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1
What is psychology?


Psychology is about understanding people – ordinary people as well as people who are extra-ordinary or special in some way. Psychologists study how the mind works, and why we do the things that we do. That doesn't mean, though, that studying psychology gives you an instant knowledge of how people think. People work on so many levels and everyone is so different from everyone else that nobody could possibly know everything about even one other person, let alone everyone. But we can know some things which are helpful.


Most importantly, we can know about processes – how the mind develops or what it is influenced by; how we make sense of our worlds; how we go about gathering knowledge. Understanding the processes that are involved in making our minds work the way they do can give us a lot of insight when we are trying to understand ourselves and others.


 


There are no easy answers to understanding people. Any one person’s mind is so complex that we could only understand it by knowing everything about their whole life – and also knowing how their previous learning had led them to interpret and make sense of the experiences that they have had. What we can understand, though, are some of the ways that the mind works, and how different factors combine together. As the science of psychology has developed over the past 150 years or so, psychologists have taken many different approaches to understanding the human mind – often believing that their particular approach would provide all the answers. Nobody has managed that, but each approach has helped to throw light on different parts of the puzzle, and so contribute to the whole picture.


A modern definition of psychology would probably refer to it as the scientific study of experience and behaviour. That means that as psychologists we are interested in what people experience as well as what they actually do. More recently, too, psychologists have begun to understand the importance of the social influences in our lives – both directly, through the groups, families and communities that we participate in, and indirectly, through our social experience and understanding. We need to put all these types of knowledge together if we really want to understand human beings.


Levels of explanation


One of the most important lessons that we have learned from the history of psychology is that just looking at one single aspect of experience or behaviour isn’t enough. People do things for lots of different reasons, and usually for several reasons at once. If we try to single out just one of those reasons, as if that were the only explanation, then we hit problems straight away. Saying, ‘Oh, they’re really intelligent’ to explain why someone became a research physicist doesn’t answer the whole question, because it doesn’t tell us why they became interested in science in the first place – or even why they went into an academic career at all, instead of becoming a politician or going into business. Instead, we have to look at what people do from several different angles, to see how all the different factors and influences work together to produce the final outcome.


This is where we come to the idea of levels of explanation, or levels of analysis. Anything that we do can be studied from several different levels. One psychologist studying reading might use a very general level, such as looking at cultural influences on human behaviour. Another might approach it at the level of social influence, by looking at how family or similar groups affect what we do, and also how we conform to social expectations – or don’t, as the case may be. Some psychologists might look at it in terms of personal habits and past experiences, while others would seek to understand how the visual information is processed in the brain. All of these, and many others, are levels of explanation that we can use in our attempt to understand human beings. Psychologists know that no single level of explanation is going to be enough in itself, but researchers focus on one single level in their work because trying to deal with everything all at once would simply be too much.


Understanding everything about one level of explanation couldn’t give us the whole answer, because each level of explanation is more than just the sum of the lower level. Sometimes, for instance, you hear people claiming that once we know about all the different nerve cells in the brain, then we will know all there is to know about how the brain works. But this isn’t true, because there are often entirely new properties which emerge when the different parts are combined into a whole system. And these emergent properties can make all the difference.
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Figure 1 Levels of explanation.


Areas of psychology


Psychology, as we’ve seen, is about people. But people have complex lives, and we need to gather information about them in many different ways. So professional psychologists need to understand the different areas of psychology, and how each of them contributes to our understanding. There are six of these, roughly speaking, and each one gives us a different kind of information.


One of the areas of modern psychological knowledge is known as cognitive psychology. This includes mental processes such as taking in information and making sense of it (a process we call perception), remembering things, or recognizing them, and also thinking and reasoning.


Another important branch of modern psychology is concerned with other people – how they influence us, and how we influence them in turn. This is known as social psychology.


Some psychologists focus on what makes people different from one another. Individual psychology is concerned with what motivates people, as well as with how people are different from one another.


An important part of psychology is concerned with understanding how our physiological state influences us, and this is known as physiological psychology or, sometimes, bio-psychology. Physiological psychologists look at areas like the effects of brain damage, how drugs work, sleep and dreaming, or understanding stress.


Developmental psychology is concerned with understanding how changes in childhood, adolescence, adulthood, and old age affect us, and what those changes actually involve.


Comparative psychologists are interested in animal behaviour in its own right, but they are also interested in studying how animals interact with one another because this might give us some clues to understanding human beings.


We can see, then, that psychology is really quite a broad topic. It covers a great many levels of explanation, ranging from research at the molecular level as physiological psychologists investigate how drugs work in the brain, to research into the shared beliefs of whole cultures, as social psychologists investigate social representations. And it tries to bring together the insights obtained from these levels, and from the different areas of psychological research, to make sense of what people do and how they understand their worlds.





2
Social development


All over the world, babies are brought up in different ways. The experience of an Inuit child, living in a traditional community in the Arctic regions of northern Canada, is widely different from the experience of a child growing up in Papua New Guinea; and both of these are different from those of a child growing up in modern Britain.


What we all have in common, though, is that human beings are social animals. The human infant survives because other people take care of it, and teach it what it needs to know. Human infants are geared towards sociability and adaptability from birth: they communicate with and learn from other people. In childhood and adulthood, too, our self-concept and our understanding of who we are develops through our interactions with others, our wider social experiences and the cultural beliefs that we have acquired from others around us.


 


This chapter is about who we are and how we come to be that way. Each of us has different life experiences and we were each born with our own particular temperament and physique, which have shaped those experiences. These things all help to make us different from one another. Even newborn babies differ in their likes and dislikes. So we are all different from the start. But we also live in society, and as part of that, we learn how to act with other people, and how to recognize experiences that we have in common. We inherit a powerful tendency to be sociable and to learn from other people who matter to us. And that, just as much as our physical characteristics or temperament, is crucially important in who we are.


The first relationships


All over the world, babies are brought up in different ways. In some communities babies are kept tightly wrapped up (swaddled), in others they wear few if any clothes; in some communities they are carried around continuously, while in others they spend most of their day in cots or beds. And in some communities they spend all their time with their mothers, while in others they are looked after by relatives, friends, or even older children.


Yet despite all these different conditions, babies grow and, if they survive, generally develop into mature, balanced adults. Human babies can adapt to a tremendous range of different environments and conditions. These differences in how they are looked after don’t really matter, as long as a baby gets what it really needs for healthy development. And what it needs most of all is other people.


Human infants are born supremely adapted for sociability. For example, when an infant is first born it is unable to change the focus of its eyes. However, those eyes have a fixed focus at just the right distance to allow the child to look at its mother’s face while it is breastfeeding – and this is from the first day after birth.


A human infant inherits a tendency to smile when it sees something which resembles a human face – and as it gets older, the resemblance needs to be more and more exact. For a parent, of course, being looked at and smiled at by your baby is very rewarding and so it means that the parent is more likely to want to spend time with the baby, playing with it and talking to it.


Babies also have a very good way of summoning help when they need it. A baby’s crying can carry for a very long distance, and people quickly learn to recognize the sound of their own baby’s crying as opposed to that of any other infant.


Infants can communicate more than one message through crying. Back in the 1960s, Wolff recorded baby cries and analysed them using a sound spectrograph, showing that there were at least three different types of cry, with three different patterns of sound: one for pain, one for hunger and one for anger. And the mothers were perfectly able to recognize the message in their own baby’s crying. So even an apparently helpless infant is equipped to interact with other people – in other words, to be sociable.


As it grows older, the baby’s tendency towards sociability becomes even more apparent. Psychologists have conducted many observations of parent–child interaction and found that most of the things which parents and infants do when they are playing together help the baby to learn skills it will need in childhood and later life.


Babies become especially fond of parents (and other people) who are sensitive to the signals they are giving out – smiling and other facial expressions, movements, and so on – and who are prepared to interact with them in their playing. They don’t develop such strong attachments to people who just care for them physically but don’t play or talk with them.
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