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

In this essay I will be discussing to what extent is human behaviour a product of our biology or environment. In order to do this, I have chosen two theories to address. For the biological contribution I have chosen evolutionary explanations of behaviour, and the assumption that humans passed down genes throughout evolution as a way of bettering our chance of survival. For the environmental approach I have chosen to discuss Classical conditioning and the use of the Little Albert experiment, specifically how we learn and take in phobias. 
The theory of evolution comes from Charles Darwin in his book “On the Origin of Species”, in 1859, and he refers to evolution as a change that can happen overtime to any species, not just humans. The 6 stages of natural selection are overproduction – where organisms produce multiple offspring at the same time, competition – a litter of wild dogs will have to compete amongst one another to gain access to food and to grow up and live long enough to reproduce, variation – differences occur among some individuals but not all which are then passed onto offspring, adaptions – these variations that have adapted may be helpful and give the offspring a better chance at survival thanks to helpful traits given by the environment, Natural Selection – the environment will feel more adapted for the offspring with the suitable inherited traits from the parents in order to survive and reproduce, lastly is speciation – overtime offspring will pass on helpful variations, create a larger population and possibly a new species will be born. The first assumption made is that the genes of offspring are not identical to those of the parents and so this shows variation. At the same time genes can also be passed form the parent to the offspring, meaning some genes are heritable and can contribute to having an advantage over other species at a higher chance of survival. The characteristics that do get passed down from parent to offspring are called adaptive, and this is the key to natural selection. In order for a characteristic to be passed down from a parent to offspring to higher the chances of survival it must be adaptive. This is not just human based, In Darwin’s (1859) book The Origins of Species he asks the question “Can the principle of selection, which we have seen is so potent in the hands of man, apply in nature?”. Darwin (1859) goes on to talk about the preservation of favourable variations and the rejection of injurious variations, and he calls this Natural Selection. He adds that variations that are neither useful nor injurious are not affected by natural selection. 
Natural Selection is apparent in both animals and humans, and the same goes for sexual selection. Sexual selection is more prominent in the animal kingdom. Sexual selection isn’t about mating for the sake of the population, but rather to make strong offspring. Darwin (1859) defined sexual selection as “(it) depends on the advantage which certain individuals have over others of the same sex and species solely in respect of reproduction”. For example, a peacock without a tail feather would find it much more difficult to find a mate as opposed to a peacock with a flourishing tail feather, as this is used to attract the attention of a female. Darwin’s (1859) interpretation of Natural Selection and Sexual Selection did not come without its flaws, though. Science Direct (2011) claims that statements like “(Sexual Selection) depends not on the struggle for existence, but on the struggle between males for possession of females.” Have been misinterpreted over the years and taken out of context. Science Direct (2011) also claims that Sexual Selection can be seen in many forms throughout the animal kingdom and is used in male vs male combat for a mate, for example if a characteristic has been passed down to elevate the chances of survival this would be classed as natural selection, however if a characteristic is passed down to provide an advantage over a mating rival, like the peacock example, this is sexual selection. The lines between these two are often blurred as much of what Darwin (1859) has been taken out of context and misinterpreted. Although Natural Selection and Sexual Selection are both essential to the survival of a species, it’s important to remember that the differences can be clearly distinguished, such as sexual selection focusses on mating and being the sort of “alpha male” in order to gain a mating partner, whereas natural selection focuses on the changing environment and traits that have been adapted to give an advantage over survival, like a kind of survival of the fittest scenario. An example of Natural Selection and how species can adapt to the changing environment was given by Jonathan Webb (2016) for the BBC in which evidence is shown to support the theory that during the industrial revolution a black form of peppered moth dominated in industrial areas as a result of soot falling onto trees and giving them a darker appearance. Researchers from the University of Liverpool (2016) gave evidence to show that a genetic adaption occurred in order to better the moth’s chances of survival. It was essential for these moths to adapt to the changing environment around them as with the trees being darker, this meant that predators could easily see the lighter coloured moths when they were taking shelter in the trees, but with the genetic adaptation it made it harder for the birds to be able to see darker moths. Jonathan Webb (2016) goes on to report that these findings were in fact first discovered in 1848, 10 years before Darwin published his findings.  Although the species of lighter coloured moths weren’t entirely wiped out, their numbers significantly declined until new air laws were brought in, and scientists saw a surge in the population of these lighter coloured moths as opposed to the darker coloured moths as the need for camouflaging against the heavy soot was no longer needed when the new laws were brought in. Even though these weren’t the findings of Charles Darwin (1859), they prove that his theory of Natural Selection was indeed credible, genes in animals do in fact adapt when the environment around them changes so what is stopping genes from adapting in humans in order to give us a higher chance of survival? 
Natural Selection isn’t restricted to just the animal kingdom. It is also present in humans. A report written by Schnaffer et al (2008) likened the presence of Natural Selection in humans with the fact that many humans are unable to digest lactose. An article written by Helen Thompson (2012) states that scientists estimate this gene adaption happened in Northern Europe around 2,000 to 20,000 years ago when settlers from the fertile crescent settled there, they brought crops that were native to their original environment, which would not be sustainable in the climate they settled in, meaning the crops would have been more likely to fail, resulting in famine and the need to get nutrition from wherever was a viable source. A study conducted by Mark Thomas et al (2007) showed that the likely cause of this genetic adaptation was caused by famine when these settlers had no choice but to drink the milk of agriculture cows. If they drank the milk, they would have diarrhoea, but if they didn’t drink the milk they would die from malnourishment. Scientists think that over time their genes adapted in order to give a better chance at survival, thus causing Natural Selection. It’s important to note that humans have not evolved to the point that no one has lactose intolerance, but more to the fact that the Fertile Crescent settlers’ genes successfully adapted with the changing environment to higher chance of survival. An article for the National Humanistic Center, written by Raymond Tallis explains that evolutionary s=psychology assumed that human behaviour is determined by processes like natural selection, we do make decisions based on our genes in order to increase our chances of survival. Tallis (2008) goes on to talk about how people may think they are choosing their partner based off personality traits, they may be funny or witty, but really more often than not you will choose a parent based on their physical attributes, like a woman’s waist or muscles on a man. This is because a woman’s waist is associated with good childbearing capabilities, and a man with large muscles is considered strong and protective. The main goal is to enhance our chances of survival. Of course, this isn’t the main reason that someone may be attracted to another person, but scientifically speaking there is evidence to show that we are attracted to people who may offer us protection/higher chance of survival. Clearly human behaviour is influenced by our genes and our need for survival, from finding a partner with childbearing traits, to adapting our genes to avoid malnourishment. 

In this part of the essay, I will discuss the impact that the behaviourist approach has on human behaviour. A description was given by Nadia Khan (2020) in which she states behaviourism relies on the scientific theory of stimulus and response. Behaviourism is a school of psychology that centres on the assumption that all organisms respond to stimulus and finding the proper stimulus leads to a deeper understanding of behaviours. John B. Watson and Rosalie Rayner (1920) at the University were prominent figures behind behaviourism. Khan (2020) states that before Watson and Rayner (1920), observation was the routine way of trying to understand human behaviours, but thanks to their pioneering work, scientific methods are now used. The aim of Watson and Rayner’s (1920) study of Little Albert was to see if emotional responses such as fear could be conditioned onto a person, Edexcel psychology (n.d). 
The British Psychological Society (2011) explains that in 1920, Watson and Rayner (1920) conducted an experiment to find out whether fears such as phobias could be conditioned onto a person or whether they are inherited. The BPS (2011) goes onto give some background on Little Albert. What’s known of Albert is that his mother was a wet nurse in the Harriet Lane Home in a paediatrics clinic onsite of the Hopkins Campus. Hall P. Beck and Gary Irons (2011) states that studies began on Albert from the ages of 8 months 26 days, 11 months 3 days, 11 months 10 days, 11 months 15 days, 11 months 20 days, and 12 months 21 days. During the studies, he was shown a white rat, a rabbit, a monkey and other masks. It was noted that Albert showed no fear to these stimuli, indicating albert was emotionally sound. Once he had been introduced to these stimuli, Watson and Rayner (1920) proceeded to strike a steel bar behind him, causing him to burst into tears (Simply Psychology, 2020). Watson then went on to show Albert the white rat, as he was reaching out to touch the rat Watson would strike a bat against a steel bar behind his head which would startle him. This happened 7 times over a period of 7 weeks, and eventually Little Albert had learned to fear rats, they had successfully produced a child with a phobia of rats (Richard Gross, Fifth edition, p174).   at the same time as striking the steel bar to cause him to startle, after doing this multiple times Albert began to be classically conditioned to fear the rat as a result of Watson (1920) striking the steel bar loudly. Once Alberts mother learned the extent of the experiments done on him she immediately removed her son, and eventually all contact with Little Albert seized, meaning they could not study the long term effects of this experiment and whether he grew up with a phobia of all things white and fluffy or whether he simply forgot about them. in 2020 a group of American researchers uncovered that little Albert was most likely Douglas Merritte, a baby that had neurological issues that died not long after his mother removed him from the study. This is bad news for Watson and Rayner’s (1920) Little Albert study as it cannot be confirmed whether he had these neurological impairments before and during the experiments, meaning he may not have been of a sound mind when they observed him. It is also unclear if Watson and Rayner (1920) intended to reverse the phobia in Little Albert with direct unconditioning, the act of unlearning a phobia through a positive environment, because his mother removed him from the experiment earlier than anticipated, Gross (p175). This produces flaws in their work and creates controversy as to whether the study was ethical due to issues like his mother being deceived with what practices would be performed on her son, people would agree that if she knew the full extent of the study before taking part perhaps, she wouldn’t have agreed, and there’s also the principle that a study should do no harm to those participating, which evidently this study did psychologically harm the child. It also left the question of whether phobias could be unlearned unanswered. However, this doesn’t mean that the experiment wasn’t a success in other aspects. Their theory provides evidence, regardless of Little Alberts state of mind before he died, that they effectively produced a child with a learned phobia. This is solid evidence that the environment around us has an impact on our behaviour. 

It is hard to make a choice whether behaviour is mostly impacted by our genes or the environment around us, and both theories give critical evidence to back itself up. Both theories seem to focus on different areas of behaviour. Darwin (1859) talks about how if the environment around us changes, then our genes may also change, he also talks about finding partners based on physical attributes, but it all comes down to heightening our chance of survival. Watson and Rayner (1920) published findings on classical conditioning and how behaviours can be learnt from external factors, so it’s hard to say which has more influence, however Darwin’s Theory of Natural Selection (1859) clearly has more sound evidence to back up his claims due to the fact Little Albert may not have been psychologically sound at the time of the study. 
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