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Psychologists - “Aren’t we all”?

Psychologists face a very tough challenge. They seek to understand human emotion, perception and behaviour, but given that everyone else is also trying to do this, they have to find a way of showing that their professional understanding of human nature is superior to the insights of ordinary lay-persons. Everyone seeks to make sense of other people's behaviour and tries to predict what they might do next. All of us need to learn how to 'read' other people reasonably well if we are to survive at all in a social world. Hence, by the time we are adults, we have all become reasonably expert psychologists whether we realise it or not. Certainly we will have all put in a lot of practice and learned a great deal from our mistakes. Of course, some are manifestly better amateur psychologists than others. Some practice more diligently and regularly. Some are more sensitive in temperament and personality and become far more developed in their 'people skills' than the rest of us. Thus women may be more receptive than men in their awareness of other people's feelings, simply because they have been encouraged to develop these skills from early childhood. 


Professional psychologists, therefore, experience stiff competition from many others who are equally committed to making psychological assessments, whether in an unpaid, or paid, capacity. For example, police, poets, prostitutes, painters, photographers, personnel managers, novelists, sales staff and many others. All these may have good personal and professional reasons to claim that their own psychological skills, experience, understanding and powers of observation are at least as sophisticated as the chartered psychologist's. This can put psychologists forever on the defensive. Any admission that you are a psychologist leads the claimant wide open to the response 'aren't we all?' Hence professional psychologists feel obliged to restrict what they say and how they say it within some kind of theory, language, method and expertise that differentiates their own activities from the psychological labours of everyone else. 


Psychologists of the behaviourist school have tried to cope with this problem by striving to show that they are scientific, rigorous and concerned about research and hard evidence. In order to do so, they have tended to avoid the non‑technical language of everyday life. Yet by insulating themselves from ordinary language they risk becoming isolated from the diversity, insight and experience that is part of a living tongue developed over many generations from broad and varied experience. Even worse, by ignoring the poetry of communication, and substituting what can be a rather metallic grey prose, the 'scientific' psychologist may fail to utilise some of the most succinct, comprehensive and accurate means of capturing the subtlety of human experience. Like so many who may not yet have mastered prose, the psychologist tends to view poetry is an unreliable and subjective adornment. 


In their zeal to show themselves as scientific, professional psychologists were for a long time wary of approaching people's 'inner lives'. They tended to shun discussion of intentions, hopes, fears, doubts, fantasies, beliefs and values, since these are extremely difficult, if not impossible, to measure. Intentions, for example, need to be inferred from a person's language or behaviour. It is difficult enough to infer, and be honest about, our own intentions. Yet other people's mental imagery cannot be observed at all, nor can the private conversations people have with themselves. We cannot feel their bodily experiences or their emotions, and we are not privy to their thoughts and fantasies. In short, experience is private not just in practice but in principle. Outsiders have no direct access to it, however shrewd their inferences. 


A skilled and wise observer may nonetheless come to know me better, in many ways, than I know myself, lost as I am within my own reverie and rationalisation. Behaviourists took comfort from this. Opting for caution, they focused on what we actually do and ignored our experiences altogether. The 'soft' behaviourists acknowledged inner life but saw no way of accessing it and being scientific about it. The 'hard' behaviourists denied the very existence of experience and saw consciousness as a kind of optical illusion. 


Soft behaviourists, therefore, could ask their spouses 'what was it like for you?' as long as they were clear that it was not a scientific question. For 'hard' behaviourists, on the other hand, this question had no meaning at all and therefore, for them, presumably, a fake orgasm, for example, is a logical impossibility. This hard behaviourist line does appear to be hard on the spouse. 


After years of attempting rigorous but, too often, sterile research, most behaviourists eventually came round to accepting that they could no longer ignore people's internal lives, however hard these were to define or describe. It seemed that human beings were not, after all, just 'sophisticated ‑ repertoires ‑ of ‑ stimulus ‑ response ‑ routines', or as 'dispositions ‑ to ‑ behave ‑ in ‑ interaction ‑ with ‑ environmental ‑ cues'. Hard behaviourism was a particularly absurd and impossible theory for those psychologists who actually had to meet clients, patients, people (even) and provide them with practical assistance in a clinical setting. 


Academic psychologists could explore eccentric ideas about human beings because they did not actually have to talk personally, or engage in any sort of personal relationship, with their experimental subjects. They could therefore compare people with pigeons, rats, machines or computer programmes, all of which are more amenable to study than people themselves. These research scientists were generally polite middle class liberals; they did not treat people as pigeons before or after an experiment. The subjects themselves, equally polite and anxious to please, could behave in a pigeonlike manner when the experimental situation provided only a bird brain's range of options and was sufficiently inane and disconnected from the real world outside. 


If complex human personalities are placed in a simplistic research environment, they can be persuaded to peck away between one or two trite options allowed for within an experiment. As long as the subjects don't walk right off the set, psychologists can imagine that the experimental props, however flimsy, provide a model of the world that delivers insight into the real behaviour of real people. And human beings do indeed behave like robots when the environment is sufficiently mechanised, impersonal and unstimulating. In soul-destroying circumstances, within or outside the laboratory, victims may lose themselves, heart and soul. This relieves researchers of the daunting task of measuring what has been lost. 


Professional psychologists, in growing numbers, eventually accepted the need to engage with quintessentially human characteristics like intentions, meanings, values, internal conflicts, faith, doubt, love and all the other human agendas that are the stuff of life, love, fiction and fantasy. Thus they rediscovered what to most lay-persons had always been obvious.  


The behaviourist assumption that human experience could be ignored or understood entirely via human behaviour was eventually seen as untenable. Behaviourist psychologists therefore modified their description of themselves and their methods. They were now to be called cognitive behaviourists, since they were now studying not just behaviours but also the 'cognitions' of their subjects. Psychologists tend to talk of 'the subjects' cognitive and affective life' rather than 'Sid and Edith's thoughts and feelings'. They mean exactly the same, but one sounds more impressive. 


Cognitive psychologists argue that our perceptions are coloured by expectations, intentions and presuppositions generally. People tend to see what they want, and know how, to see. Anything that we are unwilling, unready or unable to face up to remains remarkably invisible. Presumably, this applies to psychologists too? Many studies have been carried out on prejudice in others, yet psychologists have done remarkably little work on prejudice and its effects on their own kind. To do so would, of course, prejudice their own attempts to establish themselves as unprejudiced, neutral scientific observers. The motes in the eyes of others are a proper object of study; the beam in one’s own tribe is best ignored when power and status are placed, as is generally the case, before a disinterested search for truth. 


If psychology's methods of enquiry are questionable, or much the same as everyone else's, what distinguishes professional psychologists from lay people? Psychologists, to repeat, face formidable competition. Every human being puts in a great deal of time and effort to figure out, and to explain, the behaviour, motives, conflicts and intentions of other people. Such efforts are absolutely essential if we are to get along with, get through to, or get the better of, the people around us. As social animals, we all need to become as highly developed as we can in our 'people skills'. Some, therefore, are very skilled indeed. Is there really any reason, then, to assume that the most skilled psychologists are the people paid as such? It is by no means certain that they have any particular theory, method or skill that gives them much, or any, advantage over others. Indeed, by spending years in the study of pigeons rather than people, many behaviourists placed themselves at a substantial disadvantage.


As an innocent undergraduate I discovered that my fellow students had chosen to study psychology because, like myself, they wanted to learn more about themselves and other people. We hoped to discover, and be taught, insights about humanity that would be personally meaningful and useful to us. We wanted evidence, system and theory, but, more than anything else, we wanted the subject to be relevant to our own and other people's lives. 


We were told, repeatedly and forcefully, that this was a common enough misconception on the part of youngsters like ourselves but that, if we were to become proper, professional, social scientists, we needed to detach ourselves from, and ignore completely, our personal motivations, experiences and efforts to attain meaning. All this personal baggage was irrelevant and would obstruct the disciplined, detached and impersonal stance required of scientists. If we were to be taken seriously as professionals, we could only parade our personhood in off‑duty hours. 


Anything we thought we might know about ourselves or others, prior to our training, needed to be jettisoned since it was likely to be thoroughly misconceived. In any case, our subjective views about anything had no status. Personal observations were of little interest since they were not amenable to proper testing in an experimental environment. 


I felt very disappointed about all this. Also I found it repeatedly frustrating to adopt the role of 'Dr. Spock', 
 and pretend that I knew nothing whatever about human beings, having just emerged from my flying saucer and stepped onto the planet for the first time. It seemed dishonest to behave as though we were open minded alien observers who knew no more about these Earthlings than we had discovered in our laboratory. 


Somehow it seemed fundamentally dishonest, both morally and intellectually, to imagine that you could put your personality, prejudice, values, experience and intentions all to one side and observe human beings in any kind of detached, neutral fashion as an ‘outside’ observer. It seemed impossible to observe anything without preconceptions, impossible to put aside previous knowledge, impossible to build knowledge from the foundations upwards purely by formal scientific hypothesis, observation, measurement, experiment. 


Only much later, via Martin Heideggar’s Being and Time, 
 did I gain an organised philosophical basis to support my unease. Heideggar demolishes even the conceptual possibility of there ever being an ‘outside’, ‘neutral’ observer of human action and interaction. We cannot begin a study of human beings since we began when we were born. We cannot be passive observers since we are always, unavoidably, active participants, regardless of whether or not we are aware of the nature of our participant status. 


We are all movers and shakers; active and participant ‘I’s, rather than passive, observing eyes. We are all influencing the behaviour of others all the time, whether intentionally, or consciously, or not. We can no more fail to exert a pull on other people than the Earth can avoid exerting a gravitational force. Or, to take a Einsteinian metaphor, we curve the (social) space around us so that the ‘free’ choices made by others are, inevitably, influenced by the field of influence we are continually exerting on each other. 


Psychologists; aren’t we all? And as well as perceiving, we are all pulling and tugging at others in our continued efforts to secure a place for ourselves in the sun on the best turf we can find. Usually we are not conscious of this. In Quantum Electro-dynamic Theory it has become a commonplace to observe that the very process of making a measurement changes the state of that which is measured. This is true, not just of electrons, but, more so, of people. So it is never enough just to ask “what is going on?” We also have to consider “what goes on as a result of trying to find out what is going on?” and “Who is trying to find out, for whom and why?” Hardest of all, what are our own preferences and prejudices and how do these colour what we do and why we do it? If these are not specifically included as an integral part of the subject of study then their influence is likely to be all the larger and less controllable. 


Perhaps it is asking too much to expect psychologists to examine their own preferences and partiality and to ask honestly if they have achieved more effective means of understanding others - than others. Perhaps we should give this task of evaluation to Sociology? (Or Anthropology? History? Philosophy? Literature? Medicine? Health or Education Management?) These could then examine (with their own rather than our own partiality) what evidence there is to support the claim than psychology, as a cultural phenomenon/academic study, has developed methods, theories, skills, insights, over and above those achieved elsewhere. I look forward to reading the first results.  

�	The 'rational ' alien from the TV soap opera StarTrek.


� 	Martin Heideggar, Being and Time, Blackwell, 1962





