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1.1 What Is Psychology?
R/ ANE::

In 1945, a 15-year-old Jewish girl named Anne Frank died of typhus
at Bergen-Belsen, a notorious Nazi death camp. She had spent the
previous two years with her parents, her sister, and four others in a
cramped apartment in Amsterdam, hiding from German troops occupying
Holland. Unable to go outside, the group depended entirely on Christian
friends for food and other necessities. Anne, who was a gifted writer and
astute observer, recorded in her diary the fears, frustrations, and
inevitable clashes of people forced to live 24 hours a day in close
proximity ", Yet she never despaired or lost her sense of wonder at life’s
joys. With humor and grace, she described the pleasure of family
celebrations, the thrill of first love, the excitement of growing up. Shortly
before the Gestapo discovered the hideout, Anne wrote, “It’ s really a
wonder that I haven’t dropped all my ideals, because they seem so absurd
and impossible to carry out. Yet I keep them, because in spite of everything
I still believe that people are really good at heart. 1 simply can’t build up
my hopes on a foundation consisting of confusion, misery, and death. ”

Many years later, and thousands of miles away, Charles *Tex”
Watson grew up, apparently uneventfully, in a small American town. A
handsome boy, Charles attended church, earned high grades, and
competed successfully in football, basketball, and track. During his
junior year in high school his fellow students named him the outstanding
member of his class. Then, a few years after leaving home for college,
Watson fell in with the Charles Manson cult. Manson was a charismatic
figure who convinced his followers that he was divinely chosen to lead

them and demanded their blind obedience. In 1969 ,0on Manson’s orders,
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the cult savagely slaughtered seven innocent people in Los Angeles. Tex
Watson, the young man who had earlier seemed so full of promise, cold-
bloodedly carved his initials on the chest of one of the victims.

Why did Anne Frank, living in the constant shadow of death, retain
her love of humanity? Why did Tex Watson, who apparently had
everything to live for, turn to brutal acts of violence? How can we explain
why some people are overwhelmed by petty problems, while others, faced
with real difficulties, remain mentally healthy? What principles can help
us understand why some human beings are confident players in the game
of life, while others angrily reject its basic rules?

If you have ever asked yourself such questions, welcome to the

world of psychology. You are about to explore a discipline that studies

the many complexities and contradictions of human behavior.

Psychologists take as their subject the entire spectrum of brave and

cowardly, wise and silly, intelligent and foolish, beautiful and brutish
things that human beings do®. Their aim: to examine and explain how
human beings—and animals, too—learn, remember, solve problems,
perceive, feel, and get along with others.

Many people, when they hear the word psychology, think
immediately of mental disorders and abnormal behavior. But

psychologists do not confine their attention to extremes of behavior. They

are just as likely to focus on common place experiences—experiences as
universal and ordinary as rearing children, remembering a shopping list,
daydreaming, and even gossiping. Most of us, after all, are neither
saints nor sinners but a curious combination of both positive and negative

qualities. Psychology, in short, is not only about martyrs and murderers;

it is also about you.
Definition

Psychology has always had a way of outgrowing its definitions. At
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the start of this century, most psychologists considered psychology to be
the study of mental life, the mind, or consciousness. Within a few years,
however, such definitions came under attack as vague and unscientific.
As we shall see, between the 1920s and the 1950s many psychologists
preferred to define their discipline as the study of behavior, because what
people do—unlike what they think or feel—can be directly observed and
measured. But this definition also came under attack. To those who still
wanted to study thinking, dreaming, and all the other fascinating things
that go on between people’ s ears, confining psychology to behavior made
no more sense than confining literature to short stories or history to
descriptions of military battles®. Today, most psychologists are willing to
make room for both behavior and mind in their work. We define
psychology as the scientific study of behavior and mental processes and
how they are affected by an organism’ s physical state, mental state, and

external environment.
Main Goals

Psychology’ s main goals are straightforward: to (a) describe, (b)
understand, (c¢)predict, and (d) control or modify behavior and mental
processes. In a sense, every human being is an amateur psychologist,
because everyone wants to describe, understand, predict, and control
behavior and mental processes, both their own and those of other people.
Suppose your best friend has just nagged you for the three hundredth time
about your tendency to subsist solely on pizza, potato chips, and soda
pop™. You might describe the behavior ( “Frieda is always badgering me
about the way I eat” ) ; attempt to understand its cause (“She’s a health
nut” ) ; make a prediction about the future ( “If T don’t do something, I'm
going to be nagged for the rest of my life”); and try to bring about a
change (“Tll eat wheat germ and drink carrot juice once a week, and

then maybe she’ll leave me alone” ).
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But if psychologists’ goals are the same as everyone else’s, what
makes psychology a special discipline? The answer is that most people
form opinions about human behavior and experience in a casual way.
Most psychologists, in contrast, follow rigorous and systematic
procedures. They resist reaching for conclusions until they have evidence

that can be checked and verified by other®. They test their ideas.
Psychology’ s Relatives

Psychology belongs to a family of disciplines known as the social
sciences. All of these sciences encourage us to analyze human problems
objectively and to search for reliable patterns in behavior. But there are
some important differences in emphasis. Sociology is the study of groups
and institutions within society. In general, sociologists pay less attention
than psychologists do to personality traits and individual differences.
However, one specialty, social psychology, falls on the border between
psychology and sociology; it focuses on how social groups and situations
affect an 1 ndividual’s behavior, and vice versa. Anthropology is
concerned with the physical and cultural origins and development of the
human species. Anthropologists typically focus on a large social unit—a
tribe, a community or even an entire society. In contrast, most
psychologists study behavior only in their own society, and they take
specific behaviors or mental processes as the topic for analysis, rather
than the society itself. Economics is the study of how people produce,
distribute, and consume goods and services. Political science is the study
of political behavior and the establishment and conduct of government.
Each of these two sciences bites off a piece of the behavioral pie; in
contrast, psychology searches for general principles of human nature.

Of all the social sciences, psychology relies most heavily on
laboratory experiments and observations. At the same time it is the most

personal of the social sciences, focusing more than the others on the



