Behaviourism

Behaviourism became one of the dominant areas of research into learning throughout the twentieth century. It is particularly associated with Watson and Skinner. 

Pavlov - conditioned reflex

Watson drew heavily on the work of Pavlov, whose investigation of the conditioned reflex had shown that you could condition dogs to salivate not just at the sight of food, but also at the sound of a bell that preceded food. Watson argued that such conditioning is the basis of human behaviour - if you stand up every time a lady enters the room, you're acting not out of 'politeness', but because behaviour is a chain of well-set reflexes. He claimed that recency and frequency were particularly important in determining what behaviour an individual 'emitted' next: if you usually get up when a lady enters the room, you're likely to get up when one enters now.  

Associationsim

Behaviourism stands firmly in the tradition of 'associationism' (or 'association of ideas'), an approach to the understanding of learning developed by British empiricist philosophers. For example, Watson's emphasis on recency and frequency is strongly reminiscent of the following quotation from the philosopher David Hume:

The qualities, from which this association arises,a nd by which the mind is after this manner conveyed from one idea to another, are three, viz. resemblance, contiguity in time or place, and cause and effect 

Hume (1962/1739 : 54)

Anderson and Bower (1973, quoted in Bechtel and Abrahamsen (1991)) suggest the following four features of associationism as developed in the work of Hume and other British empiricists:

· the notion that mental elements become associated through experience 

· that complex ideas can be reduced to a set of simple ideas 

· that the simple ideas are sensations 

· that simple additive rules are sufficient to predict properties of complex ideas from simple ideas 

Skinner

Reinforcement

Behaviourism develops Pavlov's investigation of the conditioned reflex: In the case of Pavlov's dog: 

· food is an unconditioned reflex 

· response to bell is an unconditioned reflex 

· sound of bell is a conditioned stimulus 

· response to bell by salivating is a conditioned reflex 

This is referred to as classical conditioning. Skinner later became the leading exponent of behaviourism. He was not satisfied that all behaviour was based on reflexes. He argued that we behave the way we do because of the consequences generated by our past behaviour. If, every time a man takes his wife out to dinner, she is very loving, then he learns to take her out to dinner if he wants her to be very loving. For Skinner, it is the history of reinforcements that determines behaviour. We learn to choose or avoid behaviours based on their consequences.

The behaviourists' basic mechanism of learning is  

stimulus => response => reinforcement

 Skinner particularly insisted on the importance of reinforcement (shifting the emphasis from reflexes) in the learning process, learning being operationally defined as changes in the frequency of a particular response. Skinner developed Pavlovian classical conditioning, where an old response (salivation) is evoked by a new stimulus (bell), to focus more closely on operant conditioning, where a new response (turning the tap anti-clockwise) is developed as a result of satisfying a need (thirst). (Further details of the s-r-r model of learning will be found under Berlo on learning). 

Shaping

Skinner developed the idea of shaping. If you control the rewards and punishments which the environment gives in response to behaviours, then you can shape behaviour (commonly known as behaviour modification). The four major teaching/learning strategies suggested by behaviourism are: 

  

	
	Shaping 
	successively closer approximations to some target behaviour are rewarded; taking Berlo's principle of the amount of reward, the reward is increased the closer the behaviour approximates to the target behaviour. The intended target behaviour needs to be as specific as possible. If people don't know what you want them to achieve, they can't know whether they're getting closer to achieving it or not.  
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	Chaining 
	complex behaviours are broken down into simpler ones, each of which is a modular component of the next more complex stage. The learner is rewarded for acquiring a skill, after which the reward is withdrawn until the next, more complex, composite skill is acquired. This enables Berlo's time delay between response and reward to be reduced. It's important, therefore, that reinforcement should be immediate. Tom Peters (1995 : 70) quotes the example of the IBM boss who would write out a cheque on the spot to reward an achievement he approved of. Another amusing example was the Foxboro manager who was greatly impressed by an employee's solution to a problem. Casting around for an immediate reward, all the manager could find to give the employee was a banana from his desk drawer. Since then, the 'golden banana' pin has been Foxboro's highest accolade for achievement. Breaking behaviours down in this way  also has the advantage of achievability. However, caution should be exercised that the rewards do not become too regular and frequent, otherwise, according to Skinner, they lose much of their effect. So the IBM boss, who turns up on the shop floor unpredictably and rewards achievements as he finds them is doing just the right thing. 
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	Discrimination learning 
	the learner comes to discriminate between settings in which a particular behaviour will be reinforced. For this discrimination to occur, it is important that confusion be eliminated through what Berlo refers to as the isolation of the S=>R relationship.  
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	Fading 
	ultimately, the discriminatory stimuli may be withdrawn, a habit is acquired and practised as the effort required is reduced 


Watson himself worked for the J Walter Thompson advertising agency and many of his ideas were adopted by advertisers. This, plus the fact that behaviourists are often seen as treating human beings as if they were not essentially different from dogs, rats or pigeons, led to many attacks on behaviourists. Famously (notoriously) J B Watson came up behind an eleven-month old boy ('Little Albert') who was playing with a white rat and clanged two steel bars together. After a while, when this process had been consistently repeated, the boy became afraid not only of the rat, but of other white furry things, including Santa Claus. (The original plan was to remove the conditioned response from Little Albert before it could become chronic, but the plan was never carried out. Watson wryly speculated that Little Albert's phobia would be analyzed later in his life by a Freudian psychoanalyst as being due to his having been scolded for attempting to play with his mother's pubic hair in the Oedipal phase.) In particular attacks on behaviourists came from those who believed that the techniques of behaviour modification were being used cynically for the purposes of advertising, political propaganda and social control. One of the best known attacks on the advertising industry is The Hidden Persuaders (the title says it all!) by Vance Packard, in which he claims that:

Large-scale efforts are being made, often with impressive success, to channel our unthinking habits, our purchasing decisions and our thought processes by the use of insights gleaned from psychiatry and the social sciences. 

Packard (1957) 

The decline of behaviourism

Since the development of cognitive psychology, which appears also to offer an 'objective' approach to the study of the human psyche, behaviourism has generally dropped out of favour. Nevertheless, it seems reasonable to say that behaviourism does appear to have revealed in its investigations of conditioning some universal mechanisms by which we detect and store information about our environment. It is also the case that the more recent developments of 'connectionism' have tended to lend support to some of behaviourism's principles, demonstrating as they do that connexions in more or less randomly wired networks become strengthened as a result of their experience of reinforcement. 

One problem with behaviourism is that its mechanistic explanations of human behaviour, eschewing any efforts to peer into the black box of the mind and its mental states, are often felt as somehow humiliating, an affront to human dignity, and certainly some of the behaviourists' speculations about the application of their science to ethics and the conduct of society in broader terms do sometimes have a whiff of totalitarianism. Another problem is that the claims made for the explanatory power of behaviourism were often simply too ambitious. Skinner questioned 'not whether machines think, but whether men do'. I suppose one might admire a researcher who insists on starting with a clean slate in such a manner and taking nothing for granted, but to most of us, questioning whether we think, whether we have beliefs, values and emotions is just plain daft. 

Dennett's A-B-C model

Nevertheless, it is important, in reacting against behaviourism, not to throw away everything was achieved. Dennett, for example, is duly respectful towards the behaviourist tradition, which he traces back to the associationism of the eighteenth century philosopher, David Hume, through behaviourism proper to modern connectionism, in particular the support from connectionist research for the behaviourist Hebb's proposed models of simple conditioning models that could adjust the connections between nerve cells ('Hebbian learning rules'). Thus Dennett refers to this approach to the mind and behaviour as the ABC Model (associationism, behaviourism, connectionism). However powerful the ABC model may be in explaining much of our learning, the fact remains, as Dennett points out, that there is much that it cannot explain. Behaviourism suggests that we learn by trial and error - we touch the fire, get hurt and don't touch it again; we squawk in the supermarket, get a clout round the ear and don't squawk again; we smile sweetly at the shop assistant, get a Mars bar and smile sweetly next time. Fine, but the potential inefficiency is evident: some trials can't be repeated because they are fatal. If everybody keeps making those same errors, then, in evolutionary terms, the species has a bit of a problem. It is also quite evident by now that the mind is not a tabula rasa (blank slate) at birth. For example, if we had to keep having shots at learning our language and learning new words and constructions through positive and negative reinforcement, we'd be dead before we'd had a chance to say anything interesting. So, as well as being Skinnerian creatures (Dennett's term), we are also Darwinian creatures, shaped not only by our experiences of our environment, but also by our ancestry, the millions of years of natural selection which have led to the devlopment of a human 'hard-wired' with linguistic ability and 'pre-programmed' to learn the language in its environment. 

Dennett, while prepared to accept that we are Skinnerian creatures, makes it clear that we are also Popperian creatures. Something allows us to establish hypotheses and, as Sir Karl Popper put it, 'permit our hypotheses to die in our stead'. Clearly, when we do so, we are not just making a lucky guess, or our behaviour would be no better than pure chance unless we were very lucky indeed. Somehow we come up with hypotheses which we can mentally rehearse, try out in our heads and reject or have a go at. According to Dennett:

There must be a filter, and any such filter must amount to a sort of inner environment, in which tryouts can be safely executed - an inner something-or-other structured in such a way that the surrogate actions it favors are more often than not the very actions the real world would also bless, if they were actually performed. In short, the inner environment, whatever it is, must contain lots of information about the outer environment and its regularities. Nothing else (except magic) could provide preselection worth having.

Dennett (1996) : 88

We are not the only creatures, though, which are Popperian. Although Skinner's pigeons learnt all kinds of weird behaviours, Skinner did not demonstrate that they were not Popperian as well as Skinnerian.

Chomskyan rationalism

Successful though behaviourism may have been (its principles are still relied on in desensitization, aversion therapy and other forms of behaviour modification - in this connexion, however, Pinker claims that, under stress, subjects who have been desensitized revert to their earlier phobias, which suggests that desensitization affects more conscious layers of the mind than the original phobia), it is clear that the ABC model is not the whole story, as Dennett points out. For example, Chomsky has persuasively argued that there would simply not be enough time for us to learn a language by an ABC process of trial and error (his poverty of the stimulus argument). Chomsky's 'Cartesian' linguistics, relying on a language acquisition device, rather than on a conception of the mind as a tabula rasa, is a 'rationalist' approach, as opposed to behaviourism's 'empiricism'. It gave much impetus to the search for alternative (or complementary) explanations of human learning, including computational models of the mind and evolutionary psychology. The latter suggests that, pace Watson, it is not possible to condition creatures to fear just anything, since a child can never be taught to fear, for example, opera glasses. It can be taught to fear the white rat because it is evolutionarily predisposed to do so (vide Pinker (1998/1997: 387-388). This is not to say that behaviourists were oblivious to the hard-wiring of evolutionary inheritance; indeed Skinner was fond of pointing out that operant conditioning was an extension of Darwinian natural selection:

Where inherited behaviour leaves off, the inherited modifiability of the process of conditioning takes over 

Skinner (1953: 83) in Dennett (1996)

Bandura's social learning theory

However, in the above quotation the reference to inherited behaviour rather than propensities should be noted. Implied criticism came also from empiricist reasearchers such as Bandura. His 'social learning' or 'observational learning' theory (see the section on social learning) depends to a large extent also on a S-R-R model, but a stimulus 'at a distance', whose effects on others are observed. Presumably, Bandura also perceived the 'poverty of the stimulus' argument. There would not be enough time for us to experience enough to learn everything we know, so we learn much from observing the effects of other people's experiences. I do not know whether Bandura proposed any formal model of the processes which observers underwent, but his learning theory clearly implies that learners must have some kind of model of the world and theory of mind. Thus, Bandura's approach must also be seen as a challenge to Skinner's anti-mentalism.



Behaviour modification

Pavlov's experiments with conditioned reflexes were developed further by him. He trained a dog to salivate when shown a circle and not to salivate when shown an ellipse. Gradually, the shape of the ellipse was developed so that it became increasingly circular. When, finally, the difference between the circle and the ellipse was only very slight, the dog became very agitated. Moreover, it no longer displayed the conditioned reflex it had acquired. Pavlov described this effect as experimentally induced neurosis. 

These principles were extended to human beings by the American psychologist Watson, who conditioned an infant to be afraid of a rat it had previously happily played with by associating a loud noise with the rat. Other psychologists developed this process of pairing in more positive directions by, for example associating a feared object with something responded to positively, thereby decreasing the fear. This process was supported by placing the child who feared the object together with other children who did not. 

Eventually, behaviour modification became established as a standard therapy (it is also known as behaviour therapy) for the treatment of bed-wetting, alcoholism, drug addiction and a variety of disturbed behaviour patterns. 

Common techniques of behaviour modification are: 

·   aversion therapy 

·   biofeedback 

·   systematic desensitisation 

Mass media 

Advertising and propaganda 

From our point of view as Communication students, behaviour modification techniques are of interest because of the extent to which they may be used in advertising and propaganda, a suspicion perhaps aroused because advertising agencies certainly do use the services of psychologists (Watson himself worked in advertising). In The Hidden Persuaders Vance Packard (Packard 1957) claims to have unearthed evidence of many different varieties of behaviour modification techniques being used. 

Desensitisation 

There is a theory that the constant exposure to violence in the media desensitises readers to real suffering in the real world. There is little evidence to support the contention. However, the notion is based on the technique of systematic desensitisation, which may seem to lend support to the theory of desensitisation through the media. It's worth bearing in mind, though, that the therapeutic use of the technique is indeed systematic, which is not the case with media output. 

Practical work 

For practical work, behaviour modification is certainly worth paying some attention to. It's worth particularly looking at the notion of pairing. In effect, if you produce your media artefact about a subject your readers may tend to find boring or frightening, but produce it in a style which your research suggests is attractive to them (for example, the style of their favourite magazine), then you are using the principle of pairing. 

The Hypodermic Needle Model

Advertising and World War I propaganda

The 'folk belief' in the Hypodermic Needle Model was fuelled initially by the rapid growth of advertising from the late nineteenth century on, coupled with the practice of political propaganda and psychological warfare during World War I. Quite what was achieved by either advertising or political propaganda is hard to say, but the mere fact of their existence raised concern about the media's potential for persuasion. Certainly, some of the propaganda messages seem to have stuck, since many of us still believe today that the Germans bayoneted babies and replaced the clappers of church bells with the churches' own priests in 'plucky little Belgium', though there is no evidence for that. Some of us still cherish the belief that Britain, the 'land of the free', was fighting at the time for other countries' 'right to self-determination', though we didn't seem particularly keen to accord the right to the countries we controlled. 

The Inter-War Years

Later, as the 'Press Barons' strengthened their hold on British newspapers and made no secret of their belief that they could make or break governments and set the political agenda, popular belief in the irresistible power of the media steadily grew. It was fuelled also by widespread concern, especially among élitist literary critics, but amongst the middle and upper classes generally, about the supposed threat to civilised values posed by the new mass popular culture of radio, cinema and the newspapers. 

The radio broadcast of War of the Worlds seemed also to provide very strong justification for these worries. 

Concern also grew about the supposed power of advertisers who were known to be using the techniques of behaviourist psychology. Watson, the founding father of behaviourism, having abandoned his academic career in the '20s, worked in advertising, where he made extravagant claims for the effectiveness of his techniques. 

Political propaganda in European dictatorships

1917 had seen the success of the Russian Revolution, which was followed by the marshalling of all the arts in support of spreading the revolutionary message. Lenin considered film in particular to be a uniquely powerful propaganda medium and, despite the financial privations during the post-revolutionary period, considerable resources were invested in film production. 

This period also saw the rise and eventual triumph of fascism in Europe. This was believed by many to be due to the powerful propaganda of the fascist parties, especially of Joseph Goebbels. Goebbels had great admiration for the propaganda of the Soviet Union, especially for Eisenstein's masterpiece Battleship Potemkin. Though himself a fanatical opponent of Bolshevism, Goebbels said admiringly of that film: 'Someone with no firm ideological convictions could be turned into a Bolshevik by this film.' The film was generally believed to be so powerful that members of the German army were forbidden to see it even long before the Nazis came to power and it was also banned in Britain for many years. 

After the war, Speer, Hitler's armaments minister, said at his trial for war crimes:

[Hitler's] was the first dictatorship in the present period of modern technical development, a dictatorship which made complete use of all technical means for the domination of its own country ... Through technical devices like the radio and the loudspeaker, eighty million people were deprived of independent thought. It was thereby possible to subject them to the will of one man.

quoted in Carter (1971) 

While bearing in mind that Speer was concerned to save his own skin, we have to recognise that this view of the manipulative power of propaganda was fairly typical. 

Post-War and the present day

With the development of television after World War II and the very rapid increase in advertising, concern about the 'power' of the mass media continued to mount and we find that conern constantly reflected in the popular press. That concern underlies the frequent panics about media power. In the popular press, Michael Ryan was reported to have gone out and shot people at random in Hungerford because he had watched Rambo videos, two children were supposed to have abducted and murdered Jamie Bulger because they had watched Child's Play. After the 1992 General Election, The Sun announced 'It's the Sun what won it' - a view echoed by the then Conservative Party Treasurer, Lord McAlpine, and the defeated Leader of the Opposition, Neil Kinnock. 

Horror comics

This kind of concern has a long history. Even the Greek philosopher Plato was prepared to exclude dramatists from his ideal republic lest they corrupt the citizens. He wasn't prepared to have any truck with new music either: 'one should be cautious in adopting a new kind of poetry or music, for this endangers the whole system .... lawlessness creeps in there unawares,' he wrote in his Republic, in terms depressingly familiar to anyone who has heard what our guardians of public morality have had to say about Elvis, Hendrix, Sid Vicious, Madonna and the rest, not to mention the waltz and the tango!In the 1950s there was a sustained campaign in Britain against American horror comics, a campaign which saw an unlikely alliance of the morally outraged right and the British Communist Party, concerned about the American, anti-Communist messages in the comics (Barker 1984a)) an alliance reminiscent of the rather odd anti=pornography alliance today between some radical feminists and the religious right. The campaign resulted in the Children and Young Persons Act 1955, which is still in force today; the 1958 film The Wild One with Marlon Brando and Lee Marvin was banned because it might lead to juvenile delinquency; Alan Watkins' brilliant The War Game was banned because it might unduly alarm the public (though most likely because it told some unpalatable truths about nuclear warfare). The concern is always with the effect the questionable messages might have on those who are most susceptible - children, adolescents, the mentally unstable - and, of course, those who express the concerns are not themselves corrupted by those messages. The prosecuting counsel in the trail on obscenity charges of D H Lawrence's Lady Chatterly's Lover famously asked the jury if it was the sort of thing they would 'want their servants to read'. Would the servants be corrupted by the use of the word 'fuck' while their masters wouldn't? I suspect that the unspoken question was whether they would perhaps be corrupted by the tale of a servant 'fucking' a master (mistress in this case). It's not difficult to see how a concern with moral standards can be close to a concern with keeping people in their place. 

Today those concerns would probably strike most of us as laughable when we read the comics and watch the movies that were banned. Will it seem silly in twenty years' time that in the '90s the sale of hard-core porn was limited to licensed sex shops, that various European governments tried to ban the Red Hot Dutch Channel and that software was available to screen out rude words on the Net? 

Video nasties

It might, but there was a re-run of the horror comics campaign during the 1980s with the video nasties campaign, which led to the Video Recordings Act. Just as the 1955 Act had been supported by an unlikely alliance of the right and the CPGB, so we find that the video nasties campaign was spearheaded by the Conservative MP, Winston Churchill, with the support of many feminists (Barker (1984b)). 

Whether or not these concerns will strike us as silly at some time in the future, they are used by the 'moral entrepreneurs', such as Mrs Whitehouse of National VALA, Winston Churchill MP, or Nicholas Alton MP, or feminists like the American Andrea Dworkin, to determine what limitations there should be on what you and I see, read and listen to. And those people are in part responsible for the existence of the BSC, BCC, ITC, the various Royal Commissions on the Press, the BBFC, 

 HYPERLINK "JavaScript:parent.remoteStart('../popups/nvla.html')" National VALA, the Video Recordings Act, the ASA, the Obscene Publications Act and all the other regulations which make Britain's media one of the most restricted in the 'free world'. 

Learning

Before continuing, please click here to display Berlo's model of habit formation. Note that the theory of learning which Berlo presents is heavily influenced by behaviourism, which fell into disfavour some time ago. Nevertheless, many of the general principles of behaviourism remain quite valid, as long as we bear in mind that it's not the whole story. For further comment, see the section on behaviourism. 

There are all kinds of reasons why we engage in communication. A very significant reason is that we want somebody else to learn something, in a very broad sense of that term. We might, for example, want them to learn: 

· that 'Beanz Meanz Heinz 

· that voting Tory is more sensible than voting Labour (actually about as daft either way, but never mind) 

· that you are trustworthy and there's no real need for your parents to wait up for you 

· how to learn more 

· examination technique 

· how to relax 

· that smoking is pretty daft and that there are better things to do with your money 

· that this behaviour is socially acceptable and that one isn't 

· that they really ought to etc..... 

Stimulus, response, reinforcement 

You will very probably be quite familiar with these terms stimulus and response which are pretty fundamental to much study of learning. If we get some pepper up our nose, we sneeze: the pepper is the stimulus; the sneezing is the response. A doctor whacks us on the knee; our leg shoots in the air: the whack is the stimulus, the knee-jerk is the response. A friend jokingly pretends to poke us in the eye and we involuntarily blink even though we know it's only a joke. Again, a stimulus and a response to that stimulus. 

These are all examples of reflexes. These are automatic, unlearned responses to stimuli, over which we have no conscious control. There is another class of reflexes which we have learnt. These are known as conditioned reflexes. You will very probably have come across Pavlov's research into conditioned reflexes, as his theories of particular aspects of learning have been fundamental to much research during this century. (If you're unfamiliar with the idea of a conditioned reflex, you ought to quickly check it out now 

) 

Two other very influential researchers into learning were Watson and Skinner, the foremost exponents of behaviourism, which (though now quite out of vogue) has also had a huge influence on our understanding of how human learning works. 

In what follows, we shall be using the outline of learning presented by the communication researcher, David Berlo (1960), a very simple notion of how we learn, but quite useful in the light it sheds on communication. 

See graphic:

(if the graphic is not currently displayed in the pop-up window, please click here: 

The 'flash' which short-circuits between decoder and encoder is habit. If the learning process is successful, then a habit is developed. Berlo lists the various factors which determine how strong the habit will be. If you are not familiar with this S-R-R notion of learning, then it would be a good idea to take a look at those factors now. by clicking on the corresponding parts of the graphic. 

A useful and practical model which emerges from the stimulus-response-reward model of human learning is Schramm's Fraction of Selection, which you might like to take a look at now. 

Self-image

We are at the very core of every communication we engage in. Even if someone else starts the communication, the message reaches our sense organs, is decoded by our brain, is filtered through our beliefs, attitudes and values; the feedback we give springs from our attitudes, beliefs and values and is encoded by us. Even when we are not engaged in interpersonal communication, we are probably engaged in intrapersonal communication, i.e. communication within ourselves. 

The mere fact that I have just mentioned that we so frequently communicate within ourselves probably drew your attention to what you were thinking at the time. You may have been reading the text with some concentration and wondering whether what I had written really did seem to apply to you. You may have been thinking of something else entirely - in which case, of course, you'll be wondering what I'm going on about now (unless you're still thinking about something else entirely). 

There are some fairly obvious and visible forms of intrapersonal communication, such as when a mechanic uses a checklist during an MoT test or we check off our purchases on a shopping list. Post-it notes to remind us of appointments, the 'to do' lists in filofaxes are other obvious examples. We also quite literally talk to ourselves; at my age, 'What was I about to do next?' or even 'What the hell am I doing here?' are becoming increasingly common questions I ask myself. You'll hear some people speaking aloud to themselves. I recall an elderly Theology professor who never stopped talking to himself about major philosophical problems- which made it particularly interesting watching him trying to eat his soup, though it was advisable not to get too close. Others don't necessarily speak, but grunt and groan and slap their hands to their brow in anguish when trying to solve a problem - the sort you'd hate to have to sit by in an examination! 

The fact that we say we communicate within 'ourselves' leads us to think that we 'have' something which we can call a 'Self'. Our language and other European languages also foster the view that what we call our Self has fairly stable characteristics and that there may also be a kind of 'core' Self, which is fairly stable regardless of how we may be behaving at any given time: 'He was beside himself with anger', 'I'm not really feeling myself today', 'I'm not like that when I'm by myself', 'She wasn't at all her usual self'. There is an implication in those usages that I can have experiences and have thoughts whilst at the same time a somehow more essential I can stand back from those experiences and thoughts and reflect on them. People who accept that animals can have consciousness and are not mere automata will often nevertheless claim that what distinguishes us humans from other animals is that we have self-consciousness. This view is pretty well summed up by the philosopher William James:

The world of our experience consists at all times of two parts, an objective and a subjective part... The objective part is the sum total of whatsoever at any given time we may be thinking of, the subjective part is the inner 'state' in which the thinking comes to pass. 

James (19??)

A similar view is reflected also in, say, Carl Rogers' belief that his clients' major problem was that they were somehow being prevented from being themselves; or in Maslow's placing 'self-actualization' at the top of his hierarchy of needs. The title of Erving Goffman's book The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life also suggests that there is some kind of Self to be presented. 

The Ghost in the Machine

This view of the self is sometimes referred to as a humanist view since it accords great importance to the individual human being and to each human being's individuality. Indeed, Rogers and others referred to their school of psychology as 'humanistic psychology'. This emphasis on the uniqueness of the individual is opposed by many philosophers, often broadly described as anti-humanist, who reject the notion of a discernably unitary self and see the self rather as the product of social structures and patterns of signification; this is a view which is also closely related to notions of identity in post-modernity, where

society appears as a kind of fancy-dress party in which identities are designed, tried on, worn for the evening and then traded in for the next. 

Slater (1997 : 30)

(see for example the section on the decentred self). 

Many common views of 'the self' may be referred to as dualism, or Cartesian dualism after the French philosopher René Descartes, whose philosophical method of radical doubt began with the one thing which he could be sure of: his own existence - 'I think therefore I am' (cogito ergo sum). Cartesian dualism is the notion that we somehow consist of two quite different substances, a body and a mind (hence 'dualism') and that in the latter somehow resides our essential being, our self, which controls the other substance. I'm not quite sure why poor old Descartes always gets the blame for this, since there were plenty of philosophers who thought it before him; indeed, I would have thought it's pretty much the standard 'common-sense' view of the mind (consider for example the public school ideal of cultivating a 'healthy mind in a healthy body'). Since the philosopher Gilbert Ryle launched his attack on this doctrine, it has often been referred to as 'the dogma of the Ghost in the Machine', a description which Ryle used, as he said, 'with deliberate abusiveness'. He summarized the 'official' Cartesian dogma as follows:

With the doubtful exception of idiots and infants in arms every human being has both a body and a mind. Some would prefer to say that every human being is both a body and a mind. His body and mind are ordinarily harnessed together, but after the death of the body his mind may continue to exist and function .... A person therefore lives two collateral histories, one consisting of what happens in and to his body, the other consisting of what happens in and to his mind. The first is public, the second private. The events in the first history are events in the physical world, those in the second are events in the mental world. 

Ryle (1949:13)

Despite Ryle's demolition job on Cartesian dualism (from a broadly behaviourist perspective - see behaviourism) and the assault on the self from post-structuralism, the notion still persists:

What is a self? Since Descartes in the 17th Century we have had a vision of the self as a sort of immaterial ghost that owns and controls a body the way you own and control your car. 

Dennett (1989)

Clearly also, most of us tend to think of our 'self', our 'mind', as located in our brain. As Dennett points out, in a heart transplant operation we want to be the recipient, not the donor, but in a brain transplant, most of us would prefer to be the donor, taking the view that our self or mind goes where the brain goes. We would normally see ourselves as something like the 'owners' of our bodies. We might accept having a new brain if the old one was getting worn out, providing that the contents of the old one could be transferred, rather as we would transfer our old, familiar belongings from an old house to a new one. Dennett suggests that we need to view the brain as just another part of the body, another organ contributing to a complex whole. (1996: 77-8)

The Cartesian view also came under attack from behaviourist psychology. For behaviourists, there was no need to presuppose the existence of something called consciousness to explain animal and human behaviour. As Bertrand Russell wryly observed, 'there is nothing particularly repugnant to our prejudices in the conclusions of the behaviourists' as long as those conclusions refer to animals and other people, who are said by the behaviourists not to have minds, thoughts, mental states or consciousness. 'But when it comes to ourselves, we feel convinced that we can actually perceive our own thinking. Cogito ergo sum would be regarded by most people as having a true premise (1921: 29). Behaviourists disputed that we had a mind and that such concepts as consciousness or metal states were required to explain human behaviour any more than they are required to explain the behaviour of dogs or pigeons. If we feel we do need such a concept, then that is symptomatic of human arrogance. As Russell remarked, referring to Watson's writings: 'Where you might expect a chapter on "thought processes" you come instead upon a chapter on "The Language Habit". It is humiliating to find how terribly adequate this hypothesis turns out to be.' If you wish to investigate this further, please refer to the section on behaviourism. 

I have referred to behaviourism as just one example in passing of an attack on our common-sense understanding of the 'Self'. There have been others. For example, Freudian personality theory attacks the notion of the 'unitary subject', though not 'dualism'; more recently, evolutionary and cognitive psychologists' development of a computational model of the brain as composed of specialized modules has come to undermine the notion of the 'autonomous subject', the idea that my 'higher' cognitive functions are under my sole control. Examination of twins separated at birth, for example, must surely raise some doubts. As Pinker says in How The Mind Works:

The discoveries [from the investigations of identical twins] cast doubt on the autonomous 'I' that we all feel hovering above our bodies, making choices as we proceed through life and affected only by our past and present environments. Surely the mind does not come equipped with so many small parts that it could predestine us to flush the toilet before and after using it or to sneeze playfully in crowded elevators, to take two ... traits shared by identical twins reared apart. But apparently it does.

Pinker 1998 : 20

and, in The Language Instinct 

Not only are very general traits like IQ, extroversion and neuroticism partly heritable, but so are specific ones like degree of religious feeling, vocational interests, and opinions about the death penalty, disarmament, and computer music.

Pinker 1994 : 328

Three conceptions of the self 

Broadly speaking, we can identify three conceptions of the self, as suggested by Stuart Hall (1992b): 

· the Enlightenment subject, which we have referred to above as the highly individualist Cartesian subject, with some kind of essential, stable centre or core. 

· the sociological subject, a concept which emerged in the ideas of C H Cooley, G H Mead and the soiological school known as symbolic interactionists. This conception of the self, whilst still adhering to the notion of an inner or core self, examined how the self was shaped and developed by significant others, reference groups and so on, and is of course central to any understanding of the notion of socialization. Cooley coined the term 'looking-glass self' to refer to our development of a sense of self through our perceiving and imagining the ways in which others perceive and react to us. Clearly, seen from this perspective, the 'self' emerges through interaction with others. This process was later referred to by Mead as the development of the 'generalized other', which emerges from our concern with others' reactions to us. Through being able to put ourselves in others' shoes and observe and judge our social performance through their (the generalized other's) eyes, we become aware of ourselves as individuals and thus develop our own self. Again, there cannot be a 'self' without social interaction. This view is taken further by Goffman, who developed a vocabulary of 'dramaturgical principles': we engage in a 'dramaturgical performance' for others; the other 'actors' set the stage for our 'performance', using the available 'props' and 'routines' etc. From this point of view, there is certainly no central reality or core self. People perform for others and they are their performance. 

· the post-modern subject, which we have referred to above as the decentred subject, in which there is no stable 'core' identity; if there appears to be then that is only because of the 'narrative of the self' which we have constructed and such narratives are themselves the product of social intercourse. Referring to this notion of the self as 'post-modern' implies that it has some of the characteristics typical of the post-modern mood and, indeed, the post-modern subject is seen as discontinuous, diffuse, impermanent and fragmented, possibly also eclectic and ironic. In fact, some would not speak of the post-modern subject as having a self but, rather, a multiplicity of 'selves'. 

As you can see, Ryle's view entails the rejection of the Enlightenment subject:

Abandonment of the two-worlds legend involves the abandonment of the idea that there is a locked door and a still to be discovered key. Those human actions and reactions, those spoken and unspoken utterances, those tones of voice, facial expressions and gestures, which have always been the data of all other students of men, have, after all, been the right and only manifestations to study. They and they alone have merited, but fortunately not received, the grandiose title 'mental phenomena'.

Ryle (1949:302)

As I understand that, if you want to figure out how people work, you'd be better off reading Proust and Dickens than Freud and Jung. Fine with me.

In the sections that follow, I shall, on the whole, confine myself to a broadly humanistic perspective, covering the 'Enlightenment subject' and the 'sociological subject', not because I particularly favour that perspective, nor because I discount the objections we have briefly examined, but simply because, at this level, Communication Studies seems to confine itself to this viewpoint. However, in the area of cultural studies, the notion of the decentred self has been debated for some time and identity is now a central issue, so I would advise you to follow that up at some point. 

The neural self 

I think, though, that it would be worth mentioning that none of the three perspectives mentioned above (except perhaps, in a sense, the 'Enlightenment subject') deals with the possible existence of a 'neural self', proposed by the neurologist Antonio R. Damasio (1996) on the basis of the reports from his patients who have suffered brain damage though strokes. Most of these patients will report the moment of brain lesion as something like 'What is happening to me?' However, there is a relatively small number of patients who suffer complete anosognosia as a result of a stroke. Such patients may, for example, suffer total paralysis in one side of their body, but be wholly unaware of impairment and respond to 'How do you feel?' with an entirely sincere 'Fine'. These patients cannot relate their problems to the self, because, Damasio suggests, they have sustained damage to the neural substrate of the self. They cannot process current body states and therefore rely on old information, which is growing ever older. A person who retains a sense of self, according to Damasio, depends for that sense of self, first, on the ability to access information about the slowly evolving details of her autobiography, including her likes and dislikes and plans for the future and, secondly, on the ability to access representations of her body and its states, the collective representation of which constitutes the 'concept' of self:

At each moment the state of self is reconstructed, from the ground up. It is an evanescent reference state, so continuously and consistently reconstructed that the owner never knows it is being remade unless something goes wrong with the remaking.

(240)

Neuroscience and the self 

Where neoroscience is concerned, it may be worth remarking that it also may turn out to pose a challenge to the conventionally dominant conception of ourselves as being endowed with free will and a sense of responsibility. Our democracy, our justice system, our everyday understanding of morality are grounded in the understanding of ourselves as autonomous individuals. That notion is reflected in our conception of 'extenuating circumstances', such as physical or financial duress, where a person's freedom of action is limited and the sentence they receive or the moral censure they are subject to is less severe than if they had been able to make a totally free choice between possible courses of action. 

Some commentators on neuroscience, however, seem to be coming to the conclusion that the insights of this science point to a wholly deterministic view of human action. One of the earliest well-documented cases of the influence on behaviour of damage to the frontal lobes was that of Phineas Gage, a nineteenth-century railway engineer who, in a freak accident, had a large metal spike blown through the front of his head. Though able to function 'normally' after the accident, Gage was no longer the industrious worker he had been before, but a drunken, foul-mouthed drifter, full of plans, but too capricious ever to put any of them into effect. You might think that you wouldn't be any too happy either if a large chunk of your brain was blown away, but the point is that numerous observations since that time have pointed to the major rôle played by the frontal lobes in what we normally understand as the 'will', 'moral sense', 'sense of responsibility' and so on. No doubt, if Gage were to be brought before the courts today for some crime he had committed, he would receive a light sentence or would be sent for treatment because of the obvious extenuating circumstances. 

But what of those people whose frontal lobes function outside normal patterns anyway and who do not display Gage's obvious injuries? French neurologist L'Hermite has coined the term 'environment dependency syndrome' to describe the compulsive behaviour of those who, having suffered frontal lobe damage, feel compelled to go ahead and act on a cue from their environment. Typically the syndrome is displayed in a compulsion to steal anything that is left unattended or unlocked. Only a few years ago, we would have been unable to determine whether or not such people had suffered frontal lobe damage and they would therefore have been deemed fully responsible for their actions. Until quite recently, before dyslexia was recognized as a genuine disability, dyslexic children were labelled lazy. The term clearly implies moral censure based on an assumption of free will - they could be industrious if they chose. Children who suffered from attention deficit syndrome were labelled inattentive, lazy and disruptive - if they so chose they could be attentive, industrious and calm. Neuroscience appears to be revealing that a great deal of our behaviour, especially that which falls outside social norms, may well have a neurological basis. If that is so, how do we, in John Major's terms 'condemn more and understand less'? Moral condemnation becomes an impossibility when we recognize that a person is driven by a compulsion which arises from a purely fortuitous miswiring of their brain circuitry. Rita Carter suggests that the more we can explain about this circuitry, the more the notion of free will appears to be an illusion. In her view 'future generations will take for granted that we are programmable machines just as we take for granted the fact that the earth is round' (1998 : 207). If so, where does that leave the 'Enlightenment self'? 

OK, then: Just what is this Self that we present? 
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A useful starting point for looking at the Self is provided by Dimbleby and Burton in their book More Than Words (1985). It is shown in the graphic on the left. For further discussion of the elements of that model, please proceed to the sections which follow:

 



