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To what extent is human behaviour a product of our biology or our environment? 

There are many different arguments that have been produced over the years that ask the question ‘is human behaviour a product of our biology or our environment?’ However, this essay will focus on two main approaches: the biological approach and the behaviourist approach.

The behaviourist approach focuses on how events in our surrounding environment can influence our behaviour from when we are children. They believe that we are born with a tabula rasa and anything that happens around us influences that. Behaviourism focuses on learning, for example who we learn our behaviour from and why. This approach consists of two main processes which people learn from. These are classical and operant conditioning. Classical conditioning was studied by Russian psychologist Ivan Pavlov (1900s). He was researching a dog's response to being fed. Pavlov predicted that the dogs would salivate when food was placed Infront of them, but he also noticed that they would also salivate when hearing the footsteps of the person bringing them food. In 1902 he decided that dogs don’t learn to salivate when they see food, its already ‘hard-wired’ into them. The way he described it was that before conditioning an unconditioned stimulus (food) lead to an unconditioned response (salivation) and a neutral stimulus (bell) lead to no conditioned response (no salivation). However, after conditioning the bell plus the food leads to an unconditioned response and therefore when the dog hears the bell (conditioned stimulus) alone it salivates and therefore you get a conditioned response. Another piece of research into classical conditioning was proposed by Watson and Rayner in 1920. It was known as the “little Albert” experiment. They did this to find out if phobias can be learnt. Albert was introduced to several furry animals, from dogs to white rats, which did not scare him at all. However, Watson then paired the animals with a loud bang. This noise caused little albert distress. This noise was repeated every time the rat was present, this led to albert associating the rat with the noise which therefore led to him having a phobia of anything fluffy. Operant conditioning is a theory based on reinforcement, both positive and negative. They both increase the probability of desired behaviour occurring, however, punishment aims to decrease the likelihood of said behaviour reoccurring. The theory into discussing this was brought about by Burrhus Frederic Skinner (1948) and his skinner box.  He showed reinforcement by placing a rat into said box; in the box was a lever and every time the rat moved about and accidently knocked the lever, a food pellet would drop down. Within a couple of minutes, the rat learned that the lever produced food, which showed positive reinforcement. However, he also showed negative reinforcements. He did this by sending an electrical shock through the floor every time the rat pressed the lever too much. After being electrocuted a few times, the rat was successfully conditioned to avoid pressing the lever too frequently. Through these experiments, he also found out that punishment is another factor of operant conditioning. Punishment is usually defined as the opposite of reinforcement as it is designed to weaken a response or to stop it in general. 

The biological approach aims to provide physiological explanations for human behaviour. It aims to give explanations as to how we think, feel and behave based on physical factors within the body. There are three main assumptions of this approach. (OpenLearn, 2020) The first one is evolutionary influences. Darwin's theory of natural selection is based on three main assumptions. Firstly, these are only a small amount of each generation survives to reproduce- genetic variation means that offspring are not identical to their parents, which means they have a certain degree of variation and some of it is heritable and some characteristics give animals some advantage over others when surviving and reproducing. Another evolutionary theory proposed by Darwin is sexual selection. This describes how evolution has enabled us to provide a mating advantage as well as a survival advantage. There are two different types of sexual selection. These are intrasexual selection (members of the same sex are competitive with one other to be chosen by the opposite sex) and intersexual selection (one sex having certain preferences for the opposite sex). The second assumption is localisation of brain function. This is the theory that different areas of the brain are responsible for different behaviours, processes and activities. The brain is divided into two hemispheres (the left and the right) with the corpus callosum connecting them together. The motor cortex controls voluntary movements which can be found in both hemispheres. They help move muscles on the opposite sides of the body (the cortex on the right controls the movement on the left side of the body). Visual information starts when light hits the eye and connects with the photoreceptors on the back of the eye. Nerve impulses then move up the optic nerve towards the thalamus to the visual cortex. The visual cortex works the same as the motor cortex, meaning that any visual information recognised by the left eye sends it to the right hemisphere. Another part of the brain is the auditory centers. This is where the processing of auditory information begins. It starts in the inner ears cochlea where the soundwaves are converted into nerve impulses which travel to the brain stem then to the auditory cortex and identifies the sound as well as giving it an appropriate response to said sound. Broca's area is next, which is the main sorce of speech production. Wernicke's area is the last area of the brain and is also in the left hemisphere and focused on speech comprehension. The last two areas are both language centers and are connected by a loop which ties together comprehension and the production of language. The last assumption is neurotransmitters and hormones. Neurons are cells located in the brain and nervous system which work by sending chemical and electrical messages to each other. Hormones are in the endocrine glands and secreted into the bloodstream. Both these chemicals play an important role in the body's physiology. They control vital physical and psychological functions including our mood, eating patterns and our sleep cycles. They are both very different yet also very similar, they both influence our thoughts as well as our ability to concentrate. However, neurotransmitters’ actions are short-lived whilst hormones act for longer periods of time. Neurotransmitters affect both voluntary actions, such as eating and walking, and involuntary actions, for example blinking and breathing. On the other hand, hormones only work involuntarily.

One strength of the behaviourist approach is that it accentuates the major role of environmental factors which impact our behaviour. It specifically uses scientific methodology so focuses on observational learning for example, imitating those who we look up to as role model figures. Therefore, the behaviourist approach has been proven scientifically to being extremely useful in experiments which use laboratory experiments where behaviour is operationalised, especially in terms of stimulus-response reactions e.g., Banduras experiment, in which Albert Bandura investigated if social behaviours could be acquired through imitation and observation and came to the conclusion that children learn social behaviour through the process of observation learning. This is a strength because as it is studied in very strictly controlled conditions, validity and reliability have dramatically increased. On the other hand, Ian Fairholm (2012) suggested that “all humans share the same basic psychological apparatus, and that there have been various attempts to test the hypotheses that derive from these approaches; therefore, this has a weakness because there could have been tests carried out using quantitive methods to gain more evidence”. This means that he believes that all humans have the same genetic makeup so ideally, we should all behave the same. However, this isn't the case. 

One disadvantage is that the behaviourist approach is sometimes described as being too narrow and deterministic, meaning there is little room for improvement. It assumes that all behaviour is learned no matter who you are and it disregard's any external factors, such as past experiences. This means that even though evidence shows that all behaviour is/can be learnt maybe there's a chance that life and trauma people go through changes them as a person and leads them to act differently to avoid a similar situation in the future. On the other hand, it is a very simple theory. Meaning that it is very easy to understand as it says ‘if behaviour is reinforced, we tend to repeat it’. Therefore, these studies are easily replicable, which in turn increases validity and helps us to have a deeper understanding of behaviour as a whole. 

A strength of the biological approach is that it uses a scientific method particularly in the use of experiments. Most of these studies take place in highly controlled environments, therefore also adding to the validity of the original theory and can also be reproduced. in the early studies of the brain, case studies were the primary method, but they also had many difficulties such as lack of control and researcher bias. However, with the increase in modern technology the precision of this research has improved. Another strength is that it has direct applications of biological research in the real world. An example of this is research into the roles of neurochemical imbalances in people with depression. Which has also led to the development of certain drug treatments. 

A limitation of the biological approach is that it is a reductionist theory. This means that human behaviour tries to be explained by being broken down into its smallest factors, such as genes, hormones and neurochemicals. Doing this is not only unethical but it also ignores environmental factors. Whilst reductionist approaches are scientific investigations, some people argue we cannot completely understand a behaviour without taking into account other factors like cultural, emotional and cognitive, as well as our childhood experiences and our exposer to the media. A more effective way to look at this is through psychoanalysis; this theory is holistic and looks at our lives as well as many other reasons for illness or discomfort. There are also problems with evolutionary explanations of behaviour. This is because most human behaviours can be passed both genetically and culturally. Some critics try and say that human behaviour is purely cultural with no survival or reproductive value. An example would be the taboo subject, in most communities, of incest. Evolutionary theory would accentuate the problems of this in terms of genetic mutations and therefore Darwin's theory of natural and sexual selection would highly favour those who don’t practice these acts. However, some other cultures may disagree. 

Another advantage of the biological approach when explaining behaviour is that it just makes sense. The chaos theory claims that “we can predict all events if we know how every atom in the universe is behaving at the exact moment”. The ‘basic chemical workings of the brain’ can help us to predict and hopefully help alter human behaviour and even most illnesses that lead to a change in how people act in certain situations. Also, many biological bases have been found for an array of psychological disorders. An example of this is schizophrenia (sz) patients have been found to have significantly different brain structures in terms of brain size (those with sz have smaller brains) and higher-than-normal degrees of dopamine. Improvements to the chemical make-up of the brain have led to the extraordinary production of drug treatments to help disorders such as depression, anxiety and schizophrenia. However, these drug treatments have many unwanted side-effects. Prozac, for example, can lead to fits of violent behaviour once taken. Also drugs only treat the visual effects and dont help get to the root of the issue of the behaviour. This means that even though they are effective in helping solve the minor issues it must be pared with some form of counseling or therapy, in order to help get to the roots of the issues. For example, certain childhood experiences cause trauma, and therefore lead to depression during adulthood would be better resolved with more than anti-depressants. It can also help in the long run as well, meaning that an individual is uncapable of being on tablets for the rest of their life and when paired or even taken over by therapy it can help get to the root issue and give the patient a way of avoiding it or give them a strategy to help them overcome this feeling when they have it. This will help the future self as they will no longer be so dependent on drug treatment as they will be able to help themselves. This is an advantage as it will also make them feel better in themselves and less worthless. 

In conclusion, both these theories work in tandem with one another. Even though they both help explain human behaviour, and why we do what we do on their own, they also work perfectly together and overall give us an insight into behaviour as a whole. For example, when looking at behaviour disorders, it is evident that both theories have to work in unison to make sure that the cause of the issue is addressed. The biological approach has made vast improvements regarding the drug side of the treatment, whereas, the behavioral approach has helped with fixing the root issue through processes such as flooding and systematic desenitisation. Overall, this essay shows that they both have strong arguments both for and against to the question ‘is human behaviour a product of our biology or our environment’. 
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