





Discuss how the psychoanalytical, biological and social learning perspectives would explain the causes of human aggression 











Aggression is unquestionably a representation of the darkest corners of human behaviour. Today aggression is all around us with the media and social net-working reporting murders etc. every day. Aristotle, once said humans are ‘social animals’ (Glassman & Hadad, 2013). This seems to be an appropriate assumption in today’s world. The human capacity for aggression, from accidental murder to things as serious as torture or sadism (aggressive sexual acts) is huge and for this reason, amongst many others, psychologists have spent many years trying to piece together why humans behave in such a way. In this paper three psychological perspectives on what causes human aggression will be discussed.
      The psychodynamic approach originated with Sigmund Freud and psychoanalysis is the most widely known theory in his approach. Freuds theory, also called an instinct theory believes that aggression is an innate drive or ‘death instinct’, Thanatos which is as Freud believed an innate drive of self-destruction. It’s also the opposite of a ‘life instinct’, Eros (Hog, 2013). Which therefore means it is an unavoidable part of life. He believed that the id which is the part of the mind and personality which controls our behaviour is where the aggressive drive would be. The problem with this, is that the ego and super-ego try to compete with the id resulting in a conflict in the psyche. To battle this conflict, we use something Freud called displacement. for example, if a man has an argument with a spouse he is obviously frustrated but instead of becoming aggressive toward the spouse, he goes out and plays a hard game of tennis. As he bashes the ball he is taking part in displacement. This then means that according to Freud aggression cannot be completely removed but can be controlled by channelling it, such as the man playing tennis to let go of some aggression (Glassman & Hadad, 2013)
     Although still referred to regularly during the teaching of the psychodynamic approach, Freud’s theories are highly disregarded in psychology today however because there are too many blaring differences pointed out by psychologists. Two of these examples are that humans aggress toward each other in many ways, from being ignorant to brutal murder, such a huge array of behaviours cannot all be put down to genetics. The second criticism is how there is a massive difference in the frequency and brutality of aggression across different societies, this is impossible to explain through genetics alone (Baron, Branscombe & Byrne, n.d.).
     Perhaps the theory that is most closely linked to the psychodynamic approach is the Biological approach. This is because not unlike the psychodynamic approach it believes that aggression is linked to an innate drive, in other words everybody has the capacity for aggression in some way. Presently nobody has ‘directly demonstrated a genetic mechanism for aggression’ (Glassman & Hadad, 2013). However, there is some evidence to support that genetics play a part at the very least. To support this, Biological theories have put forward ‘various forms of evidence to argue for aggression as innate’ (Glassman & Hadad, 2013). 
     To form this evidence, studies and experiments had to be carried out. One of these experiments is something called human brain mapping used to discover the specific parts of the brain needed for certain behaviours is one of the greatest successes of physiological research. This, based on something called localisation of function, researchers have been trying to identify the specific parts of the brain responsible for aggressive behaviour with the focus being on the hypothalamus and the amygdala (Glassman & Hadad, 2013).  Another connection that has been made, though it is more limited, is the connection between pain and aggression. Moyer, 1976 (cited in Glassman & Hadad, 2013) noted ‘there is a large body of research suggesting that stimuli which causes pain will often trigger aggressive behaviour’. This response is to try and stop the pain.   
        Another biological mechanism which has been suggested is gender difference. Many researchers suggest that aggression is more apparent in males. A clear link between hormones and aggression is apparent, for instance, in one recent study it was found that gender, ‘followed by androgen levels, to be the best predictors of both physical and verbal aggression in boys and girls as young as nine years of age’ (Sánchez-Martin et al, 2011 cited in Glassman & Hadad, 2013).  Another stance taken is the evolution theory which goes along side the biological view that aggression is innate. (Lorenz, 1967 cited in Glassman & Hadad, 2013) who spent most of his time researching the behaviours of animals, believed aggression to be a necessary part of human biology which has gone through years of evolution. He believed it to be useful given certain circumstances. For example, just as animals are innately aggressive towards predators to protect their young, humans are programmed in the same way, a human mother has been seen to become aggressive, even violent to protect her children. 
       Both perspectives on aggression have the viewpoint that it is in built in humans to have the capacity to become aggressive. Some psychologists believe these views to be outdated with modern theorists such as the social learning theory taking a different stand stating that aggression is down to a person’s surroundings or the people in a person’s life can have an influential aggressive affect (Gross, 2015). There have been many studies done to verify this viewpoint. Some of these studies though, they do produce some interesting results, hold rather low ecological validity. These studies include correlation studies: asking people about their viewing habits and correlating aggression and Laboratory studies: different groups of children watching different films and aggression measured after.
       On the contrary the Field experiments hold much higher ecological validity. This field experiment was carried out with children and teenagers and they had to view either violent or non-violent programs for a number of days or weeks (Gross, 2015). Aggressive behaviour, fantasy and attitude are measured. The results showed that in general children who watch violent TV are more aggressive. A Natural study done by Williams, 1986 (cited in Gross, 2015) on a community in Canada where they had very recently brought TV into the community for the first time. This was then compared to two other communities, one that had only one tv channel and the other which had a number of channels. In the community in Canada which only just started watching tv, boys and girls, aged 8-9 showed an increase in aggressive behaviour over a two-year period whereas the other communities showed no such increase. This clearly shows a link between media violence and aggression. Fiske (2004, cited in Gross, 2015) said:
      Research unequivocally demonstrates that media violence facilitates aggression…
      Review after review supports the conclusion… the link of violent media to aggres-
      sion is one of the most reliable findings in social psychology…
(Bandura, 1978) believed that ‘people are not born with perceived repertoires of aggressive behaviour; they must learn them’. He believed that there are three main sources of aggression which he called social models. These are: observational learning, reinforced performance and structural determinants. An example of these would be firstly parents dealing with situations in an aggressive nature means children will then mimic the same behaviour in other situations. Secondly, the subculture people live in can have a highly influential effect, for example in society’s where fighting is viewed as something to be rewarded there is much higher levels of aggression. Thirdly is mass media. (Bandura, 1978) believed this to be probably the most influential of all. This is because it desensitises us to aggression and violence. It also changes restraints and teaches us new ways of being aggressive. For instance, superheroes are viewed as good because they are directing there aggression toward ‘bad people’. He said, ‘symbolic modelling plays an especially significant role in the shaping and rapid speed of collective aggression’.
        To follow this up with some up-to date research there is a review in 2011 on spanking and corporal punishment and what effect that has on people’s aggressive behaviours. In this review, more than 50 studies were conducted. they showed that not only did spanking lead to aggressive behaviour but also other things like psychopathology and criminal involvement. (Boutwell, Franklin, Barnes & Beaver, 2011) believes that not all children will take this route through being exposed to aggressive behaviour. There must be other variables that have an influenced the behaviour. they then go on to say that there must already be a genetic disposition present for aggressive tendencies to show. (Kim-Cohen et al., 2006 cited in Boutwell, Franklin, Barnes & Beaver, 2011) said:
      A bourgeoning line of research indicates that certain genetic variants 
      moderate the influence of physical abuse on the development of viol-
      ent and anti-social behaviour.
       In summary it is clear these perspectives have a different view on aggression. The biological theory however builds upon Freuds theory that aggression is an inbuilt feature of human nature and the social learning perspective, though relatively new goes further to say that even though there is an inbuilt feature of aggression, we need other factors such as parental influence and media influence to have an aggressive reaction. All of these theories have data and studies to verify their beliefs and have given a clear insight into the working of human behaviour when it comes to the causes of aggression.
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