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What are the contemporary perspectives that try to explain human social behaviour?
The six major theoretical perspectives include:

Psychodynamic Perspective: Advocates of the psychodynamic perspective believe that behaviour is motivated by inner forces, memories and conflicts that are generally beyond people’s awareness and control. 

· Freud’s psychoanalytic theory suggests that unconscious forces act to determine personality and behaviour.  To Freud, the unconscious is a part of the personality about which a person is unaware.  It contains infantile wishes, desires, demands and needs that are hidden, because of their disturbing nature, from conscious awareness.  Freud suggested that the unconscious is responsible for a good part of our everyday behaviour.  According to Freud, one’s personality has three aspects:  the id, the ego and the superego.

The id is the raw, unorganized, inborn part of personality that is present at birth.  It represents primitive drives related to hunger, sex, aggression and irrational impulses.  The id operates according to the “pleasure principle”, in which the goal is to maximize satisfaction and reduce tension. 

The ego is the part of the personality that is rational and reasonable.  Providing a reality check for the demands of the id, the ego acts as a buffer between the outside world and the primitive id.  The ego operates on the “reality principle”, in which instincts are restrained in order to maintain the safety of the individual and help integrate the individual into society. 

Finally, Freud proposed that the superego represents a person’s conscience, incorporating distinctions between right and wrong.  It develops around age five or six and is learned from an individual’s parents, teachers and other significant figures (Feldman, 2000, p. 15).

· Erikson’s psychosocial theory suggests that developmental change occurs throughout our lives in eight distinct stages.  The stages emerge in a fixed pattern and are similar for all people.  Erikson argues that each stage presents a crisis or conflict that the individual must resolve.  Although no crisis is ever fully resolved, making life increasingly complicated, the individual must at least address the crisis of each stage sufficiently to deal with demands made during the next stage of development (Feldman, 2000, p. 17).

· Carl Jung was originally one of Freud’s closest friends, but by 1914 he had left Freud’s inner circle.  In addition to the individual’s own unconscious, said Jung (1969), there is a collective unconscious shared by all human beings, containing universal memories, symbols and images that are the legacy of human history.  In his studies of myths, art and folklore in cultures all over the world, Jung identified a number of these common themes, which he called archetypes.  Psychologists have found that some basic archetypes such as the Hero, the Nurturing Mother, the Powerful Father, the Wicked Witch and the Earth Mother do appear in the stories and images of virtually every society.  Two of the most important archetypes, in Jung’s view, are those of Men and Women themselves. Jung recognized that “masculine” and “feminine” qualities exist in both sexes.  Problems can arise, however, if a person tries to repress his or her internal, opposite archetype – that is, if a man totally denies his softer “feminine” side or if a woman denies her “masculine” aspects. People also create problems in relationships when they expect the partner to behave like the ideal archetypal man or woman, instead of a real human being who has both sides (Tavris and Wade, 2000, p. 481).

The Behavioural Perspective: The behavioural perspective suggests that the keys to understanding development are observable behaviour and outside stimuli in the environment.  If we know the stimuli we can predict the behaviour.  Behavioural theories reject the notion that individuals universally pass through a series of stages.  Instead, people are assumed to be affected by the environmental stimuli to which they happen to be exposed.  Developmental patterns, then, are personal, reflecting a particular set of environmental stimuli, and development is the result of continuing exposure to specific factors in the environment (Feldman, 2000, p. 18).

· John B. Watson and B.F. Skinner’s theories of classical and operant conditioning hold that all behaviour is learned as a response to external stimuli.  Classical conditioning occurs when an organism learns to respond in a particular way to a neutral stimulus that normally does not evoke that type of response.  For example, Russian psychologist Ivan Pavlov found that if a dog is repeatedly exposed to the pairing of two stimuli, such as the sound of a bell and the presentation of meat, it may learn to react to the sound of the bell alone in the same way it reacts to the presentation of meat.  In operant conditioning, Skinner demonstrated that individuals learn to act deliberately on their environments in order to bring about desired consequences.  In a sense, then, people operate on their environment in order to bring about a desired state of affairs.  Reinforcement is the process by which a stimulus is provided that increases the probability that a preceding behaviour will be repeated.  In addition, punishment will decrease the probability that the preceding behaviour will occur in the future (Feldman, 2000, p. 18).

· According to social-cognitive learning theorist Albert Bandura, when we see the behaviour of a model being rewarded, we are likely to imitate that behaviour.  Behaviour is learned through observation and imitation, not conditioning through reinforcement or punishment (Feldman, 2000, p. 18). 

The Cognitive Perspective: The cognitive perspective focuses on the processes that allow people to know, understand and think about the world.  The cognitive perspective emphasizes how people internally represent and think about the world.  By using this perspective, developmental psychologists hope to understand how children and adults process information, and how their ways of thinking and understanding affect their behaviour (Feldman, 2000, p. 20).  

· No single person has had a greater impact on the study of cognitive development than Jean Piaget who proposed that all people pass in a fixed sequence through a series of universal stages of cognitive development.  In each stage, he suggested that not only did the quantity of information increase, but so did the quality of knowledge and understanding.  Piaget suggests that the growth in children’s understanding of the world can be explained by two basic principles.  Assimilation is the process in which people understand an experience in terms of their current state of cognitive development and way of thinking.  In contrast, accommodation refers to changes in existing ways of thinking in response to encounters with new stimuli or events (Feldman, 2000, p. 20).

· Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory proposes that a full understanding of development is impossible without taking into account the culture in which children develop.  Sociocultural theory proposes that children’s understanding of the world is acquired through their problem-solving interactions with adults and other children.  As children play and cooperate with others, they learn what is important in their society, and at the same time, advance cognitively in their understanding of the world (Feldman, 2000, p. 21). 

The Humanistic Perspective: The humanistic perspective contends that people have a natural tendency to make decisions about their lives and control their behaviour.  The humanistic perspective emphasizes free will, the ability of humans to make choices and come to decisions about their lives (Feldman, 2000, p. 22).

· Carl Rogers suggested that all people have a need for positive regard that results from an underlying wish to be loved and respected.  Because it is other people who provide this positive regard, we become dependent on them.  Consequently, our view of ourselves and our self-worth is a reflection of how we think others view us (Feldman, 2000, p. 22).

· Abraham Maslow suggests that self-actualization is a primary goal in life.  Self-actualization is a state of self-fulfillment in which people achieve their highest potential in their own unique way  (Feldman, 2000, p. 22). 

The Evolutionary Perspective: According to evolutionary theories, behaviour is strongly influenced by biology, is tied to evolution, and is characterized by critical or sensitive periods. Evolutionary approaches grow out of the groundbreaking work of Charles Darwin (Feldman, 2000, p. 22).  

· Konrad Lorenz discovered that newborn geese are genetically preprogrammed to become attached to the first moving object they see after birth.  His work, which demonstrated the importance of biological determinants in influencing behaviour patterns, ultimately led developmentalists to consider the ways in which human behaviour might reflect inborn genetic patterns (Feldman, 2000, p. 23).

· The evolutionary perspective encompasses one of the fastest growing areas within the field of lifespan development, behavioural genetics.  Behavioural genetics studies the effects of heredity and genetics on behaviour.  As technology improves, and researchers continue to map the human genome, there is an increasing understanding of the role and function of the genetic codes and their influence on development (Feldman, 2000, p. 23). 

The Sociocultural Perspective: The Ecological model, the major proponent of which is Urie Bronfenbrenner, seeks to explain individual knowledge, development, and competencies in terms of the guidance, support, and structure provided by society and to explain social change over time in terms of the cumulative effect of individual choices (Berger, 2000, p. 8).

· According to Urie Bronfenbrenner, each person is significantly affected by interactions among a number of overlapping ecosystems.  At the center of the model is the individual.  Microsystems are the systems that intimately and immediately shape human development.  The primary microsystems for children include the family, peer group, classroom, neighbourhood, and sometimes a church, temple, or mosque as well.  Surrounding the microsystems is the exosystem, which includes all the external networks, such as community structures and local educational, medical, employment, and communications systems, that influence the microsystems.  And influencing all other systems is the macrosystem, which includes cultural values, political philosophies, economic patterns, and social conditions.  Together, these systems are termed the social context of human development (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, quoted in Berger, 2000, p. 7). 

