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CAUSES OF HUMAN AGGRESSION

Discuss how the psychoanalytical, biological and social learning perspectives would explain the causes of human aggression.
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     What is aggression? This is a word that many people find very difficult to define, but often are able to identify it when witnessed. It is something that researchers have been interested in for a very long time. It would usually be explained as using aggressive behaviour to cause intentional harm to others, but what if it’s self-defence? The same type of behaviour and actions are used, but is it still considered an aggressive approach? There are many different forms of aggression, and different root causes behind what makes someone behave aggressively. 
     There are two types of aggression; primary and proximate. With primary sometimes being planned or based on revenge so there’s a chosen target, or proximate, when the target is just suddenly chosen as they are there. Aggression is something that everybody experiences, but everyone has different ways of venting or controlling it. But what is it that causes people to get aggressive? Why are different people more aggressive than others? Different psychologists and philosophers would each give you a different theory and argue as to what it actually is that sets off that ticking bomb inside of us. Are people born this way, do they learn this behaviour from others and their environment or is it based on their upbringing? 
     In this essay we will be looking at three different approaches towards aggression; psychoanalytical, biological and social learning. We will be looking at how each approach looks at aggression and its different causes, and talk about the opinions and studies given by other psychologists and philosophers. 

Psychoanalytical
     If we were to talk about the psychoanalytical approach, the first person many people would think of would be Sigmund Freud. He had this instinct theory that every single person was born with two different drives, one of which makes us drive for aggression (Thenatos) and another which makes us drive for pleasure (Eros). From the psychoanalytical view it was believed that aggression derived from the person, not the situation, and therefore a person was unable to avoid this feeling of aggression. 
     Freud believed that the psyche was made up of three different sections for thoughts and feelings, some parts conscious and other parts unconscious, which each develop through different stages of our lives. These three different parts were called; ego, super-ego and id. According to Freud, the ego and super-ego often contained thoughts that were reachable whilst conscious, but then the id, only contained unconscious thoughts. This explains why sometimes people may have unpleasant thoughts or desires but not actually understand why. Someone could feel an impulsiveness to act out aggressive behaviour but have no logical reason for it. It is believed that frustration and anger build inside each one of us until we can no longer control it, and must release that aggression somehow. 
     Another psychological view of aggression could be due to unpleasant past experiences, which have ultimately altered that person’s personality and behaviour. If someone has witnessed or been a victim of something traumatic in their past, this could massively alter their behaviour and contribute to aggressive attitude. This is usually a sign of PTSD (Post traumatic stress disorder). So, is it really our deep-rooted feelings or even unconscious thoughts that affect how we behave?

Biological
     The biological side of psychology looks at how the brain works regarding brain processes, genetic influences and chemicals in the brain. They believe that behaviour is caused by activity in the nervous system. These could affect things such as our memory, aggression, emotion, learning and language. The biological approach would look at many biological factors that could contribute to a difference in someone’s behaviour. 
     One example could be hormones. Men are thought to be overall more aggressive than women due to the higher levels of testosterone in the body. Also, a low level or cortisol could change behaviour as it is linked to the feeling of fearlessness, which could then encourage someone to behave aggressively as they’re not as worried about the consequences of their actions. Although hormones could have a big impact on the body, it does not determine behaviour. 
     There is also the situation of someone possibly being in an accident, which then causes damage to the brain, which in turn alters behaviour. A perfect example of this would-be Phineas Gage, who was an American railroad construction foreman. He was involved in an accident which resulted in a large iron rod striking right through his head. Although he survived this horrific accident, it had damaged his brains front left lobe, which ultimately altered his personality and behaviour. Phineas was then known to sometimes be a complete different person than before the accident, often described as abusive, vulgar or impatient. 
     Also, researchers from the biological approach done a lot of studies on twins (meta-analysis: Rhee and Waldman, 2002), to find if behaviour was genetic, or if it depended on their environment. They observed identical and non-identical twins, some of which lived together and some of which lived in different homes. Although the results were rather close, it proved that although genetics have a high influence on behaviour, there was a stronger link to the environmental influence. 

Social learning
     The social learning approach looks more on how our behaviour is affected by observed and learnt behaviour from others. This could vary from person/persons in your life, to characters in a film or computer game. We often pick up small actions or behaviours of those around us or a character we perhaps desire to be more like. 
     Often, if this behaviour is then rewarded, it encourages you to perform that sort of behaviour again, likewise with the reverse, if your behaviour results in a negative response, it ultimately will discourage you from doing it again. This was all proven in the Bobo Doll experiment (Bandura, 1965). A group of children observed adults playing with a bobo doll, each time expressing different behaviour towards the doll. Sometimes they would play with the doll nicely, other times they would display actions of aggressive behaviour towards the doll. At different times, the children would witness the adults being either punished for their actions or rewarded. After watching the adults, the children were then sent in the room with the doll to observe their behaviour. It was recognised that if the child had seen the adult be punished for the behaviour they displayed, the child would not imitate that behaviour. If the adult had been rewarded for their behaviour, even if it were aggressive, the child would then imitate the same behaviour. The children were later told they would be rewarded for the imitation of aggressive behaviour, and they remembered how to act. They had now learnt this new behaviour of aggression. 
     The social approach also looks at how we are affected socially, by powerful figures or role models. We often see their behaviour as “the norm”, so if they were to show signs of aggression, it would perhaps be considered more socially acceptable. Social and cultural attitudes are also taken into consideration. What is considered aggressive behaviour in different places? Are our definitions of ‘aggression’ different to those in other countries and cultures?

Conclusion
     So, as we can see there are many different theories that determine why people act aggressively, but what is the real reason that we as humans get aggressive? Why is it that whilst one person may be very calm, and level headed, another could be angry and lose their temper very easily? Is it due to our negative life experiences, our genes, chemicals in the brain or do we just learn to act and behave that way? Many studies have proved that each of these theories can in fact be to blame. But how far will it all go? Will aggression gradually get worse and more acceptable, or will we find a way to help people to control their aggression and not resort to violence? Does every single person really have these dark capabilities inside of them, but only a minority are unable to control it? As Storr said in his book Human Aggression (1968):
“That man is an aggressive creature will hardly be disputed. With the exception of certain rodents, no other vertebrate habitually destroys members of his own species … the extremes of ‘brutal’ behaviour are confined to man; and there is no parallel in nature to our savage treatment of each other … we are the cruellest and most ruthless species that has ever walked the earth; and that, although we may recoil in horror when we read in newspaper or history book of the atrocities committed by man upon man, we know in our hearts that each one of us harbours within himself those same savage impulses which lead to murder, to torture and to war.”
     If we all really do all have these extreme aggressive capabilities inside of us, what is it that triggers some to vent those urges? And what is there to prevent more people from expressing these impulsive urges? Will our future world be even more consumed with aggression, or will we find peace and harmony?

References

Gross, R. (2015). Psychology: The science of mind and behaviour 7th edition. Aggression and Anti-social Behaviour, 29. Hodder Education.
Marshall, J. (2017). M4X00906: Introduction to Psychology, week 1 notes [PowerPoint slides]. Retrieved from http://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/76430/mod_resource/content/1/Lecture%201%20-%20Intro%20and%20Approaches.pdf 
Marshall, J. (2017). M4X00906: Introduction to Psychology, week 2 notes [PowerPoint slides]. Retrieved from http://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/76436/mod_resource/content/1/Lecture%202%20-%20Approaches%20continued.pdf 
Marshall, J. (2017). M4X00906: Introduction to Psychology, week 2 notes [PowerPoint slides]. Retrieved from http://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/76440/mod_resource/content/1/Lecture%203%20-%20Aggression.pdf 
Owlcation.com. (2016) Causes of aggression: A psychological perspective. Retrieved from https://owlcation.com/social-sciences/Causes-Of-Aggression-What-Causes-Aggression-A-Psychological-perspective 
Storr, A. (1968). Human aggression (p. 75). New York: Atheneum.






