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WHAT IS PSYCHOLOGY?

Psychology’s Roots

Psychology traces its roots back through recorded history to the writings of many scholars who spent their lives wondering about people—in India, China, the Middle East, and Europe. In their attempt to understand human nature, they looked carefully at how our minds work and how our bodies relate to our minds. 

Prescientific Psychology

More than 2000 years ago, Buddha and Confucius focused on the power and origins of ideas. In other parts of the world, the ancient Hebrews, Socrates, his student Plato, and Plato’s student Aristotle pondered whether mind and body are connected or distinct, and whether human ideas are innate or result from experience. In the 1700s, René Descartes and John Locke reengaged aspects of those ancient debates, and Locke coined his famous description of the mind as a "white paper." 

Psychological Science Is Born

Psychology as we know it today was born in a laboratory in Germany in the late 1800s, when Wilhelm Wundt ran the first true experiments in psychology’s first lab with his student Tichtner. Soon, the new discipline formed branches: structuralism, which searched for the basic elements of the mind, and functionalism, which tried to explain why we do what we do. William James, a pragmatist and functionalist, wrote the first text for the new discipline. Mary Calkins became the first woman to earn a Ph.D in psychology from Harvard, though Harvard refused to grant her the degree due to her sex.
Psychological Science Develops

After beginning as a "science of mental life," psychology evolved in the 1920s into a "science of observable behavior." After rediscovering the mind in the 1960s, psychology now views itself as a "science of behavior and mental processes." Psychology is growing and globalizing, as psychologists in 69 countries around the world work, teach, and do research. 

Contemporary Psychology 

Psychology’s Perspectives – KNOW THESE!
Psychologists view behavior and mental processes from various perspectives. These viewpoints are complementary, not contradictory, and each offers useful insights in the study of behavior and mental processes. 

Psychology’s Subfields

Psychology’s subfields encompass basic research (often done by biological, developmental, cognitive, personality, and social psychologists), applied research (sometimes conducted by industrial/organizational psychologists), and clinical applications. Psychology’s methods and findings aid other disciplines, and they contribute to the growing knowledge base we apply in our everyday lives.

WHY DO PSYCHOLOGY? 

What About Intuition and Common Sense?

Although in some ways we outsmart the smartest computers, our intuition often goes awry. To err is human. Without scientific inquiry and critical thinking we readily succumb to hindsight bias, also called the I-knew-it-all-along phenomenon. Learning the outcome of a study (or of an everyday happening) can make it seem like obvious common sense. We also are routinely overconfident of our judgments, thanks partly to our bias to seek information that confirms them. Such biases lead us to overestimate our unaided intuition.

Enter psychological science. Science, with its procedures for gathering and sifting evidence, restrains error. Although limited by the testable questions it can address, a scientific approach helps us sift reality from illusion, taking us beyond the limits of our intuition and common sense. 

The Scientific Attitude and Critical Thinking

Scientific inquiry begins with an attitude—a curious eagerness to skeptically scrutinize competing ideas and an open-minded humility before nature. Putting ideas, even crazy-sounding ideas, to the test helps us winnow sense from nonsense. The curiosity that drives us to test ideas and to expose their underlying assumptions carries into everyday life as critical thinking. 
HOW DO PSYCHOLOGISTS ASK AND ANSWER QUESTIONS?

The Scientific Method

Research stimulates the construction of theories, which organize observations and imply predictive hypotheses. These hypotheses (predictions) are then tested to validate and refine the theory and to suggest practical applications. 

Description 

The Case Study, the Survey, and Naturalistic Observation

Through individual case studies, surveys among random samples of a population, and naturalistic observations, psychologists observe and describe behavior and mental processes. In generalizing from observations, remember: Representative samples are a better guide than vivid examples. 

Correlation

Correlation and Causation

The strength of the relationship between one factor and another is expressed as a number in their correlation coefficient. Scatterplots and the correlations they reveal help us to see relationships that the naked eye might miss. Knowing how closely two things are positively or negatively correlated tells us how much one predicts the other. But it is crucial to remember that correlation is a measure of relationship; it does not reveal cause and effect. 

Illusory Correlations and Perceiving Order in Random Events

Correlations also help us to discount relationships that do not exist. Illusory correlations—random events we notice and assume are related—arise from our search for patterns. 

Experimentation

To discover cause-and-effect relationships, psychologists conduct experiments. By constructing a controlled reality, experimenters can manipulate one or more factors and discover how these independent variables affect a particular behavior, the dependent variable.

Evaluating Therapies, and Can Subliminal Tapes Improve Your Life?

In many experiments, control is achieved by randomly assigning people either to the experimental condition, the group exposed to the treatment, or to a control condition, a group that experiences no treatment or a different version of the treatment.
FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS ABOUT PSYCHOLOGY

Can Laboratory Experiments Illuminate Everyday Life?

By intentionally creating a controlled, artificial environment in the lab, researchers aim to test theoretical principles. These principles help us to understand, describe, explain, and predict everyday behaviors.

Does Behavior Depend on One’s Culture and Gender?

Attitudes and behaviors do vary between genders and across cultures, but the principles that underlie them vary much less. Cross-cultural psychology explores both our cultural differences and the universal similarities that define our human kinship.

Why Do Psychologists Study Animals?

Some psychologists study animals out of an interest in animal behavior. Others do so because knowledge of the physiological and psychological processes of animals gives them a better understanding of the similar processes operating in humans.

Is It Ethical to Experiment on Animals?

Only about 7 percent of all psychological experiments involve animals, and under ethical and legal guidelines these animals rarely experience pain. Nevertheless, animal rights groups raise an important issue: Even if it leads to the relief of human suffering, is an animal’s temporary suffering justified?

Is It Ethical to Experiment on People?

Occasionally researchers temporarily stress or deceive people in order to learn something important. Professional ethical standards provide guidelines concerning the treatment of both human and animal participants.

Is Psychology Free of Value Judgments?

Psychology is not value-free. Psychologists’ own values influence their choice of research topics, their theories and observations, their labels for behavior, and their professional advice. 

Is Psychology Potentially Dangerous?

Knowledge is power that can be used for good or evil. Applications of psychology’s principles have so far been overwhelmingly for the good. Psychology addresses some of humanity’s greatest problems and deepest longings. 

TIPS FOR STUDYING PSYCHOLOGY

How can psychological principles help you as a student?

1. Distribute your study time.

2. Learn to think critically.

3. In class, listen actively.

***4. Overlearn.

5. Be a smart test-taker.
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