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Discuss how the psychoanalytical, biological and social learning perspectives would explain the causes of human aggression.
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Aggression is defined as “any sequence or behaviour, the goal response to which is the injury of the person who it is directed” (Dollard et al, 1939). This essay hopes to tackle aggression through the lens of three different psychological perspectives, the psychoanalytical, the biological, and the social learning approaches. All three offer very different and opposing theories on how aggressive behaviour is formulated, however links can be made between certain aspects of all of them.


The psychodynamic psychological approach was heavily influenced by the theories of Sigmund Freud. He was instrumental in creating terms such as ‘being anal’, ‘neurotic’, the ‘unconscious’ and the ‘conscious’ mind. He suggested that what we experience in our childhood impacts us later in life. He also created the ideology of how our mind is governed by the id, the superego and the ego, the id is the childlike part of human beings that wants to be happy and gratified constantly in the unconscious mind. The superego is the conscious mind telling us to behave morally, which directly conflicts with the id. This is where the ego, otherwise known as the executive mediator, comes in. The ego manages the demands of both of them and brings the mind back to reality.

One of the psychodynamic definitions of aggression is “a tendency or cluster of tendencies finding expression in real or phantasy behaviour to harm other people” (Laplanche & Pontalis, 1988). Freud‘s instinct theory identified aggression as an underlying impulse in all humans. He suggested it stemmed from the conflict between the ‘Eros’ the instinct to live, and the ‘Thanatos’ the instinct to die. It was his belief that the mind is constantly trying to return to a state of Nirvana experienced in the womb, and this is only achieved through self-destructive methods. The Thanatos overwhelms the Eros and must direct the anger and emotion either self destructively or outwardly towards someone or something. This is often referred to as a defence mechanism, called displacement. This can be channelled negatively e.g. physical or verbal assault, however both Freud and Lorenz (2010) believed we can channel our innate aggressive drive positively through physical activity or sport. This is known as sublimation.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Lorenz’s ethological approach (1963) is an alternative biological approach that supports Freud’s instinct theory. Ethologists believe we share a lot of the same instincts as animals when it comes to adapting and surviving, and they believe aggression is innate ‘steam boiler’, meaning we accrue aggressive energy over time and then siphon it towards a target, meaning aggression is somewhat inevitable.  
Freud suggested a lot of human behaviour is down to our defence mechanisms, behaviours we use when faced with challenging situations or thoughts. A link can be made to explain how they combat aggressive behaviours. We often project (projection) our negative thoughts onto other people, perhaps a way of satisfying the innate aggressive drive within us. We also repress (repression) our thoughts, however studies show that over the long term repression leads to increased frequency of the repressed thought (Trinder & Salkovskis, 1994). 

Whilst the psychoanalytical approach is rooted in innate drives and conscious or conscious thoughts, the biological psychological approach looks at the physical and tangible elements of the brain. It is furthermore supported by the study of genes, hormones and neurological processes. There have been many twin and adoption studies carried out to challenge whether aggression is also hereditary.

A hormone most commonly linked to aggression is the male sex hormone testosterone. It is much more commonly produced in men, though women do have small amounts. 95% of testosterone is produced in the testes (Mooridan, Morley, & Korenman, 1987). Studies have shown that higher levels of testosterone lead to more aggressive tendencies. One of the first studies undertaken was in 1972 by Kreutz and Rosel (Batrinos, 2012), who tested for testosterone in saliva samples from prison inmates. The results showed prisoners who committed violent crimes had higher levels of testosterone, whilst non-violent crime prisoners had less. Whilst this may provide a link between testosterone and aggression, the introduction of an aggressive stimuli e.g. a gun has been shown to increase testosterone levels (Klinesmith, Kasser and McAndrew, 2006), meaning that our environment also impacts the way we behave alongside biological processes and genetics.

Similar links have been made in twin and adoption studies. Genetic twins were studied to find out the impact of genetics on aggressive behaviour. Adoption studies help account for environmental factors and the role they play in how we behave. An adopted twin study by Miles & Carey (1997) showed that genetics account for 50% of the variance towards aggressive behaviour, and through time the role of the environment decreases and the influence of genetics increases. This helps strengthen the theory that genetics plays a role in influencing aggressive behaviour.

The role of the environment is very important in the social learning perspective. Social learning psychologists believe that our behaviour is a reflection of what we have experienced or seen in our life. They suggest that how we store memories of certain situations or actions influences how we behave. They also suggest that social reinforcements e.g. praise and rewarding / scolding and punishment affect how we process and store our memories in the brain, if faced with a similar situation in the future our mind will react in a way which reflects our positive or negative interpretation of that situation. This is also known as the ‘social-cognitive approach’.

One of the most important social learning theorists is Albert Bandura. One of his most famous studies is the ‘Bobo Doll experiment’ (1965). In this study he showed young children an adult aggressively playing with a ‘Bobo’ doll, and then later left the children play with the doll independently. They were also showed the adult model either being punished or rewarded or neither after playing with the doll. The children imitated the model who had been rewarded for their behaviour, and didn’t imitate the models who had been punished or neither. This shows that the children had processed and stored the responses in their brain, however the children were then offered sweets in reward for aggressive behaviour, to which they complied, meaning they had learned the behaviour too.
The role of societal norms and the media is also key when studying aggressive behaviour. There have been many studies into whether aggressive forms of media increases the level of aggression from the observer. A study by Eron, Lefkowitz, Huesmann & Walder (1972) on 13th graders suggested that there was a positive correlation between boys’ preference for violent television programmes and how their peers had rated their aggressive tendencies. Even though the study was undertaken in 1972, there is still a strong current belief that violent media, more so now in the form of video games, can influence aggressive behaviour.

In conclusion, all three psychological approaches offer very different views to aggression. There is no definitive definition that encompasses every approach, but they do often crossover, such as the psychoanalytic works of Freud being echoed in the ethological works of Lorenz. Some may view each approach as disregarding important factors, the biological approach is often accused of being reductionist, and studies have shown that hormones do not necessarily determine aggressive behaviour. The psychoanalytic approach, whilst some models still influencing psychology today, is often thought as being outdated and isn’t backed with high scientific rigour. The belief that our aggressive behaviour stems from the conflict between two unproven entities is highly questionable in today’s research-heavy society. The social-learning approach, whilst being one of the most common models still used today, may be seen as non-individualistic, to assume that the model applies to everyone when in reality our individual thoughts and feelings are unique and hard to test. Does all aggression stem from what we have seen or experienced? There is also the suggestion that humans always behave rationally, when in reality it’s questionable. Can aggression be innately triggered as a reaction to certain situations and not so a behaviour we have learned? It is possible to take ideas and theories from each viewpoint and formulate an individual idea of what aggression is.
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