DEBATES IN PSYCHOLOGY

PSYB4

The following debates are covered in this booklet:

· Free will and determinism

· Heredity and environment (nature-nurture)

· Holism and reductionism

· Idiographic and nomothetic approaches 

· Psychology as a science

ISSUES AND DEBATES IN PSYCHOLOGY

There are five major approaches in Psychology:-  

Biological, Behaviourist, Cognitive, Psychodynamic, Humanistic 

·  Over the last 2 years you have learnt something about each of these approaches and at various points these approaches have been placed in the context of some of the major debates in psychology.  
The main arguments of these debates are summarised in the following table:-

	Free will
	Determinism

	· People have the ability to choose their own course of action, to determine their own lives - we have the freedom to choose our behaviour.

· People have responsibility for their actions - they are the cause of what they do
	· Behaviour is determined by external events or stimuli or by internal events such as hormones or unconscious drives

· People are passive responders - therefore we do not have freedom to choose

· Behaviour occurs in a regular, orderly manner which is totally predictable (in principle)



	Reductionism
	Holism

	· Behaviour can be reduced to minute units of analysis such as stimulus-response connections, neuron activity, muscle movements and any larger units of analysis are pointless.

· Explanations of complex wholes in terms of the units of which those “wholes” are composed are the only explanations that are worthwhile
	· Thorough knowledge of organisms cannot be gained through knowledge of nerve activity and muscle movement or through knowledge of stimulus-response connections. 

· There is a hierarchy of levels of explanation, from the sociological to the psychological down, eventually, to the physical and chemical.  No one level can account for the whole of behaviour and all levels are needed for a complete explanation

· A human cannot be reduced to stimulus-response connections.  The whole is greater than the sum of its parts. 



	Nature
	Nurture

	· Individuals are born with an inherited ‘blue-print’.  

· Behaviours that are not already present at birth will develop as though they were on a genetic time-switch (i.e. through the process of maturation)

· The environment has little to do with individual development and there is little that anyone can do to change what nature has provided


	· The infants mind at birth is “tabula rasa” (blank slate) and everything is learnt through experience

· Changes in the environment produce changes in the individual

· Within their physical limitations, anyone can become anything, providing the environment is right

	Nomothetic
	Idiographic

	· Theories depend upon the scientific observation of a number of participants

· Aim is to arrive at general principles or laws of behaviour which apply to everybody
· Individuality is not important


	· Research addresses the wholeness and uniqueness of the individual

· Aim is to give a complete and in-depth picture of the individual

· Generalisability and predictability of findings from research are not important



	Psychology as a science
	Psychology as a non-science

	· Objectivity

· Use of theory, hypothesis, evidence and replication
· Overt behaviour is measured
· Theories should be falsifiable
· Paradigms arise as researchers reach consensus, then disappear as new theories and approaches become dominant.
	· Subjectivity

· Internal mental experiences studied




Each of the main approaches we have discussed during this module can be placed in the context of at least one and usually more than one of these debates.  These are listed, as follows:-

Biological Approach

Takes a physiological (and hence a generally reductionist) approach to Psychology. It includes the study of the contribution of evolution and genetic inheritance to our behaviour. It has the following stance:

· Deterministic - Behaviour is determined by our genes and biology
· Reductionist - Behaviour can be reduced to the function of neurotransmitters and genes
· Nomothetic - A wide number of subjects should be studied and general theories produced

· Nativist - Behaviour is a product of nature
· Scientific - Behaviour should be studied using the scientific method

Behaviourist Approach

This approach suggests that the only valid data in Psychology is observable behaviour. Another assumption is that a person begins life a “tabula rasa” and must learn everything. It also assumes that mechanisms of learning are identical for all species. This approach takes the following stance:

· deterministic - behaviour is determined by the environment according to Skinner

· reductionist - behaviour can be reduced to S-R associations

· nomothetic - A wide number of subjects should ideally be studied 
· nurturist - behaviour is learnt

· Scientific- behaviourists believed in rigorously applying the laws of science

Cognitive Approach

Looks at all aspects of intelligent behaviour (including perception, attention, memory, thinking, problem solving to computer models of thinking) from an information processing point of view. Reintroduces the idea of thinking being as important as observable behaviour, but uses scientific methodology rather than a subjective basis for its research. This approach takes the following stance:

· Reductionist - Information processing models e.g. multi-store model take a reductionist view of the mind

· nativist and nurturist - both aspects can be found in cognition, though many cognitive Psychologists would go for the interactionist viewpoint

· Free-will - The cognitive model of abnormality sees the patient as being 'in-control' of their own destiny but other aspects of the cognitive model take a deterministic view e.g. Piaget - cognitive ability is determined by maturation.

· Nomothetic - As many Participants should be studied as possible and general theories produced
· Scientific - the Cognitive approach uses scientific methods to study mental processes which were previously thought to be scientifically unstudiable by the behaviourists

Psychoanalytic Approach

This is one of the person-centred approaches in Psychology (the other major one being humanism) which is heavily deterministic and emphasises development aspects of the person and their major influence on subsequent behaviour. It is an approach that focuses on the importance of the unconscious and the development of personality, the major motivator being conflict.  It takes the following stance:

· determinist - one of Freud’s assumptions was psychological determinism, which suggests that nothing we ever do is accidental

· nature and nurture - Freud suggests there is an interaction between our instinctual impulses and behaviour subsequently learnt

· idiographic - Freud takes an idiographic viewpoint, unlike someone like Eysenck who suggests personality can be boiled down to a few universal types

· Holist - Freud takes the view that the individual can only be understood by looking at the complexities of their experience. Behaviour cannot  be reduced down to simple causes.

· Non-scientific - Freud used methods which were unfalsifiable, un-replicable and therefore unscientific

Humanistic Approach

This approach looks at behaviour from an individual, uniquely human point of view. It treats each person as an individual and emphasises the capacity to grown and change through person-centred therapy.  It takes a the following stance:

· free-will  - the notion is that we all have the power of personal agency and can grown and change if we want to; it rejects the deterministic viewpoint of the biological and psychoanalytical approaches

· holistic - it rejects the notion that the person can be reduced to S-R units or biological foundations

· ideographic - it suggests that each individual's unique experience is what counts. It is pointless trying to study large groups of people and drawing generalised conclusions.

· Nurturist - many of the problems and barriers that people experience in life are due to their environments.

· Non-scientific -  Rogers believed that much of human experience was lost when using the scientific approach and therefore rejected it claiming that psychology should be about subjective experience
Writing an essay on debates
The key to doing well in debates questions is answering the question in front of you and drawing on knowledge from all over the course to illustrate your points.

There is however a standard essay plan which works for most debates questions and ensures that you cover the right areas.

1. Briefly define key parameters and terms of the debate e.g. what is meant by reductionism and holism, what types of reductionism are there? Why is the debate important?

2. Briefly outline where the perspectives stand on the debate e.g. how do the behaviourists and humanists relate to reductionism and holism

3. Discuss synoptic topics which relate to the debate in detail e.g. how do explanations of gender, schizophrenia and depression relate to reductionism and holism

4. Evaluate the explanations given above e.g. what are strengths of a reductionist/holist approach to gender or abnormality?

5. General evaluation (strengths and weaknesses) of reductionism and holism
Free Will and Determinism

Background
A basic question in psychology is whether human actions are freely chosen / 'willed', or whether they are determined by factors beyond our control / will.
On one extreme, we could take the view that everything we do is the result of our own free choice - we have free will.  This view might be held by the 'person in the street'.  People (apart from psychologists) sometimes talk as if most of our actions are freely chosen. Even our legal system is based on the idea that our actions are freely chosen.

On the other extreme, we could argue that all human actions are caused by some factors which we cannot control - we have no free will.  Any idea we have that we exercise free choice is just an illusion.  This view is more likely to be held by the scientific psychologist.  

If your work involves you searching for cause-effect links in behaviour, you are likely to believe that behaviour is determined (caused) rather than chosen freely. Therefore science is fundamentally a determinist approach.

In the middle is 'soft determinism' an idea of William James, one of the first psychologists. He believed that we do have choice in some behaviours e.g. whether or not to read the words on this page or whether to focus instead on the wallpaper in the room. However something must be controlling or determining this choice, in other words there are brain mechanisms and processes which determine our 'will'. James believed that we are free to choose BUT from a limited repertoire of pre-determined response, hence 'soft' determinism Some would say this is a bit of a cop out!
Factors which determine behaviour:

According to scientific psychologists, what factors might determine our behaviour?

genetic factors - the view that genes cause behaviour is called biological determinism
environmental factors - experiences, past learning and current environmental factors (e.g. social influence) - the view that these cause behaviour is called environmental determinism
unconscious factors - the idea that these cause our behaviour is called psychic determinism
Implications of free will and determinism:

The implications of the two extreme views are as follows:
If behaviour is entirely free, then people can always be held responsible for their actions (legal implications), and trying to study psychology scientifically by looking for causes of behaviour is pointless. The idea of 'social influence' for example, would not be credible.

If behaviour is entirely determined, then eventually scientific psychologists will be able to predict behaviour precisely, but no-one can be blamed or held responsible for their actions.

Neither of these is very plausible.

definition of 'free will'.

If we were to define free will simply as the absence of determinism, this would imply that human behaviour is completely unpredictable and has no cause. Most scientific research as well as straight forward observation would suggest that this is not the case and most human behaviour does present reasonably predictable patterns.

An alternative and preferential definition is "Free will means that a person can be independent in choosing his or her own behaviour."  This refers to the idea that humans are thinking beings who can plan actions, who can reflect on their own behaviour.  
We'll explore this definition in more detail...  By psychological freedom we mean that an individual is able to use cognitive skills to plan and shape their own behaviour.  They can take control, develop intentions and follow them, resist other influencing factors to some extent.

Approaches and determinism vs free will
The behaviourist approach proposes that all behaviour is learned and can be explained solely in terms of external (environmental) factors. This is environmental determinism. Skinner argued forcefully that freedom is just an illusion, maintained only because people are unaware of the environmental causes of behaviour. Humans are seen as ‘blank slates’ when they come into the world and their behaviour is therefore mostly determined by their experiences (although even the most radical behaviourists would admit that we have some instinctive behaviour such as eating and sex). 

Psychic determinism refers to the psychodynamic approach, which suggests that adult behaviour or personality is predetermined by events in early childhood. Freud believed that the actual causes of our behaviour are unconscious and therefore hidden (i.e. internal). However psychoanalysis is based on principle that people can change so therefore there must be a certain amount of free will. Freud warned against “over-determination” warning that behaviour has multiple causes some of which are conscious and therefore can be subject to free will. 

The biological approach also sees a certain predictability regarding thoughts, feelings, and behaviours. This is because it thinks our biology (physiology and genetics) determines what we will become. This is a naive view of what it means to be human. Biological determinism ignores the great influence positive and negative experiences the environment can have on behaviour. Again most modern day Biopsychologists would acknowledge that not all behaviour is biologically determined but would simply be interested in biological aspects of behaviour.

The cognitive approach is to a large extent seen as mechanistic, and any mechanistic explanation is said to be deterministic because it suggests that a particular action will result in a predictable result. Cognitive psychology is divided in several areas but in its essence it focuses on different cognitive processes, many of which are automatic. The view of the mind is that it can be compared to a machine (computer analogy) and that thinking takes place in sequential patterns, one step causing the next. This is clearly a deterministic view. However the Cognitive approach to abnormality suggests that the individual has the power to change the way they think and therefore this aspect of the cognitive approach suggests that we do have free-will. It is often argued that cognitive psychology is related to soft determinism in that free will is not freedom from causation but freedom of coercion and constraint (James 1890), i.e. if actions are voluntary and in line with our conscious desired goals they are free.

The humanistic approach represented by e.g. Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow are among those who strongly believe in free will. According to this perspective, people have a free will, and they denied that people’s behaviour is at the mercy of outside forces alone. They believe it is dehumanising to see humans as lacking free-will and that to feel like a truly complete individual one must feel like their behaviour is self-directed and chosen. Free will is most apparent in humanistic therapies where the terms client and facilitator indicate the voluntary nature of the situation, and the idea that the individuals have the power to solve their own problems through insight in a usually non-directive therapy.

Carl Rogers believes that humans have an innate (i.e. natural) drive towards positive growth and self-actualisation. It is up to the individual to “own” his or her own behaviour; Rather than saying a particular behaviour is not like them (for example when following the crowd) individuals should strive to be themselves and take responsibility for their own actions. Rogers proposes client centred therapy in which the therapist is called a “facilitator” whose role it is to make it easier for the patient to exercise free will. Humanistic psychologists argue that regarding human behaviour as being influenced by external forces is dehumanising.

A problem for free will is causality. Free-will would suggest that nothing causes an action. But anyone displaying only random behaviour would be classified as psychologically abnormal or very stupid. Free will needs to explain what causes actions to take place otherwise behaviours are seen as being determined at least in some way.

Explain what is meant by fatalism and how it relates to this debate
Fatalism:

Key synoptic topics:

Abnormality - Depression / schizophrenia (causes and treatment)

Depression: Biological / psychodynamic = determinism v cognitive CBT treatment = free-will.
Substance abuse

Biological = determinism v Social factors = free-will (as individual still has choice over whether to take drug), teenage reasons (buzz, curiosity) = free-will, law = free-will

Gender

Biological/psychodynamic/SLT = determinism

Obedience (Milgram)

Shows importance of free-will v determinism. Ps were all exposed to pressure from experimenter but some chose not to obey implying free-will. But could also be argued that these decisions were determined by their personalities were due to upbringing (environment) or genes.

Arguments for Free Will

1.  We like to believe that people can be held responsible for their actions, hence our legal system.  If free will was an illusion, we would have to give up this popular idea.

2. People feel as if they act freely on occasions i.e. we have the subjective impression of freedom.
3. In practice, behaviour is not precisely predictable.  There will always be some uncertainty.  This is true even of simpler systems, such as physics, in fact scientists have shown that outside of a closed system (i.e. lab) it is impossible to completely determine even the behaviour of particles. Not every individual's behaviour can be predicted based on their environments or their genes (e.g. social influence research and twin studies).   

4.  It is impossible to conceive how determinism could actually be disproved by an experiment- so it is an untestable idea and ironically unscientific given how it strongly it relates to scientific approaches.
Arguments for Determinism

1. Scientific methods are fairly successful in explaining phenomena.  These methods are based on the assumption of a deterministic universe, therefore determinism is probably correct.

2. The behaviour of other people often seems caused by circumstances or their biology etc (e.g. social psychology, biopsychology).

3. It is impossible to demonstrate that a behaviour is freely chosen.  There is no conceivable test (determinists can always argue that in fact it was not freely chosen!).
Conclusions

We have seen soft determinism as a compromise position, however the work of Silvan Tomkins (1962) on degrees of freedom offers in my opinion an even better solution to the debate.  He argued that rather than an either/or position (either we are free or determined) our behaviour is constrained to different degrees of freedom by certain factors. 

1) Any organisms ability to choose its behaviour is determined firstly by its own 'complexity' (the number of different things it is able to do). An 80 year old man with Alzhiemers' disease in a care home has less free will, as few behaviours and choices are available to him than a 25 year old man with lots of money and free time

2) The complexity of the organisms environment places constraints on its degrees of freedom too. More options are available to a man living in London than a man stranded in the dessert or in prison.

Tomkins sums it up thus "Man is neither as free as he feels nor as bound as he fears. There are some aspects of himself and his environment which he may easily transform, some aspects which he may transform only with difficulty and others which he can never transform.  He is driven by motives which vary from those with minimal freedom, such as the need for air, to those with maximal freedom, such as the wish for excitement"

Nature-Nurture
        (Heredity vs environment)

Background
It has long been known that certain physical characteristics are biologically determined by genetic inheritance. Colour of eyes, straight or curly hair, pigmentation of the skin and certain diseases (such as Huntingdon’s chorea) are all a function of the genes we inherit. Other physical characteristics, if not determined, appear to be at least strongly influenced by the genetic make-up of our biological parents. Height, weight, hair loss (in men), life expectancy and vulnerability to specific illnesses (e.g. breast cancer in women) are positively correlated between biologically related individuals. These facts have led many to speculate as to whether psychological characteristics such as behavioural tendencies, personality attributes and mental abilities are also “wired in” before we are even born.

Those who adopt an extreme heredity position are known as nativists. Their basic assumption is that the characteristics of the human species as a whole are a product of evolution and that individual differences are due to each person’s unique genetic code. Characteristics and differences that are not observable at birth, but which emerge later in life, are regarded as the product of maturation. That is to say we all have an inner “biological clock” which switches on (or off) types of behaviour in a pre programmed way. The classic example of the way this affects our physical development is the bodily changes that occur in early adolescence at puberty. However nativists also argue that maturation governs the emergence of attachment in infancy, language acquisition and even cognitive development as a whole.

At the other end of the spectrum are the environmentalists – also known as empiricists (not to be confused with the other empirical / scientific approach). Their basic assumption is that at birth the human mind is a tabula rasa (a blank slate) and that this is gradually “filled” as a result of experience (e.g. behaviourism). From this point of view psychological characteristics and behavioural differences that emerge through infancy and childhood are the result of learning. It is how you are brought up (nurture) that governs the psychologically significant aspects of child development and the concept of maturation applies only to the biological. So, when an infant forms an attachment it is responding to the love and attention it has received, language comes from imitating the speech of others and cognitive development depends on the degree of stimulation in the environment and, more broadly, on the civilisation within which the child is reared.

In practice hardly anyone today accepts either of the extreme positions. There are simply too many “facts” on both sides of the argument which are inconsistent with an “all or nothing” view. So instead of asking whether child development is down to nature or nurture the question has been reformulated as “How much?” That is to say, given that heredity and environment both influence the person we become, which is the more important?

This question was first framed by Francis Galton in the late 19th century. Galton (himself a relative of Charles Darwin) was convinced that intellectual ability was largely inherited and that the tendency for “genius” to run in families was the outcome of a natural superiority. This view has cropped up time and again in the history of psychology and has stimulated much of the research into intelligence testing (particularly on separated twins and adopted children). A modern proponent is the American psychologist Arthur Jenson. Finding that the average I.Q. scores of black Americans were significantly lower than whites he went on to argue that genetic factors were mainly responsible – even going so far as to suggest that intelligence is 80% inherited.


The storm of controversy that developed around Jenson’s claims was not mainly due to logical weaknesses in his argument. It was more to do with the social and political implications that are often drawn from research that claims to demonstrate natural inequalities between social groups. Galton himself in 1883 suggested that human society could be improved by “better breeding”. In the 1920’s the American Eugenics Society campaigned for the sterilisation of men and women in psychiatric hospitals. Today in Britain many believe that the immigration policies are designed to discriminate against black and Asian ethnic groups. However the most chilling of all implications drawn from this view of the natural superiority of one race over another took place in the concentration camps of Nazi Germany.

For many environmentalists there is a barely disguised right wing agenda behind the work of the behavioural geneticists. In their view part of the difference in the I.Q. scores of different ethnic groups is due to inbuilt biases in the methods of testing (e.g. IQ tests use questions which favour white people over black people as they use concepts that white people are more familiar with - see the Chitling Test for a satirical take on this) . More fundamentally they believe that differences in intellectual ability are a product of social inequalities in access to material resources and opportunities. To put it simply children brought up in the ghetto tend to score lower on tests because they are denied the same life chances as more privileged members of society.

Now we can see why the nature-nurture debate has become such a hotly contested issue. What begins as an attempt to understand the causes of behavioural differences often develops into a politically motivated dispute about distributive justice and power in society. What’s more this doesn’t only apply to the debate over I.Q. It is equally relevant to the psychology of sex and gender where the question of how much of the (alleged) differences in male and female behaviour is due to biology and how much to culture is just as controversial.

However in recent years there has been a growing realisation that the question of “how much” behaviour is due to heredity and “how much” to environment may itself be the wrong question. Take intelligence as an example. Like almost all types of human behaviour it is a complex, many-sided phenomenon which reveals itself (or not!) in a great variety of ways. The “how much” question assumes that the variables can all be expressed numerically and that the issue can be resolved in a quantitative manner. The reality is that nature and culture interact in a host of qualitatively different ways.

This realisation is especially important given the recent advances in genetics. The Human Genome Project for example has stimulated enormous interest in tracing types of behaviour to particular strands of DNA located on specific chromosomes. Newspaper reports announce that scientists are on the verge of discovering (or have already discovered) the gene for criminality, for alcoholism or the “gay gene”. If these advances are not to be abused then there will need to be a more general understanding of the fact that biology interacts with both the cultural context and the personal choices that people make about how they want to live their lives. There is no neat and simple way of unravelling these qualitatively different and reciprocal influences on human behaviour.

Perspectives and the nature-nurture debate

1. Plot each of the perspectives below on the line indicating where they stand on the nature-nurture debate:
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How can you test for the genetic basis to behaviour?

· Family studies



· Twin studies


· Adoption studies


2. Outline the key problems with each research method below in relation to the nature-nurture debate

Family studies

Twin studies

Adoption studies

Modern psychology takes an interactionist view:

	PKU
	Nature:

Nurture:



	Diathesis-stress model
	Nature:

Nurture:


KEY SYNOPTIC TOPICS TO USE IN THE EXAM:

Gender: 

Nature: Biological v nurture: SLT

Interactionist: Psychodynamic, cognitive

Schizophrenia

Nature: Biological v nurture: socio-cultural e.g. family systems

Interactionist: diathesis-stress

Depression

Nature: Biological v nurture: Cognitive
Interactionist: diathesis-stress

Substance abuse

Nature: Biological v nurture: Social factors

Cognitive development

Nature: nativists v nurture: Vygotsky (sociocultural)

Interactionist: Piaget

Holism v. Reductionism

Background
The reductionism / holism debate is a controversy that raises questions about the very nature of “explanation” itself. At first sight such questions can seem difficult and abstract but in essence the two positions in this debate can be summed up in single phrases. For the reductionist “the simple is the source of the complex”. In other words to explain a complex phenomenon (like human behaviour) one needs to “reduce” it to its constituent elements. For the holist “the whole is more than the sum of the parts”. In other words human behaviour has its own properties that are not explicable in terms of the properties of the elements from which it is derived. Here we will deal with the reductionist case first. 



What is Reductionism? 

Reductionism is a mode of explanation (opposite to holism), which attempts to describe and understand human behaviour in terms of simple components or units. According to reductionism the superior way in which to study behaviour, however complicated, is by examining single causes while ignoring other explanations. It is based on the scientific assumption of parsimony - that complex phenomena should be explained by the simplest underlying principles possible. Strong supporters of reductionism believe that behaviour and mental processes should be explained within the framework of basic sciences (e.g. physiology, chemistry.... ). However any explanation of behaviour at its simplest level can be deemed reductionist. The experimental and laboratory approach in various areas of psychology (e.g. behaviourism, biological, cognitive) reflects a reductionist position. This approach inevitably must reduce a complex behaviour to a simple set of variables that offer the possibility of identifying a cause and an effect (i.e. Reductionism is a form of determinism).

Examples of Reductionism in Psychology
o Behaviourism assumes that all behaviour can be reduced to simple building blocks of S-R (stimulus- response) and that complex behaviour is a series of S-R chains.

o Biopsychology - Explanations for the cause of mental illnesses are often reductionist. Genetics, and neurochemical imbalances are frequently highlighted, as being the main cause of these disorders. In the case of schizophrenia for example excess production of the neurotransmitter dopamine is seen as a possible cause. This view clearly has implications for treatment. Gender can also be reduced to biological factors (e.g. genes and hormones). Also, language can be reduced to structures in the brain, e.g. Broca’s area, Wernicke’s area (but holism could state: influence of family, education, social class on language). Another example of biological reductionism is aggression – e.g. testosterone levels.




What is Holism? 

Holism refers to any approach that emphasises the whole rather than their constituent parts. In other words ‘the whole is greater than the sum of its parts’. Qualitative methods of the humanistic approach reflect a holistic position. Social psychology also takes a holistic view.

A holistic approach therefore suggests that there are different levels of explanation and that at each level there are “emergent properties” that cannot be reduced to the one below. Reductionist explanations, which might work in some circumstances, are considered inappropriate to the study of human psychological experiences because here the emergent property that we have to take account of is that of the “whole person”. Otherwise it makes no sense to try to understand the meaning of anything that anybody might do.

Examples of Holism in Psychology 

o Humanistic psychology investigates all aspects of the individual as well as the interactions between people.

o Social Psychology looks at the behaviour of individuals in a social context. Group behaviour (e.g. conformity) may show characteristics that are greater than the sum of the individuals which comprise it.

o Psychoanalysis – Freud adopted an interactionist approach, in that he considered that behaviour was the results of dynamic interaction between id, ego and superego, our nature and our nurture.

o Diathesis-stress – mental disorders are often explained by an interaction of biological, psychological and environmental factors. An eclectic approach to therapy is often taken using drugs and psychotherapy.
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Where do the approaches stand on reductionism & holism? 
The biological approach. Reductionism is often equated with physiological reductionism, offering explanations of behaviour in terms of physiological mechanisms. The evolutionary approach uses evolutionary reductionism when reducing behaviour to the effects of genes, as in some explanations of atypical behaviour (e.g. depression).

The behaviourist approach uses a very reductionist vocabulary: stimulus, response, reinforcement, and punishment. These concepts alone are used to explain all behaviour. This is called environmental reductionism because it explains behaviour in terms of simple environmental factors. Behaviourists reduce the concept of the mind to behavioural components, i.e., stimulus-response links.

The cognitive approach uses the principle of machine reductionism. Information-processing approaches use the analogy of machine systems, and the simple components of such machines, as a means to describe and explain behaviour. More recent computer innovations, such as the Internet and connectionist networks can be described as holist because the network behaves differently from the individual parts that go to make it up. The whole appears to be greater than the sum of its parts.

The psychodynamic approach is reductionist to a very limited extent in so far as it relies on a basic set of structures that attempt to simplify a very complex picture (e.g. id, ego, superego, unconscious mind). On the other hand, Freud used idiographic techniques (e.g. case study or individual interview) that aim to preserve the richness of human experience rather than teasing out simple strands of behaviour; the whole person must be understood hence the years of therapy that someone must go through to be fully understood.

The humanistic approach emerged as a reaction against those dehumanising psychological perspectives that attempted to reduce behaviour to a set of simple elements. Humanistic, or third force psychologists, feel that holism is the only valid approach to the complete understanding of mind and behaviour. They reject reductionism in all its forms. Their starting point is the self (our sense of personal identity) which they consider as a functioning whole. It is, in the words of Carl Rodgers, an “organised, consistent set of perceptions and beliefs about oneself”. It includes an awareness of the person I am and could be. It directs our behaviour in all the consciously chosen aspects of our lives and is fundamentally motivated towards achieving self-actualisation.

For humanists, then, the self is the most essential and unique quality of human beings. It is what makes us what we are and is the basis of a difference between psychology and all natural science. Reductionist explanations undermine the indivisible unity of experience. They run counter to and ultimately destroy the very object of psychological enquiry. A holistic point of view is thus in humanist terms the very basis of all knowledge of the human psyche. 

Key Synoptic topics to use in the exam
Schizophrenia

Biological (reductionist) v diathesis-stress (holist), sociocultural factors (holist)

Depression 

Biological (reductionist) v diathesis-stress (holist), Cognitive-Behavioural (holist), 

Substance Abuse
Biological (reductionist) v Social factors (holist)

Gender
Biological, SLT (reductionist) v psychodynamic (holist)

Cognitive development

Nativist (reductionist) v Piaget (holist), Vygotsky (holist)
Arguments FOR reductionism

· science is all about trying to simplify complex things in order to understand them. Psychology is a science and should therefore take a reductionist approach
· Simpler explanations are easier to understand. 
· reductionist approaches to abnormal psychology allow us to focus on treatments. If abnormality was not reduced to a chemical level then nobody would have looked for drug treatments.

Arguments AGAINST reductionism

· Humans are not like animals, perhaps reductionist explanations of animal behaviour work but humans have an insight and intellect which makes us more difficult to reduce down to our constituent parts.
· Even simple human behaviours a complex interaction of many cells, genes, neurons, brain parts etc. To reduce these down to their single genes and brain parts confuses what is already a deeply complex phenomenon
· Reductionist approaches can lead to a misleading diagnosis of abnormal behaviour e.g. people blame their genes, when it might be more beneficial to take responsibility themselves.   
Conclusions:

A sensible evaluation of this debate can be provided by psychologist Stephen Rose (1997):

"The triumph of the reductionist methodology of experimental science since its birth in the 17th century has been to extract simplicity from complexity. It has worked brilliantly in dealing with the problems set by physics and chemistry, even biochemistry, the chemistry of living systems. However, many of the phenomena science wishes to explain from the dynamics of weather and ecosystems to the history of life itself, from the development of single fertilized egg to the workings of the human brain seem irreducibly complex. Isolating single variables can only confuse. New methods are required"
THE IDIOGRAPHIC VERSUS NOMOTHETIC DEBATE

The term “nomothetic” comes from the Greek word “nomos” meaning “law”. Psychologists who adopt this approach are mainly concerned with studying what we share with others. That is to say in establishing laws or generalisations. 

The term “idiographic” comes from the Greek word “idios” meaning “own” or “private”. Psychologists interested in this aspect of experience want to discover what makes each of us unique. Despite the fact that an important aspect of our uniqueness is our genes (i.e. it comes from biology) the distinction between the nomothetic and the idiographic is often equated with two types of science – the natural sciences concerned with discovering laws of nature and the social sciences with individual meanings. We can examine these differences further by seeing how they relate to personality theory.

The psychometric approach to the study of personality compares individuals in terms of traits or dimensions common to everyone. This is a nomothetic approach and two examples are Hans Eysenck’s type and Raymond Cattell’s 16PF trait theories. The details of their work need not concern us here. Suffice to say they both assume that there are a small number of traits that account for the basic structure of all personalities and that individual differences can be measured along these dimensions. In the past 20 years a growing consensus has begun to emerge about what those traits are. The “big 5” are considered to be extroversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, emotional stability and openness to experience. From a nomothetic point of view these are considered to adequately describe the psychologically significant aspects of any personality.

At the other extreme Gordon Allport found over 18,000 separate terms describing personal characteristics. Whilst some of these are common traits (that could be investigated nomothetically) the majority, in Allport’s view, referred to more or less unique dispositions based on life experiences peculiar to ourselves. He argues that they cannot be effectively studied using standardised tests. What is needed is a way of investigating them idiographically.

One psychologist who has developed a method of doing this is Carl Rodgers who has made extensive use of a procedure called the “Q-sort”. What this entails is as follows. First the subject is given a large set of cards with a self-evaluative statement written on each one. For example “I am friendly” or “I am ambitious” etc. The subject is then asked to sort the cards into piles. One pile to contain statements that are “most like me”, one statements that are “least like me” and one or more piles for statements that are in-between. 

In a Q-sort the number of cards can be varied as can the number of piles and the type of question (e.g. How I am now? How I used to be? How my partner sees me? How I would like to be?) so there are a potentially infinite number of variations. That, of course, is exactly as it should be for an idiographic psychologist because in his/her view there are ultimately as many different personalities as there are people. 

From these examples we can see that the difference between a nomothetic and an idiographic approach is not just a question of what the psychologist wants to discover but also of the methods used. Experiments. correlation, psychometric testing and other quantitative methods are favoured from a nomothetic point of view. Case studies, interviews, unstructured observation and other qualitative methods are idiographic. There are also broad differences between theoretical perspectives. Behaviourist, cognitive and biological psychologists tend to focus on discovering laws or establishing generalisations. The humanists are interested in the individual. As in so many other debates psychoanalysis is difficult to pin down. Thus it could be seen as nomothetic if one were to concentrate on Freud’s view of the psychic apparatus common to us all (id, ego, superego). On the other hand each patient represents a new challenge for therapy with a configuration of defence mechanisms that is all their own and an illness that derives from unique childhood experiences.

IDIOGRAPHIC

· Focus on the individual

· Uniqueness is stressed

· Private subjective experience is also stressed

· Qualitative methods employed

· Link to HOLISM and…HUMANISM

NOMOTHETIC

· Focus on laws that apply to all humans (looks for similarities in people)

· Scientific methods employed

· Quantitative research methods

· Link to REDUCTIONISM

· Link to all other perspectives (apart from humanism)

Where do the perspectives stand on the debate
Nomothetic
Any perspectives which advocates general rules which apply to all people is 'nomothetic'. These tend to be the 'scientific' approaches The most obvious examples are:

Biological, Behaviourist and Cognitive

However it is worth bearing in mind that sometimes nomothetic approaches use idiographic methods - case studies which are more linked to idiographic approaches e.g. Bruce, Brenda, David or Clive Wearing

Idiographic

The Humanistic approach is the most obviously 'idiographic' as Rogers believed that each individual was unique and could only be understood in the context of their own life and circumstances

Psychodynamic approach is also concerned with the individual's personal experience of the world as Freud showed in his in-depth case studies meaning that this approach is generally idiographic. However even Freud tried to use rules to explain people's behaviour e.g. psychosexual stages, psyche meaning that there are also nomothetic elements.
How can nomothetic and idiographic approaches interact?

Example of Brenda:
Clive Wearing
Phineas Gage
KEY SYNOPTIC TOPICS
GENDER:

Biological, SLT, COG v psychodynamic

Fagot v Little Hans

Brenda = idiographic method used by nomothetic approach

DEPRESSION

Biological v Psychodynamic

Anti-depressants v CBT (focused on individual)

SCHIZOPHRENIA
Biological v family systems

AP medication v Coping strategy enhancement (tailored to individual)

MEMORY & FORGETTING

Peterson & Peterson v Clive Wearing
SOCIAL

Milgram experiment v Le Chambon case study
Strengths of Nomothetic approach
· Control

· Replicable

· Can generalise

Limitations of Nomothetic approach
· Mechanistic

· Dehumanising

· Reductionist

· Lower ecological validity

Strengths of idiographic approach
· Rich data

· Detailed analysis possible

· Holistic

· Higher ecological validity

Limitation of idiographic approach
· Time consuming

· Difficult to generalise

· Difficult to replicate

· Subjective interpretation of data (open to bias)

Psychology and science

This debate revolves around the question of whether or not psychology is actually a science. A common claim from people is that psychology is just 'common sense', or at best a humanities subject. To test whether psychology is a science you must first understand the key principles of scientific approaches. Fill in the areas below using your books / lesson information.

The features and principles of the scientific approach

· Paradigms
· Theories and hypotheses
· Empirical methods and replication
· General laws
1. Paradigms

Kuhn (1970)

Pre-science, normal science and revolution
Is psychology a science?

2. Construction of theories and hypothesis testing 
Construction of theories (explanations) 

hypotheses (prediction) testing

Operationalising hypotheses

Deduction
Falsifiability

3. Empirical methods and replication

Empricism and objectivity
Popper (1972) on objectivity - is it ever free of bias?
Can psychologists be as objective as other sciences?
Replicability

4. Generalisation

Representativeness of sample

Volunteer bias

Ecological validity

Replication of findings

Overt behaviour and subjective private experience
Why is it misleading to suggest that only overt behaviour can be scientifically studied? Which approaches go against this claim?

Definition of subjective private experience
'Stream of consciousness' (William James, 1890)  

Wundt and introspection
Watson's behaviourist manifesto

Phenomenology - psychology's return to studying unique mental experiences 

The role of peer review in validating research

What is a peer review and what is its purpose?

Outline some of the procedures used for peer reviews

Strengths and limitations of the scientific approach
Strengths

· Credibility / status

· Objectivity, reliability and accuracy

· Scientific approach has yielded useful applications (e.g. medication) based on scientific method

Limitations

The subject matter (humans) behave differently from chemicals and particles. They react in experimental situations and are unpredictable

· Participants react to experimental situations (demand characteristics).

Orne & Evans (1965):

· The Experimenter reacts to the experimental situation and can influence the results.

Rosenthal (1969):

· Ethical issues are more problematic for psychology than most sciences

· Science strives for objectivity and control, creating several problems:

· Science is deterministic and reductionist
· Scientific laws are generalisable across time and space

· Much of psychology's subject matter is unobservable

Conclusions

Psychology needs to balance the need to be objective and scientific with the need to understand individual's unique subjective experiences. The best option for psychology is to 'triangulate' research i.e. use different methods from the more scientific e.g. experiments to the less scientific e.g. interviews and case studies. This will provide more eclectic views on a given topic. Where psychology might always struggle for agreement is on the topic of what should be studied rather than how. 













GESTALT PSYCHOLOGY


Find out about Gestalt psychology in your textbook or internet. This was founded on holistic principles. Explain the key ideas.
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