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Preface

 


This book is a compilation of 30 psychology
essays written over the last few months and focus on various
subject matters and topic areas in psychology which may or may not
be taught within the psychology curricula. These essays are written
to highlight issues and topics in psychology which may not have
received any attention from psychologists. The compilation serves
as an introduction to these familiar and unfamiliar topics in
psychology and aims at beginning a discussion and research
interests in these areas of psychology. The essays given here are
meant to be a starting point for new research in psychology rather
than conclusive statements about psychological issues. There are
many new ideas in these essays which may be hypothetical and may or
may not be true. The aim is to encourage researchers in psychology
to look at various dimensions of the problems and issues discussed
here and develop psychology further as a discipline. This is the
first part of a series of psychology essays meant to provide new
thoughts and directions and evoke new debates and discussions in
psychology and this volume is meant for all students and
researchers of psychology as also the general educated readers
interested in knowing about the strange complexities of the human
mind and behavior.
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1.

 


The Psychology of
Animals

 


 


On the problems of studying animal behavior
with limited human parameters

 


Contrary to what most
people think, animals do manifest interesting psychological traits.
Considering available data and the fact that animal psychology is
still in its developing phase, it would be premature to provide a
blueprint for the animal ‘mind’, although many researchers
have attempted to do that and there has been some success in the
understanding of the animal mind through study of behavior and
learning in animals. Of course, behaviorists would consider it
absolutely unnecessary to talk of an animal ‘mind’
as according to them, learning and responses in
animals could be explained completely with behavioral changes and
association of different stimuli. Many psychologists believe
animals simply show instinctual responses and their behavior does
not have intentionality. This means that animals simply follow a
stimulus response pattern and instinctively show a trial and error
behavioral pattern of actions rather than using their conscious
mind to behave in a certain way. This is what Konrad Lorenz, a
pioneering ethologist considered as ‘fixed action
patterns’ or FAPs and it is believed that a few FAPs are caused by
certain standard stimuli across the animal kingdom. Obviously if
the mind is to the brain as the soul is to the body, the concept of
mind itself would be problematic but although we cannot deny the
human mind, we can in a way explain animal behavior without
referring to the mind directly. How far would this position be
appropriate?



In recent years animal mind has become a topic of great interest.
Are animals able to think and feel? Are animals intelligent? Can
they apply insight to solve certain problems? Anyone with a pet at
home will respond positively to these questions. Of course animals
seem to understand our moods, they know what exactly is coming
after possibly having read our facial/bodily expressions, and in
many cases animals are able to solve problems, almost with insight.
If a caged bird is able to move out of a cage on pressing a lever
will that be considered an insightful or trial and error behavior?
Animals are not able to talk in our human language and we do not
understand animal language so there is a gap in communication and
this may be a primary reason for which we are incapable of knowing
whether animals have ‘emotional
experiences’
and use insight to solve problems or whether
everything to them is nothing but trail and error. The problem with
us humans is that we judge other animals with our only tool
– language.
We talk about emotions, insight and feelings in a particular way
and it is impossible to gauge animal mind unless we also understand
animal language and although we understand some animal gestures, we
cannot probe deep into the mind of other species. But just because
we are limited in our knowledge and understanding of animals, it
will be too dismissive and unwise to consider that animals only use
trial and error methods to respond to the world. It is of course
largely accepted across biology and psychology that in Darwinian
terms, the human brain being the most evolved is capable of more
complex emotional patterns, insights, expectations etc than the
lower animals and the more evolved brain would also naturally imply
a higher ability for complex mental functions. Other animals are
only capable of mental functions that require lesser brain
capabilities.



There is a famous study by David and Ann Premack who suggested that
it is possible to teach human language to nonhuman apes. They
worked with chimpanzees and a famous bonobo Kanzi to suggest that
certain animals can also learn human language and can also
spontaneously produce and recognize words. Some language learning
has also been seen in birds like parrots but although parrots show
rote learning by trial and error, chimpanzees and bonobos may just
show some rudimentary form of intelligent behavior in their
manipulation of language. Across the animal kingdom we have come
across many cases and examples, when animals sulk or get depressed
when they lose a mate or a young one, just like us humans. Animals
also show very organized and complex mating behavior, highly
developed learning behavior and even their social life seem to be
based on survival strategies.


Learning Behavior: Learning in
animals has been primarily explained by behaviorists who considered
that animal learning could be explained with the principles of
conditioning or association. Thus a dog learns to salivate when he
sees his owner coming out of the kitchen with a particular plate
because this is a pattern that has been repeated over time and the
dog has associated the owner and the dish with the satisfaction of
his hunger for food. But is it just a reflexive behavior and is the
dog completely devoid of actual insight about the situation? Some
comparative psychologists would think that just like us, dogs also
have emotions such as happiness and expectations of something and
evolutionary psychologists will consider the difference as
dependent on the brain.


Social Behavior: Certain insects
such as bees show highly complex social behavior, even more complex
than some of the higher animals. But from an evolutionary viewpoint
the higher animals will have more mental capabilities than bees,
then how do bees show such complexity in behavioral social
responses? Bees tend to have specialized neurons for complex tasks
although it is suggested that the need to survive develops
complexity in social behavior in case of bees, ants and other
insects that prefer colonies or grouping and tend to have their own
rules to survive or avoid attacks from other animals.


Mating behavior: Throughout the
animal kingdom, the mating behavior of animals is highly complex.
From secreting pheromones to changing body colors, animals can
resort to desperate means to attract a potential mate. Some animals
are even known to die just to mate and just like humans animals use
their sensory cues through smell and sight to identify and attract
a mate. We humans also largely rely on our sense organs to decide
who we want as a mate yet we also use some insight and
understanding to finally stabilize our mating process. In animals
however, the entire copulation process apparently seem to be
biologically controlled with actual bodily changes and this may or
may not indicate the presence of a mind. But, when animals suffer
from distress after losing a mate, it is a clear indication that we
need to rethink our understanding of animal mating behavior based
purely on biological programming.



Animals seem to show nearly all kinds of behavior that humans are
capable of and have complex social, mating, and learning behavior
and they show emotions of distress (after losing a close one), joy
(on getting affection or a meal), altruism (the need to help other
animals by warning of danger) and show many such complex patterns
of action to maintain survival of their species. One thing they
don’t seem to share with us is our unique human language and thus
they are not able to say exactly what or how they feel. It could be
suggested that certain animals have certain well developed regions
of the brain that allow them to be good at certain behaviors and
not good at certain others. In most cases, animals identify
earthquakes and natural disasters far better and hours or days
before we do.

 


Reptiles such as snakes have highly developed
sense of vibrations, for example, bats and even certain birds and
insects have a highly developed sense of radiation, dogs have a
better sense of smell and sound than humans, chimps have shown
higher adaptive behavior than humans (according to a study by
Jianzhi Zhang) and humans have highly developed language area in
the brain with better cognitive skills. With our brain being
capable of doing several complex tasks, human beings are considered
as the most evolved in the animal kingdom, yet we have to remember
that human brain may not be evolved in all areas equally and
certain other animals may have better abilities in performing
certain tasks that we humans would ever be capable of. So, this is
not a question of who is better but who is better at what.
Considering this, is it correct to think that humans are the most
superior or most evolved among all other animals? This is a
question that ethologists, evolutionary biologists, comparative
psychologists, behavioral ecologists, sociobiologists, zoologists
and animal physiologists will have to answer.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 




 


 


2.

 


The Psychology of
Asexuality

 


 


On identifying the true asexual considering
both desire and practice

 


Asexuality in humans is a rather confusing
condition as asexuality may be socially, intellectually,
psychologically or biologically induced. There are various ways of
defining asexuality and it may be considered as a practice or a
theory. Theoretically, an asexual is the one who does not have
sexual feelings and desires towards either the opposite or same
sex, whereas in practice an asexual is the one who refrains from
sexual activity. Yet a person who engages in sexual activity but
does not have sexual feelings have sometimes been considered an
asexual and a person who does not engage in sexual activity for
some reason is a celibate can also be an asexual. I would consider
a proper asexual to be asexual both in theory and practice. Thus if
a person engages in sexual activity mechanically and does not
derive sexual pleasure from it, the very fact that he or she
engages in sexual activity, makes him sexual. Even if a person does
not engage in sexual activity and remains a celibate if he or she
has complete sexual feelings towards the same or opposite sex or
even towards no one in particular, he will not be considered
asexual. Autoeroticism or autoerotic pleasure through masturbation
and similar means does not imply asexuality but rather
autosexuality, as the person seems to have complete sex drive but
that is not directed towards any person and turned towards self.
This may have something to do with homosexuality or narcissism and
narcissists could be autosexuals or repressed homosexuals.



The biological basis of asexuality may be poor sex drive due to
hormonal changes or brain damage especially in the region of
hypothalamus or due to hypothyroidism, mental disorder and related
physiological problems in the body. Autism, schizophrenia,
depression and endocrinal imbalance can also cause asexuality. Late
development of a sexual identity due to biological or psychological
reasons may also lead to asexuality for a considerable period of
time and sometimes can be a lifetime process. Autistic, schizoid,
depressed personalities often have a biological basis for
asexuality.



The psychological basis of asexuality varies from childhood sexual
abuse/molestation to failed relationships although such people may
still have deep sexual feelings and are only celibate and not
strictly asexual. However very poor sex drive could be accompanied
with the deep resentment for sex and this combination of biological
and psychological factors would be the cause of asexuality. Many
individuals with narcissistic and histrionic personality patterns
could be asexual due to psychological reasons.



The social basis of asexuality can be training or personal vow,
belonging to a religious or cultural group in which sex is
prohibited or simply belonging to a society where asexuality is
practiced. Men and women may prefer to remain virgins before
marriage in some societies yet they would not be asexual in theory
but only in practice due to cultural reasons, so such individuals
are again celibate rather than asexual. There is for example,
online community for asexuality and refraining from sex here is by
maintaining celibacy although strict asexual individuals are the
ones who have not only take a vow due to personal, religious or
social beliefs but are also theoretically asexual and have
biological basis for asexuality as well. Religious leaders for
example follow the social basis of asexuality.



The intellectual asexual follows asexual lifestyle as a matter of
choice. Philosophers and intellectuals and sometimes highly
intelligent individuals can prefer to remain celibate and when
accompanied by a low sex drive, they are often regarded as asexual
as well. Yet this position is highly controversial as the
intellectual and creative individual may be more interested in
sublimating sexual impulses towards other creative activities and
may consider sex as unnecessary or demeaning to their own moral and
intellectual superiority. Intellectuals are however in most cases
repressed in their sexuality rather than typically and completely
asexual and they have philosophical or intellectual reasons for
being so. Many philosophers such as Plato and Kant have remained
asexual in their lifetime, although they could be considered as
following a personal preference for celibacy rather than
manifesting asexuality.



Asexuals may have an aversion towards sex or simply remain
indifferent towards the sex act. They may suffer from a hypoactive
sex drive, an inhibited sexual desire or simply sexual aversion.
Since sex drive is also life drive according to psychoanalysis, a
poor sex drive would be a poor life drive and asexuals may be
completely unproductive. On the other hand, as in the case of
intellectual or creative asexual, the sex or life drive which may
actually be very strong is completely sublimated or channeled
towards creative and intellectual activities so the individual may
not be feel a need for sex. In this case thus, asexuality is not a
consequence of lack of sex drive but rather a need to use it for
other purposes. In an opposite direction asexuality can cause too
much repression and consequent frustration and aggression that is
suddenly manifested in criminal or antisocial activities. Like many
creative artists and intellectuals, many criminals and antisocials
can be asexual and the difference is whether the urges are diverted
towards positive or negative directions in life.

 


According to me a true
asexual must have at least one biological and one psychological
reason for not engaging in sex. Like any other abnormal sexual
condition, asexuality s a combination of several factors and being
influenced by various factors at once, it is very difficult to
identify true asexuality as against celibacy. But
let’s say not having a sex drive at all due to hormones or
repression or past abuse and also not engaging in sex is an
indicator of asexuality. Thus a person who is autoerotic or prefers
masturbation over the sexual act would not be considered as
asexual. Psychological studies are mainly based on asexuals who are
asexual in practice and thus such studies could be severely flawed
as in these cases, people who are considered asexuals may still
have latent or repressed sexual desire so they are theoretically
not asexual and may have no difference with non asexuals in their
level of sex drive. However asexuality could be successfully
studied by psychologists with tests that would measure
‘both’
the desire to not have sex - the complete lack of
sex drive as also the practice of actually refraining from sex. As
of now, psychological tests have focused on measuring asexuality as
the condition of ‘not being sexually attracted to
anyone’. However there may be huge manipulation and denial in
subject responses and many people may simply not want to reveal to
others or even to themselves that they have felt sexually attracted
towards someone.



Ultimately the human mind is complex and denial or repression of
desire is the easiest route when the need to repress or deny is
greater than the need to express so even responses obtained in
psychological tests may not completely reflect an
individual’s actual sexual drive. Finally
the condition of asexuality remains as great a mystery as sex drive
and the human mind and unless we have a deeper understanding of the
process of thinking and desire, understanding sexuality or
asexuality completely will remain elusive.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


3.

 


The Psychology of
Atheism

 


 


On the psychological causes of atheism and
the differences between the revolutionary, frustrated and
intellectual atheist

 


The psychology of atheism
brings in the huge and impossible question of what is God before we
can move on to the question of belief and disbelief in God, so
it’s
tricky. Atheism as we all know is a disbelief in or denial of God
or gods or a position that God does not or cannot exist. Theism or
belief in God is based on the notion of a higher power considering
the fact that the universe seems to be greater than us and seems to
suggest the role of a supernatural / higher being who controls it.
God is considered the first cause who created everything else and
using the design argument of philosophy, God is the ultimate
designer of the universe. The belief in God is one of the oldest
beliefs of humanity and of course led to the development of more
organized belief systems like religion.



Atheism or absence of belief in God has various forms as
materialism and communism as also rationalism, objectivism,
positivism and science. The history of materialism goes back to the
Carvaka school of Hinduism in the 6th century BCE and also to
Democritus, the Greek philosopher who proposed atomism. Even
Buddhism with no emphasis on personal God, is according to many an
atheistic religion. Thus some form of atheism already began with
materialistic philosophies and with Socrates, doubting the
existence of something and asking questions as with skepticism
became a very popular philosophical position and actually led to
the intellectual need for better definitions of God and the human
condition. However with the rise of Christianity and other
Abrahamic religions, acceptance of God was popular throughout the
Middle ages and even during the Renaissance when art and literature
depended heavily on religious ideas and concepts. The sudden change
in people’s beliefs of course came with the rise of science, socialism,
logical positivism and with influential thinkers like Freud, Marx,
Nietzsche, Russell, Darwin and others.



The philosophy of atheism is varied and logical positivism on which
science is based considered that since no experiment could prove or
disprove God, there can never be any evidence to suggest that God
exists. Marx of course provided a sociological explanation
suggesting that religion is some kind of social construct, an
institution that served as the ‘opium for the
people’ and only helps the upper classes to control and oppress the
working class. Nietzsche who largely influenced Freud considered
religion as man’s wish fulfillment and God as
created by man as part of this wish fulfillment. The theory of
evolution by Darwin which suggests that the universe is several
billions of years old and that genetic variation and selection have
led to development of species was also completely incompatible with
Christianity and all other forms of religion that heavily depends
on the concept of a personal God and creationism or the theory that
God created the universe within a specific time period. All these
factors together led to an ‘atheistic
revolution’
in the early part of the 20th century.

 


With atheism it is
necessary to understand what can lead to such beliefs that God does
not exist. There are sociological explanations such as people from
certain regions and countries, say for example communist countries
who do not have a religion are naturally atheists as they
don’t follow organized religion and don’t believe in God. Thus the
question asked could be whether belief of God is inherent in a
person or whether belief of God is constructed by society. Can
individuals born in an atheist family still somehow have a personal
belief in God? Of course they can and that is how the psychology of
atheism is somehow more explanatorily plausible than a sociological
explanation of atheism which can define the phenomena of atheism in
society but not atheism in an individual.



The psychology of atheism thus provides an individualistic
explanation of atheism and although certain individual
psychological reactions, feelings, or behavior could be
generalized, some others are largely personal or specific. Carl
Jung obviously used this sort of categorization to distinguish a
collective and personal unconscious region of the mind. Jung and
Freud were however completely different in their understanding of
religion. Whereas Freud largely believed that religion was based on
oedipal and libidinal wishes and is a direct result of human need
for protection and security, Jung emphasized more on self
actualization in the form of ‘individuation’ and a spiritual
purpose in life.



Freud wrote and studied extensively on religion and considered it
like Marx a sort of delusion and God as a projection of individual
needs for perfection. Considering Oedipal theories, the father and
parents being significant in one’s childhood, God in
psychoanalysis takes the role of the father and thus according to
psychoanalysis, an individual’s relationship with the father
largely defines his relationship with God. The concept of
‘God as the
father’ is the basis on which the psychology of atheism could be
explained. Thus if atheism is largely considered as moving against
God, it also naturally implies moving against the father. Thus an
atheist would be an individual who has for some reason developed a
difficult or destructive relationship with the father. In fact
psychologists suggest that many atheists like Marx and Freud did
have difficult relationships with their father and the lack of a
father in one’s life as in
Russell’s case, also shaped his beliefs in atheism.



Atheism is largely moving against the establishment, against any
form of organized moral culture and several explanations could be
provided on the psychology of atheism –



1. Atheism is a need for independence, a need to break away from
organized moral systems and brings out the revolutionary streak in
us – the ‘revolutionary’ atheist



2. Atheism is a need to replace the role of the father or God or
any authority with rational individualistic or self-oriented
explanations –
the ‘frustrated’ atheist



3. Atheism is a social or intellectual need arising from certain
social beliefs or beliefs in certain principles such as in
science – the ‘intellectual’ atheist’




Considering the first explanation, it is easy to understand why
many of us become atheists at some point of our life, usually
during adolescence which is the period when we tend to drift away
from the sense of belongingness, develop a sense of independence
and try to move against the authority and established norms. In
fact high school, college and university students in their late
teens become atheists, simply because when we are young and in the
process of imbibing new ideas through education, knowledge etc., we
do become skeptical and from our doubts and a need for change we
suddenly want to reject established traditions followed by our
parents and society and want to do something different. In fact
Shelley published ‘The Necessity of
Atheism’ when he was still at University in the early 19th century.
More recently in the 20th century, atheism became popular among the
younger generation who were taught rational explanation and
scientific principles and found these to be more credible than
religious principles. For young people atheism means progression, a
change and young people with a revolutionary streak look for change
and this sort of atheism is a belief of the ‘revolutionary
atheist’. This sort of atheism is constructive and focuses on change
and progress in society with emphasis on moving beyond religious
ideas and towards greater harmony. However atheism being a
phenomenon of the 20th century, the sense of atheism as a
revolutionary idea is now seen as too dated by most people and
there is a now a renewed interest in understanding the God
question.



The second explanation on atheism as directly arising due to
difficult relationships with the father and the need to obliterate
or do away with the father completely is the basis for Freudian
explanations of atheism. The ‘frustrated
atheist’ is one who hates the father or any social authority for that
matter. However the Freudian explanation may be too limited and a
general frustration against the authority and God can also be the
basis of disbelief in God. This sort of atheist is frustrated at
home or in personal and professional life and from the personal
frustration, there arises a need for self sufficiency instead of
dependence on God or fate. Such individuals look for explanations
of the universe through rationalistic means and science or any
positivistic or rationalistic philosophy helps. If the atheist is
an intellectual, this sort of atheism can lead to constructive
forms of self sufficiency and independence in intellectual thinking
leading to a creative personality. If he is not an intellectual,
the emphasis on self sufficiency in this case is manifested through
materialism, hedonism and egoism. In extreme cases this sort of
atheism would be harmful for the individual and also for the
society as it can lead to lawlessness, as seen in
anti-socials.



The third explanation of atheism is atheism as a result of
knowledge of scientific principles and rational philosophy and many
scientists become atheists simply because they believe that God and
science are incompatible. So in this case atheism is caused by
knowledge and not directly by any personal frustration, hatred
towards father or need for progress. This sort of atheist is
the ‘intellectual atheist’ who purely needs evidence and
believes that God and religion cannot be explained and thus should
not form part of our discussion or understanding or suggests that
the question of God is a delusion or that God does not or cannot
exist. Many scientists and philosophers, sociologists and even
artists are in favour of this sort of position. In certain cases
where atheism is a way of life as in communist countries, atheism
is an accepted social idea and can appeal to intellectuals although
individuals can challenge this and become theists and then use
intellectual explanations to support theism.



Of course, like every other philosophical position, atheism is
ultimately just another philosophical position, it is not
necessarily a way of life. It can never be the ultimate explanation
of defining or not defining the existence of God and although
knowledge can lead to atheism, knowledge can equally lead to theism
and both the positions would be true if the explanations are
convincing. This is an endless and open controversy and unlikely to
be resolved any time soon.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


4.

 


The Psychology of
Altruism

 


 


On why altruism is not completely altruistic
and yet ultimately good for humanity

 


In my discussion on
ambition, I left out altruism and in a way that exclusion was
intentional. Personal ambition would be directly arising from a
personal need whereas altruism by definition is going beyond self
and going beyond personal needs. Altruism as coined by French
philosopher Auguste Comte in the 19th century literally means 'to
others'. Altruism is thus placing the needs of others before
one’s own needs and so characterized by selfless behavior,
altruism would in principle not be a cause of ambition. If altruism
is placed with personal ambition, that would be a kind of oxymoron.
Yet how much of this is true? This requires a psychological
scrutiny as well.



The needs of others can definitely drive us to do something and
that would be more of a cause or mission rather than ambition. A
mission is stronger than personal ambition and a person with
mission is usually driven by a conviction that he or she is chosen
to do something and no one else can undertake the task. Usually a
mission is about a higher purpose like helping a particular group
of individuals or spreading a message or simply imparting knowledge
or eradicating suffering. A mission in life is very similar to a
psychological delusion and a person fired with a mission just like
a deluded individual feels that he has been chosen or simply unique
and has to complete his real purpose in life. However missions are
real and cannot be explained completely with existing psychological
theories. Mission is definitely the strongest of psychological
traits and a person with a mission cannot be changed in any way and
that is why all leaders are very strong in their approach towards
what they simply have to do. Although evolutionary psychology like
evolutionary biology has delved into the deeper secrets of
altruistic behavior in humans, the development of mission has not
been explained by psychology adequately.



So, altruism can be of two types – the general altruistic behavior
as manifested through simple philanthropy or helping others in
daily life and the specific altruistic behavior as manifested
through having a specific cause or purpose or definite mission in
life.



The first type of altruism is seen in nearly all of us, we all
believe in the philosophy of giving, in helping people who are in
need and this is reflected in all spheres of life from donating a
small amount online or giving a substantial part of your salary to
charity or simply helping an old frail woman cross the street when
you are in a hurry.



The second type of altruism would be the mission or purpose that
I’ve
been talking about. It is specific and the individual is driven to
fulfill the ultimate purpose of his or her life. The first type of
altruism is found in all of us, the second type is found in only a
few of us. It is possible to draw out a psychology for both these
type of altruistic manifestations.



Biologically altruism is the sacrifice of the reproductive capacity
or genetic transmission of a species to help the growth of another.
This would be completely against Darwinian evolution as instead of
helping one’s own species biological altruism
is about helping the growth and survival of other species. So this
sort of behavior places animals at reproductive disadvantage and
reduces chances of producing a higher number of offspring. There
are numerous examples of altruistic behavior among animals like
vervet monkeys give out alarm calls whenever they sense the
appearance of predators although this way they risk their own
lives, among birds there are numerous helper birds that protect
young ones of a different species and in the insect colonies like
bees, worker bees remain sterile to help the reproductive process
of the queen bee. One way the altruistic motives can be dismissed
by suggesting that the vervet monkeys are simply reflexive and show
spontaneous behavior of fear by giving out alarm calls or that the
birds and bees simply maintain their self interest by showing an
external altruistic behavior.

 


This sort of explanation would be
controversial at least when we try to extrapolate and suggest that
humans are also philanthropic and altruistic in general because
internally they want something in return and that they are finally
or ultimately attending to their own self interest. Is there
anything as absolutely selfless behavior? Do parents attend and
take care of their young ones hoping that one day when they are too
old their children will also take care of them? Do people give away
their money to charity hoping that they will be honored? Of course
many individuals these days donate anonymously and many would
follow a cause without ever revealing their identities, do they
have a reason that would be akin to self interest or is there
something like absolutely selfless behavior? An anonymous donor
would some day want people to know that he was the real donor. But
then selfless behavior for the good of others can be explained and
we all have in us a part that is selfless and wants to move beyond
the confines of our own existence. Why?



Selflessness thus is just that, we want to be greater than what we
are, we want to be philanthropic because we want to move beyond the
traps of material possessions. The same feeling of selflessness
which is found in all of us to a certain degree is also found in
missionaries, spiritual leaders or even political leaders to a
greater extent because selflessness is a defense against our own
insignificance and our own mortality defined by material existence.
Of course, I will not move into philosophy here, and sticking to
psychology altruism is about a desire to be loved by others and a
stage in which there is empathy. In strictly psychoanalytic
terms ‘transference’
and ‘counter-transference’ are terms that define the
relationship between the patient and the psychotherapist when one
understands the feelings of the other. Although psychoanalyst Jung
focused on a possible altruistic behavior in spirituality, he still
suggested that self seeking may be present, yet according to Jung
we seek a balance in energy systems. Considering this a little
further, altruism, philanthropy or benevolence may be our
unconscious desire to seek balance in ourselves and in the
world.



Psychoanalysis in general would consider altruism as self
fulfilling behavior although motivational psychology as discussed
in the Psychology of Ambition, would suggest that altruism would be
more compatible with the self-actualization stage of
Maslow’s Theory of Hierarchy of Needs. To repeat briefly, Abraham
Maslow developed his theory of hierarchy of needs in which he
suggested that the highest needs of humans would be the self
actualization needs that is present in all of us and suitably
explains altruism.



Yet whether it is the need of a leader fired by a mission to help
society or the need of a young man to participate in volunteering,
altruism may still have roots in our unconscious needs to live in a
better world, to find and develop a balanced society, to extend and
expand ourselves to something greater than our own tiny existence.
Altruism is still defined by our own needs for a greater or higher
purpose in life. Then all this finally suggest that we help others
for our own evolutionary advantage so even if altruism apparently
looks altruistic, there may be deeper and unconscious egoistic
truths that we cannot ignore. When we help and protect others, we
ultimately feel protected. There may be nothing like absolute
selflessness and even if such a thing exists, it
wouldn’t be ultimately good for anyone.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


5.

 


The Psychology of
Ambition

 


 


On why it is necessary to identify the
positive and negative factors that make a person ambitious

 


So, the topic now is
ambition. Psychology is varied in its approach to different human
traits and like every other attribute that defines humans, ambition
could be explained with different psychological theories. On the
one hand, ambition could be closely related to motivation,
especially achievement motivation and could be defined with
Maslow’s theory of human motivation. Abraham Maslow presented his
theory of ‘Hierarchy of
Needs’ in 1943 in which he distinguished between basic physiological
or bodily needs such as sleep and hunger, safety needs such as home
and job, social needs such as love or friendship, esteem needs such
as achievement and recognition and self-actualization needs or the
highest needs of truth/enlightenment and wisdom. Ambition could be
included under ‘esteem needs’ in
Maslow’s theory so ambition according to this theory would be a need
for increased self esteem and achievement.



Ambition could also have psychoanalytic explanations as well and
the libido or life drives are considered as the basis of ambition
in men and women. Self psychology or a branch of psychoanalysis
developed by Heinz Kohut in 1977 provided explanations to ambition
as the core of personality development. It is important to
understand what ambition really is, why people have ambitions in
the first place and what type of personalities are most likely to
be ambitious.



Ambition could mean many things – an ardent desire to attain
success in life, a desire to achieve personal or professional
advancement, a desire to achieve fame, power, money, rank,
position, or a desire to achieve any particular end or complete an
activity or attain the fruits of an activity. Ambition is
thus ‘desire’
similar to any other kind of desire. Where are
the roots of such desire? Freud explained that desires are in our
unconscious and we are motivated by our life drives and our sexual
drives. So, if you have a high life drive, does this mean you will
also have high ambitions? Psychoanalysis will answer in the
positive, so ambition being about desire is also about a desire to
live and an ambitious person also necessarily has a strong life
force or a survival instinct. We might call this a sort of
psychological Darwinism or a struggle to survive in a competitive
world lies at the root of ambition. So inherently ambition is
positive and is geared towards a person’s overall development. Yet
this is not the end of the story, we have to understand the
underlying factors. Ambition is a complex process and trait in
humans and can be triggered by negative and positive
factors:


Negative factors



o fear of failure in professional or social life

o fear of rejection in personal life

o feelings of inferiority

o feelings of superiority

o mental illness such as bipolar disorder

o jealousy/envy

o narcissism or self love

o lack of confidence


Positive factors



o increased confidence

o social and financial needs

o creative urges

o competitiveness

o emotional and intellectual needs

o sexual and life drive

o survival instinct

o personal motivation



These are the general reasons for which people become ambitious and
we all seem to be motivated by quite a few of these reasons. In
fact many people can identify with most of the reasons given here
so there are several factors that seem to drive us towards
achieving certain goals. We are ambitious because we want social
status, and we are afraid of rejection or failure in our personal
and professional life. Thus a man may become ambitious so that he
can flaunt his position, rank or success to attract potential
mates, a woman may become ambitious because she has deep feelings
of inferiority and wants to favourably match up to other people
showing extreme competitiveness. Jealousy is a negative force can
be turned around positively as competitiveness and an individual
jealous of a friend’s achievement can strive to excel
in his own way. Again feelings of inferiority or narcissism would
be negative forces but can be used positively to tap the deeper
ambitions that we all have. However ambition taken to delusional
levels as we see in dictators shows how positive forces like
motivation and increased confidence can be used negatively to
actually cause harm to self and others.

 


Thus a psychology of ambition is about
realizing the two distinct types of forces or factors that make a
person ambitious and should be focused on how these forces could be
used effectively. The positive factors of ambition are increased
confidence, sexual and life drive, creative urges, social and
financial needs, emotional and intellectual needs, competitiveness,
survival instinct and personal motivation. The negative factors of
ambition are mental illness, lack of confidence, narcissism, fear
of rejection and failure, feelings of inferiority and superiority
and jealousy.



A person with feelings of superiority is also necessarily a person
with simultaneous feelings of inferiority as someone who thinks he
is superior is always unconsciously afraid that his superiority
might be challenged and has an inherent vulnerability that can
cause feelings of inferiority at the same time. Mental illness as
in the case of bipolar disorder is also negative and a bipolar
person can manifest heightened energy and display of emotions
during manic episodes in which the individual undertakes several
projects and show great ambition. Many creative individuals have
been considered as bipolar although pathological levels of such
disorder in which the individual stops functioning properly would
require medical /psychiatric attention. I would suggest that
negative forces such as these could be turned around and made
positive for an individual to realize his or her ambition just as a
positive factor can become negative (as in the case of dictators
described above) and bring about failure/downfall or even a
complete lack of realization of one’s goals. Successful individuals
are the ones who can manipulate these forces of ambition in a way
that is most positive so they are able to change negative factors
to positive and are also able to use positive factors effectively
preventing these from becoming negative at any point of life. Thus
a person with a bipolar tendency should use it positively to
enhance his creativity and a person with strong sexual urges can
use his energies in a socially constructive manner that can prevent
social or personal harm.



Thus ambition should be about using your energies, feelings, needs
and positive or negative factors in life in a way that would be
most beneficial for attainment of life goals.



The next question that naturally arises is what type of people are
most likely to be ambitious. Well, anyone who is driven by these
forces described above and gets affected by such forces are
ambitious so everyone is basically ambitious and ambition is the
basic life force. Yet when these negative or positive factors are
stronger in some than in others, these people would be more
ambitious. The healthy ambition is the one in which a good balance
is attained between the negative and positive factors. So an
extreme positive like excessive confidence or extreme negative such
as heightened fear of rejection would only be a hindrance to
one’s ambitions and will ultimately be an obstacle to an
individual’s personal, social, professional
and moral development.

 


 


 


 


 


6.

 


The Psychology of
Art

 


 


On the need to differentiate between the
structural and functional aspects of the psychology of art

 


The psychology of art is a
complex topic and this description serves only as an introduction
to a ‘developing’
field of study. Psychology forms the basis of
many aspects of life and art or expression of art in any form and
especially through sculpture and painting is also based on
psychological theories and understanding. The relation between
psychology and art is almost inevitable; there can be no art
without psychology and vice versa. The artist begins with a blank
canvas on which he/ she projects his or her own psychological being
and art remains as the medium of such projection. Thus art can best
be defined as a medium through which an artist or creative
individual projects his or her feelings and frustrations and deeper
psychological necessities. This way art is intricately linked to
psychology. Yet the psychology of art as a formal discipline has
not found extensive recognition and has only very recently gained
popularity in western universities.
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