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INTRODUCTION


There are no easy answers to understanding people. Any one person’s mind is so complex that we could understand it only 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.


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.


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:


1  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.


2  Social psychology This is concerned with individual behaviour in a social context – how people influence us, and how we influence them in turn.


3  Individual psychology This is concerned with what motivates people, as well as with how people differ from one another.


4  Physiological psychology. Sometimes called bio-psychology, this is concerned with understanding how our physiological state influences us. Physiological psychologists look at areas such as the effects of brain damage, how drugs work, sleep and dreaming, and understanding stress.


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


6  Comparative psychology. This is concerned with animal behaviour in its own right, but also with the study of 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.




[image: image]





Today’s chapter is about who we are and how we come to be that way. 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. 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.





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 cry 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.


THE SELF-CONCEPT


Each of us has our own, personal idea of ourselves – something which is known as the self-concept. It’s our ideas about what we are like, what we are good or bad at doing, and how we think.


The self-concept is often thought of as having two different parts. One of these is a descriptive part, which is just about what we are like: tall, being good at languages, liking sport, and so on. That part is known as the self-image. The other is an evaluative part, which makes judgements about whether we are good, bad, worthwhile and so on. That part of the self-concept is known as our self-esteem. And that is the part which can be most influential in shaping our relationships with others.


PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS


Carl Rogers, the famous psychologist who is known as the father of counselling psychology, argued that our level of self-esteem depends on the type of personal relationships that we have had. People, Rogers argued, have two basic psychological needs, and will suffer psychological damage if those needs are not met. One of those needs is the need for positive regard from other people – affection, love, trust and so on. Everyone, Rogers argued, needs positive regard of some kind. Even people who avoid close relationships find it important that other people should respect them. To have some kind of positive regard from other people is a very fundamental need, which has to be satisfied.
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Positive regard


The other fundamental need which has to be satisfied is the need for self-actualization. Self-actualization means making real (‘actualizing’) the different parts of the self – in other words, exploring and developing our ideas, abilities, interests and talents.


Most people have family, friends and working colleagues who provide them with the positive regard which they need; and hobbies, interests and, if they are lucky, challenging jobs to satisfy their need for self-actualization. And for that reason, Rogers argued, most people have a reasonably high level of self-esteem. While they don’t see themselves as being perfect, they are reasonably content with being who they are.


However, Rogers was working as a clinical psychologist and came across a lot of people who weren’t in that position. In these patients, Rogers found that the two needs contradicted one another. Their need for positive regard, or approval from other people, was in direct conflict with their need for self-actualization. These people had come to Rogers because they were suffering from neurotic problems.


When Rogers explored the childhood which these people had experienced, he found that they all had one thing in common. They had all grown up with parents who had made their positive regard conditional on good behaviour. In other words, when they were naughty or had misbehaved – as children often do – they had received a very clear message that they were unloved and unwanted.


So they grew up believing that they had to be ideal and perfect, and that, if they were not, nobody would like them. What this meant was that they needed approval from other people so much that they wouldn’t risk exploring their own interests, in case other people didn’t like it or didn’t approve. They stifled their own personal ambitions, interests or talents – in other words, their need for self-actualization – in order to be sure of social approval.


The solution which Rogers found was very simple. He argued that everyone needs some kind of secure psychological base from which they can develop. That base will be found in a relationship which gives them unconditional positive regard – positive regard which doesn’t depend on how the person acts.


However, Rogers found that it isn’t only parents who can provide this kind of relationship. In fact, we can experience this kind of relationship at any age, and it can provide us with the security that we need to begin to self-actualize. Many people in adult life find relationships which give them that security, and begin to explore aspects of themselves which they have ignored before – like people who go to college for the first time in their 30s or 40s. The important thing is to have a relationship of that kind at all – it doesn’t have to be in childhood.


Rogers developed an approach to psychotherapy based on this principle. Many counselling psychologists still use this approach today.


CULTURAL AND SOCIAL INFLUENCES


Our ideas about ourselves and how we are linked with other people are also shaped by the social groups and cultures that we belong to. And different cultures can make very different assumptions about individuals and what it is to be an human being.


In the Western world, it is quite common to see each person as a separate individual, who may choose to link him/herself with some kind of social group if they want to. We tend to believe that it is important to be an individual, in the sense of making one’s own decisions about one’s life, partners, friends and career. And it is this belief in an individuality which is separate from the other people around us which makes the Western approach rather different from most of the other cultures in the world.


For example, in most of the traditional African cultures, and in Native Australian cultures as well, the person is seen as being primarily a member of the community. That doesn’t mean that they are not seen as being an individual person, but it does mean that how they live their life concerns the rest of the community as well, and isn’t just their own responsibility. Individualism which doesn’t concern itself with the community as a whole is seen as being irresponsible, and pretty well uncivilized.


The idea of the individual as entirely separate from others is really quite an uncommon one. And even in Western cultures, we are not quite as immune to the influence of other people as all that.


SOCIAL IDENTIFICATION


We are all part of society, and each of us belongs to social groups of some kind. Social groups can be large-scale, for example sharing the same gender or ethnic background; they can be medium-scale, like being an accountant or a machinery tuner in a factory; or they can be small-scale, like being a member of a local astronomy club. But whatever their size, belonging to different social groups has an influence on our sense of identity.


We categorize other people as well as other things: this person is a typical Volvo driver, that person is a rock fan, and so on. And we include our own groups – the ones that we belong to – in the classification.


However, there is more to it than that, because it is also a basic human tendency to look for sources of positive self-esteem. If our social group doesn’t have much status, then we may try to redefine it or change its perceived social status. But if we can’t do that, then we may try to leave the group or, at the very least, pretend that we are not like the other members of it.


It is now much easier for a black child, for example, to grow up being proud of being black than it was 50 years ago. There are far more black people doing responsible, professional jobs, or holding highly respected positions in society than there used to be, which helps. There are also many people in the public eye who are proud of being black, and ready to say so.


This is because over the past 50 years a great many black people have been deliberately changing the perceived status of their group, by challenging stereotypes and discrimination whenever they encounter it. This has had its effect. There is still racism, of course, and still a lot to do, but the general view in Western society is very different from the view which was commonly held – even by black people – 50 years ago.


We can see, then, that who we are and how we see ourselves are very closely linked with the ways in which we interact with other people. We all have our own personal likes, dislikes, talents and personalities. But we also exist in a network of social interaction, and have done so since we were very small babies. Other people’s reactions and ideas matter to us, and they influence how we go about acting in life. Our cultural background also shapes how we see ourselves, and so do our social identities. None of us is totally patterned by these social influences – after all, everyone is different – but we are not totally independent of them either.


CO-OPERATION AND COMPLIANCE


In some ways, we have a very good social understanding. But when it comes to modern living, the predictions we make aren’t always accurate. For example, people often avoid disagreeing openly with someone else because they imagine that doing so will have more dramatic consequences than it really would. They think the other person might become upset or angry. In fact, we seem to spend a lot of time avoiding other people’s imaginary anger, although if we do actually confront someone and disagree with them, it usually isn’t nearly as difficult as all that.


Asch (1952) showed just how hard we try to avoid disagreeing openly with other people. He set up a situation in which several people were asked to sit in the same room and to compare various lines with a test line, saying whether they were shorter or longer. The task was very easy, but most of the people in the room were actors who had been told to give obviously wrong answers. Only one unsuspecting person was the real research participant on each occasion. That person could see what the right answer was, but also heard all the other people in the room giving the wrong answer – and the same wrong answer at that! So the participants were forced into a situation where they either had to disagree with the others or lie.
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