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This book is dedicated to Professor Steven Rose, who first introduced me to levels of analysis as an alternative to reductionism.
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Welcome to Understand Psychology!

Psychology is about people – how we think, act and make sense of our worlds. It’s a subject which concerns us all, being mainly about ourselves, and in this book I have tried to give you a straightforward and easy introduction to some of its main areas. Human beings, as you have probably realized, are complicated things, and what this book won’t do is to tell you everything you need to know about people. No book could do that, because everybody’s different. But what it will do is show you some of the processes and influences which make us who we are and, with luck, it will give you a little insight into your personal life too. It’s quite amazing how even small psychological insights can help us to realize what is going on, and it doesn’t hurt any of us to understand ourselves a bit better – let alone other people.

We’ll begin our investigation of psychology by looking at psychology in general – how it has developed and some of its main areas. Then we’ll go on to look at ourselves: in particular, how we connect with the social world in which we find ourselves, and how we understand other people. After that we will go on to explore more personal matters – emotions, states of mind, motivation and cognitions, and then we’ll look at how our biological heritage influences us, in terms of evolution, genetics, and also in terms of the many different ways that human beings are able to learn. After that, we will look at some of the broad patterns of development which are apparent during childhood and adolescence, and on throughout our lifespans.

The first 11 chapters, therefore, mainly cover psychological knowledge obtained from academic research. In the following five chapters you will have a taste of applied psychology – enough to get a general idea of how psychologists have looked at different aspects of our lives. Finally, Chapter 17 explores how psychologists go about their research, and what is involved in becoming a professional psychologist. This book can’t possibly tell you everything about psychology – it would need to be far more massive than it is to do that – but it will give you a taste of what psychology is about.

Speaking personally, I have always found psychology to be a fascinating subject, ranging as it does from brain chemistry to social cultures, and covering so much personal stuff in between. I know that a lot of other people share my interest too, without necessarily wanting to become professional psychologists themselves. So do enjoy this book, and have fun!

Nicky Hayes


1

Introducing psychology
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In this chapter you will learn:

•  how ‘psychology’ can be defined

•  the importance of levels of explanation

•  about some major areas of psychology.
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What is psychology? Different psychologists would answer that question in different ways. But the most straightforward answer is probably that psychology is about understanding people: how we think, what we say, and why we do what we do. It’s about finding out what motivates people: what is important to us, and why we are all so individual. Not every psychologist would say that, because psychologists work in lots of different fields, and for some their main interest is in understanding animals, or brain cells, or something else altogether. But in essence, psychology and psychologists are all about understanding people.

Understanding the mind

The problem with trying to understand people, though, is that people are complex, and change all the time. We learn from our experiences, we form good intentions, and we are affected by circumstances. So what we do can be influenced by a great many different factors. Also, everyone has their own ideas and opinions about what people are really like. Those ideas influence what we do far more than we realize, and they also determine how we interpret what other people are doing. Since each of us has had a different life, with different experiences, these ideas can be very different from one person to the next.
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Key idea




There’s never just one reason why somebody does something. People do things for lots of reasons, some of which are completely unconscious. So looking for a single reason for someone’s actions is always a misjudgement of some sort – and sometimes it can be quite a serious one.
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The first part of the word ‘psychology’ comes from the Greek word psyche, which means ‘the soul’, or ‘the essence of life’ and is sometimes portrayed as a female figure representing the mind. The second part of the word also comes from the Greek language, logos, and indicates knowledge or science. So combining the two gives us the idea of psychology as being the science of the mind and this is what modern psychology is mainly focused on.

The human mind, though, is more complex than people realize, and it is easy to over-simplify what it is really like. People often say, for example, that the brain is like a computer, which works by lots of neurones switching on and off and producing thoughts as a result. This is partly true, but it doesn’t explain how the human mind itself works – or at least, only on a very simple level. Which neurones fire, and what thoughts they produce, is affected by our physiological state, our physical experiences, our social situations, our past experiences, and the different human cultures and groups which we encounter in our lives. A science which tries to understand the human mind has to deal with many levels of understanding, and bring together an unbelievable range of different factors.

What this means is that 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.

Psychological knowledge, then, is more about processes than predictions. We know, for instance, what is happening when we dream – how the mind takes the jumble of information, memories and thoughts which constitute our experience during the waking day, sifts through it all, making connections with what we already know, and files it away in our memories. That doesn’t mean we know what someone is going to dream about, or what dream objects stand for, because everyone is different and symbols mean different things to different people. But it does help us to make sense of real dreams that people have had, and to identify anxieties and concerns reflected in the dreams’ content.

STUDYING THE MIND

Early psychologists explored how the mind works by thinking about it, and trying to analyse the thoughts and feelings they were experiencing. This is known as introspection, and this method gave us quite a few insights into memory, attention, how our emotions affect us, and other aspects of our experience. But the mind has many layers, and we are not directly aware of a lot of what it does. Some – probably most – of what it does happens unconsciously, so thinking consciously about our experiences can’t tell us everything. Psychiatrists like Freud, at the beginning of the twentieth century, showed how unconscious experiences and memories can lead to disturbances in adult behaviour, and even to mental illness. But they, too, are only a small part of what goes on.

The first half of the twentieth century was strongly influenced by the general social movement known as modernism – a rejection of traditional thinking, and an emphasis on building a new society by starting from the basics. Science, it was felt, could sort out most of the world’s problems, using knowledge it had developed from understanding how basic building blocks such as cells, genes, atoms or elements combined to produce the world we live in. The American psychologist J. B. Watson argued that psychology too had its basic building block: the learning unit, or the link between stimulus and response. Psychology, Watson argued, should be objective, dealing only with information which can be directly observed and measured – in other words, with people’s behaviour, not their minds. Watson called this behaviorism, and as the approach developed, it became a powerful force within psychology. Some behaviourists, such as B. F. Skinner, insisted that behaviour was the only thing that mattered, and that thoughts, feelings or personal experiences were unimportant – even illusions – because you couldn’t study them directly.

Over time, other psychologists objected to this mechanistic approach, and began to explore more holistic or social aspects of human experiences. Gradually, psychologists became better at studying experience as well as behaviour. They began conducting research which allowed them to investigate in a careful, scientific way how people think, and how we make sense of our experience. In the last few decades of the twentieth century, psychology underwent what we now refer to as the cognitive revolution. This brought a new emphasis on understanding our cognitions – perception, thinking, remembering, attention and so on – partly as a reaction to the mechanistic approach of behaviourism, and partly also because the computer age had made people more curious about how the mind works.

Later, there was an increased interest in developing research methods which could look at people’s beliefs and experiences, rather than just observing their behaviour. All of which means that, although present-day psychologists don’t use the same methods as those early psychologists, they are as interested in understanding the human mind as they are in understanding people’s behaviour.

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. And our understanding of the way in which the mind works has taken a great leap forward with the development of brain scanning techniques. Early neuropsychologists had to be content with quite clumsy research methods, like post-mortems to identify the location of brain damage, or electrical stimulation of the brains of people who already had clinical reasons for undergoing open brain surgery. The use of brain scanning, though, means that we can see how different parts of the brain react to thinking, memories or ideas, even in normal people, so we are much better placed to understand how the brain works. As psychologists, we need to put all these types of knowledge together if we really want to understand human beings.

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. Psychologists, of course, aren’t the only people who are trying to understand human beings. A sociologist, for example, will try to understand human beings from the point of view of people in society, and how groups of people and social trends emerge, whereas a psychologist is interested mainly in the individual person. That doesn’t mean that, as psychologists, we can ignore society: as we will see in the next chapter and elsewhere in this book, it simply isn’t realistic to try to understand an individual person as if their society or culture has nothing to do with what they are like. But it means that in psychology we take the individual person, rather than society as a whole, as our starting point.

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. Imagine, for instance, that you came across someone reading this book. If you wanted to understand what was going on there, you could look at it from a number of different levels. You might ask what is going on in the actual process of reading. How do people look at a set of marks on a printed page and respond to them as if they were words that someone has spoken? Understanding that would be part of an explanation of what was going on.

But it wouldn’t be the whole answer. There would also be the question of why the person was reading this particular book, rather than, say, a book about car mechanics. This would lead us into questions about their own personal experience and why they had developed some interests rather than others. We might also ask why they were reading in the first place, rather than, perhaps, cultivating rice or watching TV. This would lead us into a different set of questions, which would include questions about their particular culture as well as questions about personal habits, beliefs and moods.
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Key idea




Understanding what the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle are made of won’t tell you anything at all about what the picture represents. In the same way, understanding how brain cells work won’t tell you what someone is thinking.
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In other words, we can look at the same thing using different levels of explanation. 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.

Table 1.1 shows some of the main levels of explanation which psychologists use in analysing problems.

A professional psychologist dealing with real people needs to be aware of how all of these levels of explanation interact. This is partly why training as a professional psychologist takes so many years. Academic psychologists, though, use a more limited number of levels of explanation at any one time, because they are trying to analyse and understand psychological processes, rather than people as a whole.

Table 1.1   Levels of explanation.
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EMERGENT PROPERTIES

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 levels. 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.

Perhaps this will be clearer if I take an everyday example. A cake is made up of everyday ingredients: flour, eggs, butter, and so on. To understand what a cake is, you would have to know about these. But knowing about them wouldn’t tell you everything about the cake, because a cake has properties which the single ingredients on their own don’t have. At the simplest level, it has a taste and texture which are not present in the single ingredients. At higher levels, it may have cultural or symbolic significance. It might be a birthday or a wedding cake, or symbolize a particular religious festival. None of these can be deduced simply by studying the ingredients.

It’s the same with human beings. We can learn a great deal about people by studying the brain and how it works, but we can’t learn everything. We can trace which nerve cells in the brain are active when we are solving a problem, but this doesn’t tell us how we are working out a solution, or why we are thinking about the problem in the first place. To make any sense of the human mind, we need to bring together as many levels of explanation as possible, and to study the emergent properties of each new level.

Understanding the individual person, then, is a pretty massive task, and it would be unrealistic to think that we know everything there is to know. When it comes to human beings, there aren’t any easy answers. After reading this book, you won’t find that you can understand everyone you’ve ever met. But what you will find, I hope, is that you know a great deal more about people than you knew before, and you may also find that it sometimes helps you to understand the people around you a little better.

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.
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Key idea




The wealth of psychological knowledge which has been accumulated over the past century is so extensive that modern psychologists have to specialize – nobody could know everything there is to know about psychology because there’s just too much of it.
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One of the areas of modern psychological knowledge is known as cognitive psychology. This has to do, in essence, with how we think. It 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, decision-making and reasoning. These mental processes are known as cognition, which is how cognitive psychology gets its name. Psychologists studying cognition have discovered a great deal about how people’s minds work, and that information is often useful when we are trying to understand why someone is acting in a particular way.

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. It ranges from looking at our body language to understanding cultural norms and expectations, or why people obey those in authority, or when someone will or won’t help a person in need. Social psychologists are also interested in how we make sense of our social experience. That part of social psychology is about the mental side of social life, so it is known as social cognition.

Some psychologists focus on what makes people different from one another. Some people seem to be more intelligent than others; some people are highly creative while other people are not, and each of us has our own special personality. We also differ in motivation: some of us are keen to get ahead in life, while others are concerned mainly with establishing a happy home and family. Individual psychology is concerned with what motivates people, as well as with how people are different from one another.

All this makes it seem as though understanding people is really just about looking at what they do, or how they process information. And that is a large part of it. But, sometimes, what we do or how we think is also influenced by our physical state. If we are tired or stressed, for instance, we often don’t make decisions very well, or we can become irritable with the people around us. So 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 such as the effects of brain damage, how drugs work, sleep and dreaming, and stress.

Each year that passes adds its store of experience and knowledge, but how do we use that experience? And do we inevitably decline as we get older? Developmental psychology is concerned with understanding how changes in childhood, adolescence, adulthood, and old age affect us, and what those changes actually involve. Interestingly, the picture which emerges when we really begin studying the processes of maturity and ageing is much more optimistic than society often assumes – but we will look into that in more detail in Chapter 11.

Comparative psychology, as its name suggests, is all about making comparisons. But what are we comparing ourselves with? As we know from evolutionary biology, human beings are a kind of animal – even if rather a special one. So that leads us to some very interesting questions about how close we are to other animals, and whether we have anything in common with them – or whether they have anything in common with us. 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.

So what do we do with all this knowledge? Well, as we’ve seen, finding out about human beings is a complicated and wide-ranging task, and we’re not really very likely ever to know everything. But we can apply a lot of the insights that psychological research has given us in the real world. Most psychologists work in one area of applied psychology or another: some work in large organizations, some work in the prison or justice services, some work in the health services – in fact, psychologists work in just about any field which involves human beings. Working as an applied psychologist involves bringing psychological knowledge to bear in real-world situations. Applied psychologists sometimes work directly with clients, sometimes train other professionals in some aspect of their work, and almost always undertake research of their own. As psychological knowledge broadens and develops, psychological insights become increasingly useful in everyday living.

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 entire 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, to see how they understand their worlds, and to help those who are finding life difficult.
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Focus points




Psychology is about understanding people. People are complicated and there are no simple answers.

Psychologists use a wide range of methods to study cognition, social influences, and brain activity. Modern psychology includes the study of experience as well as behaviour.

Psychology can be studied at many levels, ranging from molecular to societal, but most psychologists conduct research on just one level of analysis at a time.

There are emergent properties at higher levels which cannot be predicted by studying lower ones.

Psychology has six major research areas: cognitive and social psychologists explore how the mind and our social influences affect us; individual and physiological psychologists explore abilities and mechanisms of the body; developmental and comparative psychology are both concerned with aspects of development.
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Self and others
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In this chapter you will learn:

•  why sociability in human babies is so important

•  how other people can change the way we feel about ourselves

•  to identify three different cultural approaches to understanding ourselves.
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This chapter is about who we are and how we come to be that way. Each of us has different life experiences and we are 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. The experiences of an Inuit child, living in a traditional community in the Arctic regions of northern Canada, are widely different from the everyday experiences of an infant growing up in Papua New Guinea, and both of these are different from the experiences of a child growing up in modern Britain. In some communities babies are kept tightly wrapped up (swaddled), while 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 all over the world, 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.
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Key idea




Humans are the most widely adaptable creatures on Earth, but we adapt by modifying our environments rather than our bodies, and passing on that knowledge to the next generation. So being able to learn from others is our most important survival skill.
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Human infants, when they are first born, are totally helpless physically. They have to be fed, cleaned and carried around by other, older humans, and without this they would not be able to survive. This physical helplessness continues for a very long time – far longer than in any other animal. On the face of it, it would seem as if luck, as much as anything else, is what helps babies to get through. But nature doesn’t really work that way. As we will see in Chapter 8, the process of evolution means that we would only develop in a certain way if it gave us an increased chance of surviving. And the human infant is actually a long way from being as helpless as it looks.

Human infants are born supremely adapted for sociability. Being unable to move themselves, as well as being unable to cling to their mothers as many animals do, they depend completely on other people. Because of this, they are very strongly predisposed to interact with people – and this is true of babies all over the world. 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.

Human infants also begin to make facial expressions very soon after birth. These movements are often quite tiny, but their parents, who are used to the baby’s face, can recognize them. 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. Ahrens (1954) showed that very young babies, in their first month or so, would smile when they saw an oval shape with two dots in it for eyes. As the baby grew older, though, more detail was needed until by four months the infant would smile only at a real human face, or a very realistic picture.

For a parent, of course, being looked at and smiled at by your baby is an extremely special experience. It 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. And that interaction, as we will see, forms a strong foundation for the future relationship between a parent and its child.
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Key idea




When infants smile and respond to people they are increasing their chances of survival. If the person looking after the child is rewarded with a smile, it will be a satisfying experience, and they are more likely to stick around and care for the helpless infant.

[image: image]

Babies also have a very good way of summoning help when they need it. Since the human infant can’t run for help itself, it needs to have a way of summoning help from its caretaker quickly. And it has. A baby’s crying can carry for a very long distance, and parents quickly learn to recognize the sound of their own baby’s crying, as opposed to that of any other infant.

Some psychologists believe, too, that there are special harmonics in a baby’s cry which activate the autonomic nervous system, so that adults find it particularly disturbing. This means that they are particularly likely to hurry to the baby and try to calm it down. It might also account for the intense degree of frustration on the part of parents living with a continually crying child: they may sometimes become so frustrated and upset, and feel so helpless, that they end up injuring the child. We don’t know whether this is really the case – that is, we know that people find baby cries extremely disturbing, but it is possible that they disturb us because they are associated with pain and distress, and not because of the harmonic qualities of the sound. In either case, though, very few people can really ignore a crying baby. And this makes it a good way for the infant to let other people know that it needs help.

Moreover, infants can communicate more than one message through crying. In the 1960s, Wolff recorded baby cries and analysed them using a sound spectrograph. This showed that there were at least three different types of cry, with three entirely different sound patterns: one for pain, one for hunger, and one for anger. Wolff also found that the babies’ mothers were perfectly able to recognize the message in their own baby’s crying.
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Key idea




Crying is a powerful survival mechanism, because it lets a helpless infant summon assistance from a long distance away. Since the infant can’t defend itself, only other people can help if it is in pain or frightened.
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So even an apparently helpless infant is equipped to interact with other people – in other words, to be sociable. Babies will respond to the sound of people’s voices, they show pleasure when people are nearby and socializing with them, and they can summon help if they need it. The baby’s physical survival depends on the people around it, and the baby’s ability to communicate helps people around it to know what to do. But babies are even more sophisticated at interacting with other people than just communicating pleasure or discomfort.

PARENT–INFANT INTERACTION

As it grows older, the baby’s tendency towards sociability becomes even more apparent. Babies delight in even the simplest repetitive games with another person. As any parent knows, they will play games like ‘peek-a-boo’, or ‘throw-your-teddy-out-of-the-cot-and-see-daddy-pick-it-up’ for as long as the adult is prepared to carry on playing, although they rarely show so much persistence with the games that they play on their own, such as with rattles or toys.

Parents and other adults seem to automatically adapt themselves to these baby games. 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. But for many people, this is entirely unconscious: we do it automatically, without thinking.

One thing which people do when they are playing with a baby, for instance, is that they make faces. Carefully analysed videotape of these games shows that the babies make faces too. Parent and infant imitate one another, and these exchanges can go on for some time. It is games like these which set the foundation for later social experience. Infants learn how to take turns and how to wait for the other person to respond before doing their action – which is like the turn-taking that occurs in conversation, and which even involves the same kind of timing. Moreover, they learn it very quickly: we are strongly predisposed to learn that kind of thing.

Infants are also strongly predisposed to learn to communicate. They want to do it, and try very hard to do it. Again, we help them automatically. Psychological studies of baby-talk have shown that the special way in which human beings talk to babies, so often ridiculed by comedians, actually helps the baby to notice speech. The softened tones and higher notes that we use are particularly easy for the baby to hear, and the repetition of vowel sounds (‘baa-baa’) draws attention to the part of the language which the child learns to produce first.

What all this adds up to is that other people are the most important thing in a child’s world. A human baby may be physically helpless, but it is not at all helpless in terms of its social abilities. It is already equipped with some social skills, and learns new ones even faster than it learns physical co-ordination. People are the most important thing in an adult’s world too – except a few very exceptional individuals. And what infant sociability does is to form the foundation for the personal attachments and relationships which we all need in later life.

DEVELOPING ATTACHMENTS

It was once believed that infants developed attachments with the people who looked after them purely because of the association with physical care and satisfying hunger. This led to a number of debates, such as whether mothers should go out to work, and similar issues. However, as a result of these debates, psychologists began to study relationship development very carefully and found that things weren’t nearly as simple as that. For one thing, many babies develop special attachments to more than one person, and sometimes they will develop a special relationship with someone who they only see for a relatively short period each day. In the pioneering study by Shaffer and Emerson, conducted in 1964, the psychologists found that many of the infants in the families that they were studying had special attachments with their fathers, who were out at work all day, as well as with their mothers, who in this particular study were at home. Other babies though, didn’t form attachments with their fathers, and some formed attachments with the fathers, but not their mothers, even though it was the mother who was with them most of the time.

What made the difference? Shaffer and Emerson found, as have many psychologists since, that it was the quality of social interaction between parent and child which affected the infant’s response. 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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Key idea




Bonding to the person who interacts most sensitively with an infant gives that baby the greatest chance of survival, because that person is most likely to be able to read its needs accurately.
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Even though parents can become attached to their infants very quickly, it takes longer for the infant to develop its own attachment. Although infants often prefer to be with one particular person in the first few months, they are rarely distressed if their special person is not present. Psychologists have found that the full attachment appears at about seven months. Then, the baby might cry if the person has to leave – although of course babies can usually be distracted quite quickly.

This attachment forms the basis of the loving relationship between parent and child which persists throughout life (if it is not actively disrupted). And that attachment, in its turn, has been based on the quality of the interactions between the parent and the baby. Of course, that doesn’t mean that an attachment has to be based on infant interactions – as adopted children know, a relationship which begins later in life can be just as special. But a predisposition to interact with people, and to form relationships with the people who respond to you sensitively is one which is common to human infants all over the world. It is, quite literally, part of our heritage as human beings.

The self-concept

In later life, too, other people are more important to us than we sometimes realize. Each of us has our own, personal idea of ourselves, known as the self-concept. This is our ideas about what we are like, what we are good or bad at doing, and how we think. On the surface, it seems as if we should develop that knowledge of ourselves just from our own personal experiences of what we can do, and what we like. After all, we see ourselves from the inside! But when psychologists have studied the self-concept, they have found that, actually, one of the most important factors in how we see ourselves is how other people see us.

SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS

As early as 1902, Cooley described the self-concept as the ‘looking-glass self’. What Cooley meant was that we see ourselves as if we were reflected in the eyes of other people. We don’t just think of ourselves in terms of our own personal knowledge: we judge what we are like by the way that other people respond to us, and what we think they may think. Another early psychologist, Guthrie, related a story about a group of students who decided to play a joke on a class member – a girl who was very plain and unattractive. The male students in the class took it in turns to ask her out and to treat her as if she were attractive and interesting. Guthrie observed that the students who were fifth and sixth on the list actually became quite interested in taking the girl out, because by that time, she had changed considerably. The social interest that she was receiving had raised her self-confidence, and now she really was interesting to talk to and took pains to make herself look attractive.

•  The self-fulfilling prophecy

What this shows is that sometimes other people’s ideas about us may become a self-fulfilling prophecy. In other words, what we think about someone may come true simply because we think it. One of the most striking illustrations of this mechanism was reported by Rosenthal and Jacobson, in 1968. They had gone into an ordinary high school in America, ostensibly to test out a new kind of intelligence test. On the basis of the test they gave (which was really just a standard one) and class marks, they chose a number of ordinary children whose performance in class was only average. They didn’t speak to the children directly – instead, they let the teachers ‘overhear’ a conversation in which these children were named as being likely to show a sudden spurt in their academic work over the next year. The teachers also believed that the intelligence test the researchers had used was a special one, designed to pick out these late developers.

When Rosenthal and Jacobson returned to the school a year later, they found that the children they had chosen were up at the top of their classes. Because the teachers believed that they would do well, they had given them extra encouragement. The children didn’t know anything about the teachers’ beliefs, but they had felt the encouragement, and worked harder. They had also become more confident about their ability to learn. So the prophecy which Rosenthal and Jacobson had made – that the children would improve during the course of the next year – had come true simply because they had said it.

Many other psychologists, too, have found that our self-concept depends on the type of interaction we have with other people, and the expectations they have of us. 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.
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Remember this




The judgements we make about others can come true simply because we have made them. If we decide that someone is unpleasant, we treat them as such and they are almost bound to respond unpleasantly. Then we feel that we were justified, because we knew they were unpleasant all the time. Is that fair?
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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 that 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.

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. This is a fundamental need in people too: without any way of developing our abilities or skills, we can become psychologically damaged.

People self-actualize in many different ways. Many people have a hobby or an interest which takes up some of their leisure time, and this usually involves some kind of skill, or problem-solving. Fiddling with a car engine, playing video games or darts, baking, sewing clothes, or conducting a successful children’s party are all highly skilled activities: we enjoy doing them, and doing them well gives us a sense of achievement and satisfaction. It helps us to feel good about ourselves.

So far, so good. Most people have family, friends and working colleagues who provide them with the positive regard which they need, as well as 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 people, 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 with neurotic problems. From his clinical observations and treatments, Rogers concluded that their problems occurred because they were suppressing an important psychological need.

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 or caretakers 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. ‘Normal’ people, though, had parents who, even if they were strict, always made it clear that they still loved their child.

Those children who had grown up with conditional positive regard were actually being given a message that it wasn’t really them who was loved – it was some ideal, perfect child who was never naughty. 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.

These people, as we can see, had very low self-esteem. They had developed unrealistic conditions of worth – that is, unrealistic ideas about what they needed to do to gain social approval or respect. And they applied these unrealistic conditions of worth when they were judging their own behaviour. Even if they were really quite successful, they still thought of themselves as failures, or as inferior to other people. Naturally, all this had made them very anxious and, eventually, neurotic.

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 they act. If you really love, trust or like someone, then you accept the decisions they make about how they live their life. That doesn’t mean, of course, that we have to condone things which are morally wrong. But we can dislike what someone does, and make that clear, without disliking that particular person. As parents do all the time.

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 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 – it doesn’t have to be in childhood.
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Unconditional positive regard doesn’t only have to happen in childhood. A warm and accepting relationship in adulthood can let people recover from an awful lot of childhood trauma.
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Rogers developed an approach to psychotherapy based on this principle. The role of the therapist, he argued, should be to provide an accepting and warm relationship for the client (he didn’t approve of the word ‘patient’) – in other words, a relationship based on unconditional positive regard. This would give the client the psychological freedom to make their own life decisions and to develop solutions to their own problems, because they wouldn’t be risking disapproval. Rogers called this client-centred therapy, because it is based on what the client wants and needs, and not on what the therapist thinks they should do. Many counselling psychologists still use this approach today.

Cultural and social influences

We can see, then, that both our social interaction and our personal relationships can have a considerable effect on how we see ourselves – on the self-concept. But 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 make very different assumptions about individuals and what it is to be an individual human being.

THE INDIVIDUAL SELF

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. This model of the individual person has a long history: ultimately, it goes back to the philosophical systems of the ancient Greeks, and was reinforced by later philosophers such as Descartes, in the seventeenth century. The idea is also apparent in European history. The Protestant Reformation, for example, emphasized the individual’s own direct responsibility and conscience in religion, rather than the responsibility of the priesthood to interpret religion for the community.

It is open to question, though, whether any human being really can be such an entirely separate individual as all that. In fact, the idea of the individual as totally independent of others around them is almost unique to the USA. Just about every other culture, even Britain, recognizes the importance of social factors and group memberships to the self-concept. Most of us exist within a network of communities and social expectations: family, friendship groups and occupational groups. Many people seek out communities to belong to, like religious groups, hobby or sporting clubs or volunteer groups. In other words, we don’t really exist as independent individuals: we live within social networks and groups. As we will see later in this chapter, belonging to such social groups can form a very important part of our sense of identity.
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Individuality doesn’t contradict the notion of social embeddedness. For instance, it is quite easy to be a unique person and still a member of your family.
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We do, though, tend to believe that it is important to be an individual, in the sense that being an individual involves making one’s own decisions about one’s life, partners, friends and career. And it is this belief in an individuality that is separate from the other people around us which makes the Western approach rather different from most of the other cultures in the world.

SELF IN COMMUNITY

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. This doesn’t mean that they are not regarded as an individual person, but it does mean that how they live their life concerns the rest of the community and isn’t just their own responsibility. Individualism which doesn’t concern itself with the community as a whole is seen as irresponsible, and pretty well uncivilized.

When the Native Australian rock group Yothu Yindi began to have commercial success with their records, for instance, the decisions about how the group’s career should go were all taken by the group’s tribal community. As spokespeople for their culture, the members of the band had no wish to do anything else. The prominence of the band had brought increased acknowledgement and recognition of Native Australian culture to white Australian audiences (and later to worldwide ones). To the members of the group, it was important that they remain a part of their culture, rather than abandoning it and chasing success as individual musicians.

In other words, they regarded being part of their community as an important aspect of being themselves, not just an optional extra. To people from such cultures, the idea of acting as an individual, separate from family, community and social group is seen as simply unrealistic – and selfish, too. According to Mbiti (1970), the individual self is firmly located within the collective self of the tribe or people, and to try to separate them is to imply that the person operates only with half an identity.

LAYERS OF SELF

A different concept of the self is apparent in Hindu belief systems. Bharati (1986) described how Hindu belief is centred around the idea of the self – but not the individual self-concept as it is in Western cultures. Instead, according to Hindu thinking, the innermost self, or atman, is at one with God: it is a central, spiritual self which everyone possesses, but which can be reached only through meditation and other techniques. Other, more superficial parts of the self also contain more superficial qualities like personality, and negative emotions such as jealousy or greed. For the most part, therefore, what someone sees as their self-concept is really these outer layers of personality, and not their true, inner self. Only those who have disciplined themselves, through yoga or meditation, have access to the atman and can experience the true unity of the self and God.

So this idea of the self, too, is very different from the idea of the individual which is maintained by Western cultures. Although this view is not based on the importance of the culture and community, it still maintains the idea that there are other dimensions to the self: that there is more to being human than simply our own individual wishes and emotions.

THE PRIVATE SELF

Even within highly industrialized societies, there are different ideas of the self. Japanese people, for example, see the self as operating within a social context – but not a context of traditional family or tribe. Like city-dwelling Westerners, Japanese people may be meeting strangers all the time, but Japanese society places a great deal of emphasis on social consideration and social harmony. In order to maintain this, people are expected to keep inner emotions private, and to act in a socially acceptable manner at all times. Azuma, Hess and Kashiwagi (1981) described how this idea is apparent even in the experiences of a very young child in Japan.

At the age of two or thereabouts, as many parents know to their cost, children often become very wilful, insisting on getting their own way at every opportunity – or trying to. It is at this time that they have to learn social responsibility – or at least, that they cannot always have their own way in everything. Different cultures go about teaching this in different ways. Among traditional families of the Shona people of Africa, for instance, children of this age go to live with their grandmother, and stay with her until they are about five. So the most experienced family member is the one who tackles the most difficult part of child-rearing.

Western parents tend to confront their children, refusing to co-operate until the child eventually learns that it must moderate its behaviour. A Japanese mother, though, doesn’t tend to confront an egocentric two-year-old directly. Instead, she ‘suffers’ her child, making it very clear that its behaviour is causing her pain and distress. In this way, the child is brought to realize that its actions have social and emotional consequences for other people, even from a very early age. It is encouraged to feel responsible for the suffering that it has caused, and also guilty, so it learns self-control as a way of not causing the suffering and not having to feel the guilt. These messages are consistent throughout childhood and have a powerful influence on the adult’s behaviour.

A Japanese person, then, is still regarded as an individual, but in a different way from a Westerner. The self is essentially private, and the person has important social responsibilities which cannot be avoided. This means that, for the most part, personal wishes, emotions, and impulses need to be kept in check. The self is not independent of other people because it is easily able to cause grief or pain to them, through inconsiderate behaviour. So social interaction has to be managed in such a way as to minimize that grief or pain, and so minimize the guilt which the individual would feel for having caused it. The self exists in a social context, with social requirements, meaning that it often has to be kept private, or even secret.
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Many people maintain public and private selves. For example, someone who wears make-up every day may be creating a ‘public’ self, which hides the private self underneath.
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We can see, then, that people in different parts of the world – and also in different subcultures within Western countries – have very different ideas of what it is to be an individual person. 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

There is another way, too, in which other people affect how we see ourselves. We are all part of society, and each of us belongs to social groups of some kind. Social groups can be large-scale, like gender or ethnic background groups; they can be medium-scale, like being an accountant or a machinery tuner in a mill; or they can be small-scale, like being a member of a local astronomy club. But whatever the size, belonging to different social groups has an influence on our sense of identity.

Social identity theory began in psychology with the work of Henri Tajfel, and has become a very useful way of understanding many important things about how human beings act. Tajfel pointed out how the social groups which we belong to exist in the real world, and vary in terms of things like how powerful they are, how widely known they are, and how much prestige there is in belonging to them. Because we all live in the real world too, we are aware of these differences. So, for example, if we belong to a local astronomy society and are aware that the astronomy society is quite respected in our local town, then we would feel proud of belonging to it.
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We belong to more social groups and categories than we realize. Age-groups, gender, family, interests and hobbies, social class are only a few of the possibilities. See if you can count all yours.
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After a while, belonging to that particular social group becomes part of our own identity – part of who we are. At times we will interact with other people as if we were a representative of that group – for example, speaking up for the group, or giving the members’ point of view if we are talking with someone who doesn’t belong to it. We don’t always realize when we’re doing it, because it’s just part of how we identify with the group. At other times, we will interact with other people just as ourselves, or from some other social identification. We can slip into any particular social identity when it seems to be relevant.

We can even slip from one to another without realizing. For example, an argument about who should do the washing-up might begin as just a discussion between two partners. However, if one of them makes a remark about gender, it can rapidly change from being a personal argument, to a confrontation between ‘men’ and ‘women’, with each person arguing as a representative of their gender group, rather than as their individual self.

CATEGORIZATION AND SELF-ESTEEM

We all have a number of different social identities. According to Tajfel, social identities come from our basic human tendency to sort things into different categories. 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. In other words, it is important for us to feel good about our own groups – we need to be able to feel proud of belonging to them. If our social group doesn’t have much status, then we may try to redefine it so that we can see it as more important. 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.

For example, imagine that you are a teenager and have a particular hobby, say, trampolining, which you really enjoy. Moreover, you are really getting quite good and have passed various certificates. But then you join a new school and it becomes apparent that your new friends there see it as an inferior kind of sport. What would you do?

Actually, there are several possibilities which are open to you – and all of them amount to ways of keeping positive self-esteem. You might leave the trampolining group altogether and look for some other hobby which will be a bit more respected. You might claim that you only go because of parental pressure, or because your younger brother likes to go and you have to take him, or something like that. That would be distancing yourself from the group – implying that you aren’t really like the others.

CHANGING THE STATUS OF THE GROUP

Alternatively, you might try to get your friends to change their view of it, for example by pointing out that it actually involves a very high level of skill. Or you might argue that it is a great deal better than other kinds of recreational activity. Both of these are attempts to change the perceived status of the trampolining group, so that it becomes more respected. Or you could change your friends and associate only with other people who also do trampolining and know how skilled it is.

This is a fairly small-scale example, but exactly the same processes take place in larger social groups too. It is now much easier for a black child in the UK, 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.

Another example is the difference which the Paralympic movement has made to the social status of disabled people. The increased respect which disabled athletes have earned from their achievements has done a great deal to change the way that disabled people in general are perceived in society. In particular, people with disabilities are now much more likely to be perceived as individuals, with their own personalities, interests and ideas, where before they were more likely simply to be stereotyped on the basis of their disability, with other people largely ignoring their individuality.

We can see, then, that who we are and how we see ourselves, is 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 moulded by these social influences – after all, everyone is different – but we are not totally independent of them either.
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Focus points




Human beings are social animals from birth, and they learn best from other people.

Smiling, crying and responding to others are all ways in which infants interact with other people, and adults respond strongly to these behaviours.

Infants develop their strongest attachments with people who interact sensitively with them.

The self-concept is how we see ourselves, and is strongly influenced by feedback from and interactions with, other people.

Ideas of the self vary greatly from one culture to the next. Most human cultures see the self as being deeply embedded in the community.

The social identifications we derive from our memberships of social groups are important in defining who we are. We need to derive positive self-esteem from our group membership.
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