational part of personality. He saw the human psyche as being made up of three parts: the Id, which seeks instant gratification, the Superego, which makes moral judgments, and the Ego, which mediates between the first two. It does so using the ‘reality principle’, which compels us to abide by current social norms. Freud said the Id was like a horse and the Ego like a man riding the horse and controlling its wilder instincts.


Id According to Freud, this is the instinctive, unconscious aspect of human personality that seeks immediate gratification. Its primitive impulses are restrained and controlled by the Ego. Although the Id is often associated with negative and antisocial behaviour, it is also responsible for instincts that are essential for our survival, such as hunger and thirst, as well as the reproductive urge.


neuroscience The study of the nervous system, including the brain functions and how they relate to human behaviour. Ultimately the task of neuroscientists is to discover the functions of all parts of the brain, what mental processes they perform and how they are affected by external stimuli. Once a branch of biology, it is now regarded as an interdisciplinary science which covers several other disciplines, such as psychology, medicine and computer science.


neurosis A mild mental disorder characterized by anxiety and phobias, but not so extreme that the patient suffers from delusions or hallucinations. According to Freud, the condition is part of the Ego’s self-defence mechanism and is triggered by unresolved inner conflicts. Although once a common diagnosis, the term is no longer used in mainstream psychiatry, apart from specific use in psychoanalytic practice and theory.


neurotic A person who suffers from neurosis, or having the symptoms of neurosis. Symptoms include hysteria, obsessive-compulsiveness and a long list of phobias, such as agoraphobia (fear of having a panic attack in a public space) and arachnophobia (fear of spiders).


pathogenic Causing disease, or being capable of causing disease. From the Greek pathos (disease) and genesis (creation).


personality conflict A clash between different aspects of someone’s personality. According to Freud, the primitive instincts of the Id are in constant conflict with the self-conscious moralizing of the Superego and have to be mediated by the rationalism of the Ego. If this conflict is unresolved, it can lead to neurosis.


primatology The study of primates. Although primatology is a separate discipline from psychology, there is some overlap in the study of social groups and aspects of personality.


stimulus error The tendency for patients, during ‘introspection’, to name the objects they were visualizing rather than describing what those objects meant to them. Thus, just stating the presence of an apple is less informative than describing the shape and colour of the apple and what feelings they evoke. Introspection was used in the early days of psychiatry to describe a patient’s conscious mind.


Superego According to Freud, that part of the personality that makes moral judgments and acts as our conscience. The Superego is mainly unconscious and formed through the internalization of one’s parents’ and society’s moral codes. An over-strong Superego can lead a person to be moralistic and uncompromising towards other people.





WUNDT’S INTROSPECTION








the 30-second theory


Are you sitting comfortably? Now tell me, what are the contents of your conscious mind right now? This is a version of introspection – the research tool favoured by psychology’s founding fathers in the late nineteenth century. As William James noted in his 1890 book The Principles of Psychology, ‘The word introspection needs hardly to be defined – it means, of course, looking into our own minds and reporting what we there discover.’ Practitioners in Wilhelm Wundt’s laboratory at the University of Leipzig – widely accepted as the world’s first experimental psychology lab – were expected to undergo lengthy training in the method. One aim was to break conscious experience down into its constituent parts. Although the technique sounds straightforward enough, methodological arguments broke out among its early pioneers. Edward Titchener, a British psychologist and former student of Wundt’s, proposed a particularly strict system designed to avoid what he called ‘stimulus error’, in which, faced with a stimulus such as a table, the ‘introspectionist’ reports the mere presence of the table, rather than the raw sensory experiences provoked by its colour, size, position and constitution.







3-SECOND PSYCHE


The favoured research method of psychology’s founding fathers was introspection – reporting the contents of one’s own consciousness.







3-MINUTE ANALYSIS


Introspection as a formal technique fell out of favour with the rise of behaviourism, and with the growing recognition that many of our mental processes are beyond conscious access. However, any time a research participant reports how they are feeling or describes their sensory perceptions – as often happens as part of many modern psychology experiments – they are in effect introspecting.







RELATED THEORIES


WATSON’S BEHAVIOURISM


PSYCHOANALYSIS







3-SECOND BIOGRAPHIES


WILLIAM JAMES


1842–1910


EDWARD TITCHENER


1867–1927


WILHELM WUNDT


1832–1920







30-SECOND TEXT


Christian Jarrett
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No one has direct access to your mind like you do. That’s why introspection remains a valid technique even after the invention of brain scanners.





WATSON’S BEHAVIOURISM








the 30-second theory


Early psychologists investigated thinking by inspecting their own thoughts and the reports of the thoughts of others. The behaviourists rejected this method. Science, they argued, must be based on data that everyone can agree on, something reliable and objectively measurable. This means abandoning talk and reports of thoughts, and concentrating on simple behaviours. Rather than rely on subjective impressions, behaviourists conducted experiments in which the inputs (‘stimuli’) were controlled and the outputs (‘responses’) were measured. They hoped that from these experiments the relationship between the two could be inferred, with no need to worry about the intervening black box of the mind. For example, a rat in a cage would get a food reward every third time it pressed a lever. By recording the number of times that the rat pressed the lever, over time you could get an objective record of its rate of learning. Like this example, the most famous findings of behaviourism are about fundamental learning mechanisms that describe how associations with stimuli and responses are learned due to repetition or reward. The emphasis on simple behaviours allowed the behaviourists to develop theories that applied to non-human animals as well as humans.







3-SECOND PSYCHE


The only reliable evidence is something you can measure directly. For psychology this means we should only talk about behaviour, not about mental states.







3-MINUTE ANALYSIS


Modern psychology rejects the core idea of behaviourism (that it is impossible to scientifically discuss the structure of the mind). Despite this, many aspects of behaviourism remain central to modern psychology. These include the emphasis on recording objective measures in controlled experiments, the common study of psychological phenomena in non-human animals as well as in humans and psychologists’ keen interest in learning.







RELATED THEORIES


WUNDT’S INTROSPECTION


THE COGNITIVE REVOLUTION


PAVLOV’S DOGS







3-SECOND BIOGRAPHIES


CLARK L. HULL


1984–1952


B.F. SKINNER


1904–1990


EDWARD THORNDIKE


1874–1949


EDWARD C. TOLMAN


1886–1959


JOHN B. WATSON


1878–1958
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Tom Stafford
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The behaviourists were uninterested in the ‘black box’ of the mind, choosing to focus instead only on what is outwardly observable.





PSYCHOANALYSIS








the 30-second theory


Sigmund Freud conceived of and developed the concept of psychoanalysis during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as a means of understanding behaviour. Freud believed that personality consists of three components: the Id, which is governed by pleasure and seeks immediate gratification; the Ego, which is concerned with making rational decisions; and the Superego, which makes moral judgments. The Ego is pulled to and fro by the Id and Superego, giving rise to personality conflicts. When the Ego is overwhelmed by the Id’s demands, we become neurotic, and when it gives in to them, the Superego punishes the Ego with guilt. The Ego copes with these conflicting demands by means of neuroses and dreams, which fulfil the Id’s suppressed desires, and with defence mechanisms such as repression and denial, which reduce anxiety. These mechanisms can be pathogenic, however, and are a major cause of mental illness. Alfred Adler and Carl Jung also contributed to psychoanalysis, but parted ways with Freud in the 1910s. Jung disagreed with him about the structure of personality, while Adler emphasized the importance of social factors in development, and believed that people are motivated by self-preservation, the will to power and a drive to affirm their personalities. Both also rejected Freud’s emphasis on sexuality.







3-SECOND PSYCHE


Unconscious motivating forces play a central role in shaping our behaviour, but are also the primary cause of mental illness.







3-MINUTE ANALYSIS


The main criticisms of Freud’s theories are that they are unfalsifiable and cannot be used to make predictions about outcomes of treatment. His patients were unrepresentative of the general population, and the fact that he treated very few children invalidates to a degree his theory of personality development. Freud has also been accused of distorting evidence to make it fit his theories. Nevertheless, his work remains highly influential, in both psychiatry and popular culture.







RELATED THEORY


BIRTH ORDER







3-SECOND BIOGRAPHIES


ALFRED ADLER


1870–1937


SIGMUND FREUD


1856–1939


CARL JUNG


1875–1961







30-SECOND TEXT


Moheb Costandi





[image: images]


It’s all in the unconscious mind. Could your recurring dreams of a bed be a Freudian sign of sexual frustration?





SIGMUND FREUD








Anyone who says that sex didn’t exist before the 1960s clearly hasn’t read Sigmund Freud. Arguably the most influential psychologist that ever lived, Freud achieved global fame, if not notoriety, for his theories based on the idea that sex is the main driver of human behaviour. Not food. Not money. Not love. But primarily sex.
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