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Essay Question 1


Both behaviourism and cognitive psychology emerged during changing times. When behaviourism was beginning to spread, Darwin’s principles of natural selection was causing a sensation
. Cognitive psychology on the other hand appeared when computers were just starting to take the world by storm.

Behaviourism set off with the intention of freeing psychology from having to find explanations as to why animals (human and non-human alike) react to their surroundings. Experimentally this was vital as it is logically always easier to deal with behaviour-environment interaction rather than internal representation. In this sense, behaviourism is anti-nativistic, that is, behaviourists believe that there are no instinctive laws by which animals learn. According to Skinner and Watson, animals learn devoid of any innate actions by which to learn. To them, learning is merely a reaction or response to stimuli. In other words, all of us learn by trial and error, from our successes and our failures. It is clear from here why many psychologists were appeased by the emphasis placed on learning as “previously there had been an overemphasis on the hereditary determinants of behaviour” (Logue, 1985). 

Behaviourism also tries to refrain from explaining an overt behaviour in terms of a covert behaviour as this leaves the behaviour unexplained
. According to behaviourists, behaviour should be described in a way that does not take the itself for granted. As Skinner said, “the objection to inner states is not that they do not exist, but that they are not relevant in a functional analysis” (Skinner, 1953). 

According to behaviourists, all behaviour is “entirely determined by stimuli from the environment or by the genes” (Logue, 1985), totally ruling out free will and ultimately, diminishing the meaning of being alive. However, there were those who believed that behaviourism placed too much emphasis on stimuli and overt behaviour. To them, psychology should be approached in a more objective manner and as a whole rather than a sum of its parts. 

Another major shortcoming of behaviourism is that it does not explain the human need of purpose and/or planning. Behaviourism assumes that behaviour can be succinctly explained without the slightest allusion to mental activity. According to Tolman, volition and will power is distinctive of any basic portrayal of behaviour and that by sidestepping mental activity, the natural state of the human being is brought down to the level of animals.  

The dissatisfaction with behaviourism led to the birth of cognitive psychology. In the broadest sense, cognitivists study the way people think, how they allocate mental supplies, how they remember the past and how they use language to describe their surroundings or feelings. However, as it is not feasible to ‘observe’ someone thinking, cognitivists rely heavily on external signs to carry out their experiments and studies.
However, just like the behaviourist, the cognitivists choose to ignore a big part of what essentially makes us human: our consciousness. By neglecting the consciousness, cognitivists ignore the influence emotions have over the way humans think and hence debasing humans to the level of animals. In addition, by focussing wholly on the internal machinations of the mind, other external factors such as the environment are ignored.

So how does all of the above relate to the nature-nurture debate? Some psychologists and scientists believe that our genes determine how we behave. For example, if I have a gene that predisposes me to walk with a limp, then I will walk with a limp. This is the nature theory of human behaviour. However, other psychologists and scientists believe that the reason we behave and think in a certain manner is as a consequence of having been taught to do so. This is the nurture theory of human behaviour. In a way, the nature theory is very similar to the behavioural approach to psychology and the nurture theory to the cognitive approach to psychology.

As a result of recent advancements in genome technology, scientists have been able to ascertain that both the nature theory and the nurture theory work hand in hand in the sense that nature provides the innate gifts and features while nurture shapes these inclinations as we continue to grow and mature. Perhaps this could also connote that in order for behavioural psychology and cognitive psychology to further advance, a blending of both approaches has to occur.
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� The principles of natural selection by Darwin increased the likelihood that different species could be subject to comparable psychological principles.


� “Circular, regressive explanations of behaviour” (http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/behaviorism/).





