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While a few different schools of thought dominated the early years of psychology, the number of topics studied by psychologists has grown dramatically since the early 1960s. There are many different ways to think about human thought and behaviour. The many perspectives in modern psychology provide researchers and students a way to approach different problems and find new ways to explain and predict human behaviour as well as develop new treatment approaches for problem behaviours.


Every topic in psychology can be looked at in a number of different ways. For example, let’s consider the subject of aggression. Someone who emphasizes a biological perspective would look at the how the brain and nervous system impact aggressive behaviour. A professional who stresses a behavioural perspective would look at how environmental variables reinforce aggressive actions. Another psychologist who utilizes a cross-cultural approach might consider how cultural and social influences contribute to aggressive or violent behaviours.   Social learning theorists would look at the role models to which the person has been exposed to explain their aggression.  A psychodynamic theorist would want to investigate the early childhood of the patient and consider what unconscious drives or motivations are causing the aggression.

All of these approaches have something valuable to offer. There is no one approach or perspective that accounts for all human behaviour.  Different approaches appear to be useful in understanding or treating different problem behaviours.  Often approaches are combined, for example Cognitive Behaviour Therapy is a combination of the Behavioural Perspective and the Cognitive Perspective.  A Psychodynamic counsellor may also wish to use the biological approach to complement their counselling or hypnotherapy and give you drugs to help with your depression.

Each approach or perspective has their own strengths and weaknesses.

The Psychodynamic Perspective

The psychodynamic perspective originated with the work of Sigmund Freud. This perspective emphasizes the role of the unconscious mind, early childhood experiences, and interpersonal relationships to explain human behaviour and to treat people suffering from mental illnesses. 

Freud was very important for explaining:

1. the potential importance of early childhood in the development of personality
2. the important role of parenting in sexual and social development

3. the effect that early traumatic experiences can have on our behaviour later in life
4. the role of the unconscious mind in determining behaviour.   
It is very easy to be dismissive of Freud today but we have to remember that when he first set up his practice as a doctor in Vienna in the 19th century the prevailing view was that children were merely small adults who needed to just simply physically grow.  No one had seriously considered the importance of personality development in childhood or where anxieties or problem behaviours came from.  His work and the work of his followers have had a significant impact on child rearing practices and social policy both in the UK and the USA.
Perhaps one of Freud’s most significant contributions to psychology was his explanation of how behaviour can be driven by the unconscious mind rather than being under our conscious control.   Although even today we cannot prove the existence of the unconscious mind we can observe how people’s behaviour can be manipulated when under hypnosis.   Hypnotherapy is successfully used to treat people with some types of problem behaviours.    However Freud was best known for the development of ‘talking therapies’ or counselling.   In an age when people were embarrassed to talk about  and express their feelings Freud’s talking therapies became liberating for western societies and a whole new world of mental health therapies emerged.
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Sigmund Freud believed that there was a lot more to the mind than met the eye, much like an iceberg - only the very tip is showing. He's the one who came up with the concept of one's unconscious - the part of the mind where desires and memories are stored, unrecognized, only hinted at through dreams, slips of the tongue or behaviours that only a clever analyst would be able to unravel.
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In order to further understand how personalities are shaped during childhood, Freud developed the idea of psychosexual stages.    As we go through these developmental states so our personality develops.    The id, ego, and superego – are separate and conflicting forces, requiring a balance for mental health and normal behaviour. The id is a person's animal force, their need to satisfy basic psychological needs. The superego is the 'ideal' force, the civilised, socially acceptable figure the person strives to be. The ego regulates the two, keeping the id satisfied with it’s own desires, while staying within the guidelines of the superego.   The ego is seen as the 'reality principle'. The strength of each individual force is a factor in personality - if a person's superego is too strong, they are seen as rigid, pompous or self righteous.  If a person's id is too strong, they are seen as delinquent, antisocial or self centred.

As well as developing imbalance in our personalities Freud said that when things went wrong in our lives, which we cannot deal with, we develop defence mechanisms.    

Common defence mechanisms are:

1.
Denial - of the problem

2.
Repression - (burying) of the problem into our unconscious

3.
Projection - we project our own problem behaviour onto someone else.

4.
Displacement – our problems get channelled into something else like eating

5.
Regression – we go back several stages in our development 

Freud and aggression 

He believed that aggression was innate personality characteristic. 
Freud’s theory of drives evolved throughout his life and work. He initially described a class of drives known as the life instincts and believed that these drives were responsible for much of behavior. Eventually, he came to believe that these life instincts alone could not explain all human behavior. Freud determined that all instincts fall into one of two major classes: the life instincts or the death instincts.
Life Instincts (Eros)
Sometimes referred to as sexual instincts, the life instincts are those that deal with basic survival, pleasure, and reproduction. These instincts are important for sustaining the life of the individual as well as the continuation of the species. While they are often called sexual instincts, these drives also include such things as thirst, hunger, and pain avoidance. The energy created by the life instincts is known as libido.

Behaviors commonly associated with the life instinct include love, cooperation, self preservation and other pro-social actions.
Death Instincts (Thanatos)

Initially described in his book Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Freud proposed that “the goal of all life is death” (1920). He noted that after people experience a traumatic event (such as war), they often reenact the experience. He concluded that people hold an unconscious desire to die, but that this wish is largely tempered by the life instincts.

In Freud’s view, self-destructive behavior is an expression of the energy created by the death instincts. When this energy is directed outward onto others, it is expressed as aggression and violence.
It is the conflict between them can cause negative energy and this is directed towards others and not the self to prevent self destruction. Freud claimed that the displacement of negative energy of the Thanatos onto others is the basis of aggression

Problems with Freud’s theory (or psychodynamic theory)

1. Case studies are very limiting and cannot easily be generalised to others

2. Case studies can be biased by the interviewer (Little Hans) and lack the scientific rigour of experiments
3. There may be demand characteristics shown by the person under study

4. Hypnosis has been known to causes false memory syndrome

5. Projective personality tests are not quantifiable and it is impossible to prove their validity or accuracy.

6. We cannot prove or measure the unconscious mind

7. Many children in today’s society are successfully brought up by one parent

8. Does not take into account the physical or biological aspects of mental illness

9. Does not take into account importance of social learning from outside the family (media influences etc)

10. Alternative theories like the behaviourist theories would explain childhood behaviour as being due simply to classical and operant conditioning and have been shown to be effective in both laboratory tests on animals and in changing the behaviour of both adults and children with problems (token economy systems etc)
Definition of Catharsis

Catharsis is the process of venting aggression as a way to release or get rid of emotions. Have you ever been so angry that you went outside and yelled or hit a pillow? Psychologists call this method catharsis. You may have heard someone say something was 'cathartic,' meaning it released emotion. For example, if you are angry you might hit something or scream, and that might make you feel better.
Cathartic - providing psychological relief through the open expression of strong emotions; causing catharsis.

"crying is a cathartic release"

Theory

The thought behind catharsis theory is that feelings build up and create pressure if not vented, in the same way air builds up in a balloon until it bursts. Releasing emotions decreases the pressure or tension in the person so they have fewer negative emotions and are less aggressive.

Sigmund Freud was the first to use catharsis theory in psychological therapy, although he gave up on cathartic therapy and spent more time on psychoanalysis. The theory states that expressing or getting out one's aggression and anger should reduce the feeling of aggression.

The bulk of research on catharsis theory hasn't done much to back it up. Venting aggression does not appear to reduce future aggression. In fact, it might actually make a person angrier. Studies have demonstrated that expressing anger created more anger or hostility when compared to groups that were not permitted to express anger. Despite the opposing evidence, many people still do believe aggression reduces frustration and future aggression.

In therapy settings, catharsis is more than just venting anger. Instead, it's a re-experiencing of a traumatic event and expressing the strong emotions that are associated with them. Therapies that emphasize emotions, such as Gestalt therapy, create role-play simulations to facilitate safe expression of emotions.

Examples of Catharsis

1. Child  being violent with sister – parents get child to vent anger out by taking them to karate lessons or letting them play a video game that has violence

2. Not being allow to go somewhere like a party or our late at night – so stomp up stair slam door and punch a pillow to vent  anger.

1. A man who killed someone in a drink driving incident experiences catharsis by volunteering in a children's shelter.

2. Playing the piano is a catharsis for a tired, busy mother after a long day of work.

Examples of Catharsis from Literature and Film
1. In Oedipus Rex, a Greek tragedy, Oedipus unknowingly marries his mother. At the end of the play, when the tragic mistake has been revealed, Jacosta commits suicide and Oedipus gouges his eyes out. Both characters experience release. Jocasta by seeking release in death; Oedipus by doing penance by gouging out his own eyes.

2. At the end of Romeo and Juliet, the two lovers have sought release from their "crossed" love by killing themselves. The audience experiences a catharsis when the two families bury the hatchet.

3. In Julius Caesar, Brutus experiences catharsis, also, through suicide. He rids himself of the guilt of betraying Caesar.

4. Many audience members who watch film versions of true events, such as Flight 93, discuss how the experience is cathartic. Flight 93 is a film about the crashing of United Flight 93 in a field in Pennsylvania on September 11th. Somehow, watching the progress of the events is cathartic for audience members.

According to Schultz and Schultz (2004), the idea of catharsis was popular in scientific circles in Germany in the 1890s and there were numerous articles published on the subject. Freud and Breuer officially brought the 'cathartic therapy' as therapeutic method into modern psychology. They used hypnosis to recover repressed memories of negative traumatic events. The Breuer and Freud theory (1893) that symptoms are caused by repressed emotions is based on the observation that: "each individual hysterical symptom immediately and permanently disappeared when we had succeeded in bringing clearly to light the memory of the event by which it was provoked and in arousing its accompanying affect". In his later work, Freud was not completely satisfied with the results of catharsis; he rejected the hypnotic and cathartic component of therapy, and focused more on the insight aspect and developed psychoanalysis (Breuer & Freud, 1974).

Nichols (1974) evaluated the impact of catharsis on the positive outcome of brief psychotherapy and validated the hypothesis that catharsis leads to therapeutic improvement of behavioral target complaints and personal satisfaction. Pascual-Leone and Greenberg (2007) presented some evidence that processing emotions in therapy is a significant step towards positive change. Watson and Bedard (2006) found that clients with major depression, who showed higher levels of emotional processing, had better outcomes. Other researchers challenged traditional views about the value of catharsis in therapy. Bushman (2002) claimed that 'venting anger' does not help to reduce anger and shouldn't be used in therapy. Jemmer (2006) argued that traumatic experience, if repeatedly relived in catharsis, can be relearned and become harmful. Bohart (1980) demonstrated that expression of anger does not produce the relief or anger reduction. It appears that some of the conclusion about ineffectiveness of 'venting anger' are generalized to all cathartic experiences (Kennedy-Moore & Watson 1999), therefore catharsis based therapeutic techniques are claimed to be ineffective. The question is how reasonable is this generalization and how the research on the ineffectiveness of 'venting anger' can be applied to the cathartic techniques in general?

In terms of aggression Freud does offer an alternative view on the origin of aggression, and suggest a personality is developed through childhood which is supported by other prominent psychologies.

However the theory does suggest that it is unconscious which again poses the issue of being able to measure this.

Links however have been made with biological psychology, the idea of the limbic system which houses the emotion (amygdala and aggression) with regard to psychodynamic approach a link between the limbic system & prefrontal cortex being the decision making and  analytical part of the conscious mind – neuro-psychoanalysis
· From a bio psy…the psychodynamic approach ignores the importance of genetic factors that may influence behaviour, i.e. hormones and changes in the balance of chemicals in the brain (serotonin levels) 
· The learning theory…the psychodynamic approach ignores the influence of reinforcement and punishment on our behaviour. But both support the idea that we develop our personality through experiences during our childhood
· The evolution links have been made between psychodynamic theory and the view that aggression is instinctual and natural selection ideas of survival and procreation as a driving force of animal/human behaviour, more aggressive species will over power and eliminate the weaker ones
PAGE  
7

