Analysis of Consciousness

The formal launching of psychology as a separate science occurred in 1879 whenWilhelm Wundt opened his Psychological Institute at the University of Leipzig. Wundt was a physiologist and philosopher who had made contributions to both of these fields. In addition to his experiments in psychology, he was to continue making important contributions to philosophy.

The new movement was not so much a revolt against mental philosophy as an attempt to get psychology out of an impasse, by utilizing the experimental method of physiology and physics. No science is, in an absolute sense, independent of philosophy. Psychology has never completely broken away from philosophy and the two disciplines will always have much in common, since scientific endeavors psychological or otherwise, are preceded and followed by speculation. Today there is a flourishing branch of philosophy, the philosophy of science, which critically examines the aims, methods and conclusions of all sciences.

Scientific psychology at first took over the same apparatus and methods with which physiologists and physicists had been investigating behaviour and experience. Very soon, however, psychologists were finding new problems and devising apparatus and procedures of their own.

Most of the early psychological experiments dealt with experience. There was only incidental interest in a scientific study of behaviour as such: that is, in what persons said and did. Individual observers were trained to attend to and describe their experience while the experimenter made various changes in light, sound and other external conditions. He also made experimental changes in physiological conditions (fatigue, hunger, thirst). The method of attending to and describing experiences under known external and internal conditions was called experimental introspection.

The chief aim of Wundt and his students was to discover the ingredients of conscious experience. It was claimed, that it could be analyzed into its elements (sensations and so on). Especially there was an effort to discover the relations between stimuli, physiological strucures, and particular types of experience. Because of emphasis upon conscious experience, psychology was at that time designated the science of consciousness.

The Functions of Consciousness

While some psychologists were trying to discover what consciousness is by analyzing experiences and relating them to environmental and organic factors, other investigators of consciousness were more interested in what consciousness does; that is, in its functions. Perhaps the most important impetus for such a «functional» approach to the study of consciousness came from the Darwinian doctrine of evolution. Darwin, in discussing the struggle for existence, had pointed out that organisms which have the most adequate means of adjusting to their environment are those most likely to survive. How consciousness might aid survival of organisms appeared, therefore, worthy of scientific study. Introspection revealed that learning a motor skill makes one vividly conscious at first of one’s activities. As the habit approaches perfection, however, consciousness gradually recedes. The perfected habit then is carried out automatically, without necessary participation of consciousness. Thus it appeared that consciousness contributes to the survival of organisms by aiding them to learn. This approach to the study of consciousness failed to advance an understanding of what consciousness is, or even, to any appreciable extent, what consciousness does. Nevertheless, it proved very important in shaping the further development of psychology. Seeking to discover the functions of consciousness in adjustment, psychologistswere led to investigate the learning process itself. They eventually payed attention less to consciousness and more to the environmental and organic conditions which produce efficient learning.

Such a change of emphasis made psychology what had previously been regarded as a science of the functions of consciousness, a science of behaviour.

(Norman Mann. «Psychology». N.Y., 1968, pp. 6 —8)

Exercises

I . Transcribe the following words and practice them for pronunciation: scientific, appreciable, reliable, efficient, environment, consciousness, previously, eventually

II. Form nouns with -ist and adjectives with -ical from the nouns:

psychology, physiology, microbiology, biology, hystology, cardiology, neurology

according to the pattern:

sociology — sociologist — sociological

III. Translate the following words into Russian and give similar Russian words:

behaviour, structure, individual, function, selection, identify, systematic, collection, test, universal, application, objective, subjective, reaction, principle, concept, special, characteristic, basis, extremely, speculation, accumulation, status, doctrine, discipline.

IV. Translate the following sentences and word combinations into Russian

(The exercise is to be done orally):

He behaved badly at the lesson; Bill, behave yourself!; people behave differently in this situation; to study the behaviour of man; what can you say about his behaviour?

to deal with animals; to deal with man’s behaviour; to deal with the selection of animals for the experiment;

to apply the results of the experiment to practice; to apply a new method; an application of new methods; the application of natural selection; the application of a law;

good conditions; under difficult conditions; to study their life conditions;

natural environment; artificial environment; to study the environmental conditions;

the subjective approach to the problem; the objective approach; an artificial approach;

the results will depend on our approach to the problems; we are dependent on our environment; to study the dependence of one’s behaviour on the environmental conditions;

to study one’s past experience; our behaviour depends on our experience;

to contribute to the investigation of a problem; to contribute to the development of psychology; to make important contributions to the field of animal psychology;

random behaviour; a random search for food; non random selection;

class consciousness; to be conscious of the environment; to lose consciousness;

to survive under unfavourable conditions; he was the only survivor after the terrible storm; only the strongest among animals survive; to adjust to the environmental conditions; his adjustment to new work conditions was very slow.
