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‘Mini Psychology made me smile and think. I even laughed out loud on several occasions . . . As a schoolboy I once watched a film called Physics Is Fun, presented by a very famous physicist of the day. Having watched the film, I wasn’t so sure. This little book would persuade you that psychology is not just fun but hugely important.’

Professor Geoff Beattie, psychologist, author and broadcaster

‘The most comprehensive – and delightful – guide to the human mind. Jonny delves into the most complex psychological topics and excavates their essence, using his signature warmth and curiosity to tell you exactly what you need to know to live a better life. This book will make you more empathetic, more self-aware and more effective in all that you do.’

Stephanie Harrison, author of New Happy
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David Mitchell, author of Cloud Atlas and The Bone Clocks
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Richard Fisher, author of The Long View

‘A joyful romp through the history of civilisation, full of snackable curiosities.’

Tim Harford, author of How to Make the World Add Up

‘A fun and inspiring teaser for curious minds.’

Jérémie Harris, author of Quantum Physics Made Me Do It
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About the Book

Why do people stay in unhappy relationships?

What are the six tricks for successful persuasion?

Can personality traits predict future criminality?

And what can pigeons tell us about superstitious behaviour?

Whether you’re a student of psychology or you’re just interested in the workings of the brain, Mini Psychology offers a window onto the fascinating mysteries of the human psyche, covering everything from how our memories are formed to why some people are so resistant to change.

Focusing on the curious stories behind the abstract theories, it explains the major ideas and names you need to know – and invites you to shine a light on your own inner life.




To Mum and Dad – the therapist and the psychologist.

Everyone needs good parents; I got the best.




Introduction
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Psychology is often mistaken for a modern discipline. People think it was invented in the cigar-fug of an Austrian café by men with names like Alfred Adler and Sigmund Freud. But humans have been doing a form of psychology for as long as we’ve been living together. For example, we have records of mental health diagnostics going back millennia, where people were described as ‘melancholic’, ‘touched by the moon’ (lunatic) or ‘possessed’. Ancient scholars presented us with hugely detailed treatises on emotions, consciousness and rationality. Psychology has a rich, wide and long history.

My ambition with Mini Psychology is to demonstrate just how universal the subject is. On the one hand, this book will look at mainstream, modern theories of psychology, like those of Abraham Maslow, B. F. Skinner, Stanley Milgram, cognitive biases, conditioning and so on. On the other hand, we’ll look at the historical and theoretical underpinnings of the subject, with the work of people like William James, Jean Piaget and John Locke.

But we’ll also explore those curious stories and hidden nooks where you might not expect to find psychology. We’ll look at computer games, social media and celebrity. We’ll look at cult leaders torturing their acolytes and off-gridders hoarding tins of beans. We’ll look at empathy, violence and how strange it is to be locked inside our private, cranial tower with no one to look at our thoughts.

Mini Psychology may be a short book but it explores the story of humanity itself. It teaches you all the important names and theories you need to know if you are studying the subject, while remaining grounded in the everyday reality of our lives. I hope you enjoy the journey inside your head half as much as I enjoyed writing it.
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Clinical
Psychology

Clinical psychology is when we try to understand what’s going wrong and we try to fix it. It deals with how life is lived, and is concerned with the reality of emotions, trauma and mental illness. As opposed to a neuroscientific approach, clinical psychology treats the patient as a conscious being. It often involves talking therapies and counselling.

Clinical psychology is about helping people to be happy and whole.






Freud

It’s Not About Your Mum (Kind of)
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For many, childhood is a golden time. It’s a period of security, happiness and blissful ease. If ever there is any problem, big or small, Mum or Dad can fix it. Your entire universe is a kind of pleasure palace, with parents satisfying all your needs. But then everything changes. Suddenly, we’re ripped from this Edenic tranquillity and face the responsibilities, struggles and uncertainties of adulthood. We’re told to deal with life and overcome obstacles ourselves. We look back on childhood and think, ‘That was great.’

This is what Sigmund Freud argued, and his famous ‘Oedipus complex’ (named after the Greek tragic hero Oedipus, who kills his father and marries his mother) is much more complex than it is commonly, or wilfully, misunderstood to be.

Freud started out as a physiological psychologist, and after working with his patients he noticed particular themes emerging. His idea of the Oedipus complex was an attempt to explain these. In childhood, he argued, we have our desires and needs entirely met by our mother. She gives us life, nurses us and cares for us. In psychoanalytic terminology, she’s the ‘object’ of our earliest self (meaning she’s the thing that can satisfy our needs). But there comes a stage in our development when we realise that there is a rival, or an obstacle, to our mother’s affection – our father. We notice that Mum has a separate, sexual life with Dad that we cannot be part of. There are borders to our pleasure palace and limits to the font of all happiness.

In discovering this, we learn we’re not the entirety of our mother’s world. The ‘pre-Oedipal’ halcyon days are gone and we are forced to nurture our own independence. We have to sleep in our own rooms, alone, while someone else gets the comfort of the ‘object’. That pesky ‘Dad’ person.

So, the father is resented as the cause of our unwanted independence. We hate and envy him for his access to Mum. In an ideal world, we’d punch him, kick him and evict him. But it’s complicated by the fact that Dad is also the authority figure. We cannot challenge him or remove him as an obstacle because he represents law and structure. So, we repress and internalise all those complicated feelings.

The Oedipus complex is not about men wanting to have sex with their mothers. It’s much more subtle than that. In fact, these days, there’s no reason why Mum needs to be the ‘object’ at all – it could be Dad or Grandma who is the primary caregiver, for instance. Freud’s profound observation is that we all long for the wholeness and utter contentment that formed the basis of early childhood for most of us. And yet, however much we want these ‘objects’, life throws up obstacles and rivals to keep us at arm’s length.




Beck and Ellis

CBT
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When I was thirteen years old, my mum learned a new phrase. It was probably the most infuriating and teeth-grindingly frustrating thing you could say to any teenager: ‘Choose your mood.’

My mum was a therapist and this was in the 1990s, so in hindsight, I think she must have just come back from a weekend top-up course in a new psychological fad: cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT). Today, CBT is widely considered to be one of the most successful and effective therapies there is. Which is why it’s so popular.

In many ways, CBT is ancient Stoicism with a psychology degree. It’s an empirically proven philosophy. The two main theorists behind CBT, Aaron Beck and Albert Ellis, explicitly said so. There are three elements that unite Stoicism and CBT.

The first is the notion of acceptance. This is where we have to have maturity and insight enough to recognise what things we can control and what things we can’t. We cannot live forever. We cannot stop loved ones from dying. But we can live healthily and spend more time with our family. Change what you can and accept what you must.

The second is trust in our rationality. The Stoics believed that we could distance ourselves from our emotions. We could examine our moods. Likewise, modern cognitive-behavioural therapists believe we can step back a bit. We can pause and look inwards.

And stepping back is essential to the third element. This is the (infuriating) idea that we really can choose our mood. We can’t choose our mood in the same way you might choose a tin of beans in the supermarket, but we can position our mind and our behaviour in such a way as to induce or dissolve certain feelings.

That all said, there is a danger of overworking the point. CBT is no doubt indebted to Stoicism but the two are not the same. CBT has evolved into a distinct therapeutic technique tailored to the complexities of modern mental health. It’s a scientifically rigorous treatment plan and will often call on a range of techniques, including behavioural experiments, exposure therapy and mindfulness practices, which were not part of ancient Stoicism. But, most importantly, cognitive behavioural therapy explicitly focuses on our behaviours alone. It’s about making us better at interacting with the world. It’s about reducing anxiety, depression and much worse. It’s a narrow, practical method to help us get by. Stoicism is much richer and fuller. It’s a way of life with an overarching ethical code that seeks to direct your emotions and behaviours in a prescribed way.

At the end of the day, what matters for a lot of people is that CBT and Stoicism work. And they illustrate how philosophy is not just professors in shabby cardigans debating in ivory towers. It’s a breathing, practical space where we can all grow and mend.




Ellis

You’ll Get Through It
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Human beings are a sturdy, resilient and heroic species. We’ve been through a lot and we’ll go through a lot more yet. Dostoevsky once wrote that each of us is ‘a creature that can get accustomed to anything’. And you are made of the same stern stuff as your forebears. You have made it to now. Every dark day and long night, every depressive, angry, miserable, sick moment of your life has been overcome, and you’re still standing. You might not be a Russian novelist emerging from several years of Siberian exile, but you will persevere. You can get accustomed to anything.

This fact, this ability to withstand misery, is one of the three major adjustments necessary in Albert Ellis’s rational emotive behaviour therapy (REBT).

Ellis’s REBT starts with the premise that most of our emotional distress is caused not by external events but by our beliefs about those events. All of what we call suffering is actually due to our own perception. For example, imagine you are a highly devout, unwaveringly faithful religious believer. You see every action as an act of God. Like Job in the Old Testament, no matter how many misfortunes befall you, you’d take them in your stride as the test of a God who has your best interests at heart. Your underlying belief structure – your attitude towards the world – will affect how you process the events that happen to you.

Ellis believed that many people adopt irrational beliefs in how they approach the world, and these irrational beliefs amplify or even cause great misery. Ellis originally categorised eleven types of irrational belief, but modern REBT tends to coalesce around four major ones: demandingness (the belief that things must go a certain way), awfulising (the belief that something is worse than it is), low-frustration tolerance (the belief that one cannot stand something), and global evaluation (making one-off cases reflective of a rule).

Let’s imagine Stephen comes in for REBT therapy. He says, ‘My mum should talk to me more’ (demandingness), ‘She never really loved me’ (awfulising), ‘I don’t think I can cope without my mum’ (low-frustration tolerance), and ‘My mum didn’t even buy me a present last year. She’ll never buy me a present’ (global evaluation).

A standard therapy session with Stephen would involve teaching him how to identify his irrational beliefs, how to dispute them and how to develop effective coping strategies if they reappear. It involves letting him see that, like Dostoyevsky, Stephen could get by without his mum (but this might not be necessary anyway). REBT is about owning your attitude. It gives patients a label by which to recognise toxic beliefs. Once you can recognise a belief for what it is, you can take steps to disrupt and dispel it.




Everyday Psychology

Useful or Beautiful
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You’ve just bought a new home. You’ve survived six months of unresponsive solicitors, packing boxes and cleaning the microbiomic ecosystem living behind your bookshelf. Now is the moment. You open the door to an entirely empty house. There are dust marks on the walls from pictures and furniture dents in the carpet, but the house is entirely void. It’s minimalism on steroids – a home without things. It feels serene. Over the next few days, you will unpack your boxes. Every space will be filled. Empty walls will become busy. It’s your home now, and it’s nice to have a sofa, but that moment of calm is gone. The rooms seem smaller. The air is a little thicker. Your mind is a little cramped.

How we live will both reflect and affect our mental states. The spaces that we call home will change our mood – for better or worse.

In 1988, the American academic Russell Belk argued that our belongings act as extensions of our identities. He thought that our possessions not only reflect who we are but they also contribute to our sense of self. Our consumption habits define us. This includes not only tangible things, like a new dress or an iPhone, but also intangible possessions like memories, experiences and digital assets.

A key part of Belk’s theory is what we buy for our homes. In 2007, Belk wrote an article specifically looking at Canadian tidiers and hoarders (who lived in clutter). He argued that living in a busy, messy state often provokes feelings of disgust, guilt, embarrassment and shame, which then lead a person to experience ‘a disorganised life and a fragmented and chaotic sense of self’. In the years after the Second World War, the French philosopher Merleau-Ponty (see page 98) argued that our sense of ‘being’ cannot be abstracted from either our body or our place. The way you are thinking right now is affected, at least partially, by the objects around you.

The designer William Morris had a simple rule: ‘Have nothing in your houses that you do not know to be useful or believe to be beautiful.’ Everything else is clutter. It’s a good principle, and one that many of us would do well to follow. But there’s a part of our nature that just cannot. When it comes to throwing things away, many of us think, ‘Oh, I might need that one day,’ or, ‘I can’t throw this away; it reminds me of that great time I had!’ In the back recesses of our brain there lies a tiny hoarder, clutching onto holiday souvenirs and pasta rollers like Gollum.

But what Belk argued is that we should be wary of the hoarding tendency. A busy, cluttered and claustrophobic house will affect your mental health. A tidy house really does mean a tidy mind.




Jung

More than a Coincidence
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The I Ching (or The Book of Changes) is a 3,000-year-old divination tool. It contains sixty-four hexagrams – symbols made up of six lines each. It’s thought that the hexagrams represent the dual aspects of the universe: some lines are broken (yin) and others are whole (yang). A prospective soothsayer will, after following some complex rules, give you a series of hexagrams. For example, you might get the Abysmal (#29), representing the dangerous abyss, the Marrying Maiden (#54), representing a union which might not be equal, and Gnawing Bite (#27), representing teeth coming together to resolve a problem.

Armed with your hexagrams, you go away and reflect. What could the three hexagrams together represent? What can they tell you about your life? What do the Marrying Maiden, the Gnawing Bite and the Abyss have in common? Within the wider theological framework of the Book of Changes, your hexagrams are a kind of cleromancy – a divinely inspired message. Guidance from the Dao.

But for the Swiss psychoanalyst Carl Jung, the I Ching is an example of synchronicity.

For Jung, synchronicity is when we see two causally unrelated things as meaningfully connected in some way. Suppose, for instance, that you had a recurring dream about an old school friend – a friend you’ve not seen for a long time. Then, by coincidence, you see that friend in the supermarket while travelling in a new city. Synchronicity is a bit more than ‘Oh, that’s weird’; it’s something that forces you to reconsider your own psyche or even the world. It’s something that says: ‘There must be something to this – I’m going to reconnect with this friend.’

How much spiritual or quasi-religious emphasis Jung put on this is a subject of much debate. His own interest in the I Ching implies that he was at least open to the idea of some kind of cosmic hand behind this synchronicity. But for our purposes, synchronicity is best understood as a psychotherapeutic tool. In analytic psychology, these coincidences are seen as moments where the unconscious forces itself onto the conscious. It’s a desperate scream to be heard from the subliminal, psychodynamic forces within you. Synchronicity feels spiritually true because it carries the weight of your entire unconscious. Seeing your friend in the supermarket seems like it’s ‘meant to be’ because it’s your unconscious finally being recognised.

Synchronicity does, undoubtedly, occupy a corner in the unfalsifiable kingdom of pseudoscience. It’s untestable. But even if you see Tarot cards, divination, horoscopes, dreams and the I Ching as quackery, it’s true to say that often great, life-changing revelations can be born of them. The unconscious, for Jung, cannot speak, so it resorts to abstract symbols, nudges and interpretative dance. Do not ignore the coincidences in life. They might be trying to tell you something.




Skinner

You Are a Pigeon
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If you’ve ever played a gambling game on your phone or dropped some coins into a one-armed bandit, you’ll have been amazed at how close you came to winning. Five times in a row, you nearly won the big jackpot. If only that cherry could be nudged a little higher, then it would be drinks on you at your new mansion. So, you press ‘PLAY’ again or put another coin in the machine.

A distant, muffled part of your psyche knows the game is rigged, but it doesn’t matter. Your heart is racing, your blood is up and your hand is twitching at the prospect of your winnings. Somewhere, far away in their mansions, are the clever psychologists who designed those games. They’ve spent decades programming them to condition you to play more. They’re brainwashing devices, with garish lights and loud noises. To all those gambling barons, you are like a pigeon in a box, pecking away in the hope of getting food that never arrives.

And it’s all down to the American behaviourist B. F. Skinner and his work on operant conditioning.

Since the dawn of parenting, humans have known on some level about conditioning. If you praise good behaviours, a child will do more of them. If you punish the bad behaviours, they stop (or learn to hide them). In the 1950s and 1960s, Skinner turned folk knowledge into scientific fact. He conducted a series of experiments on pigeons and rats and discovered that if you reward certain behaviours, like giving a rat food as it pushes a lever, the animal will carry on doing it. Somewhat darkly, it’s since been shown that when you then stop giving food at the push of the lever, a rat will carry on pushing away and starve to death even if other food is available. The cages where Skinner conditioned his animals were known as ‘Skinner boxes’.

One of the more curious of Skinner’s discoveries was about superstitions. Occasionally, Skinner would give food to a pigeon at random. It might be when the pigeon pushed a lever, but it could also happen at any time. The pigeons started to develop all sorts of strange, superstitious behaviours. Without any obvious ‘this action causes this outcome’, they resorted to guesswork. The birds would bow, jump, peck, twirl, coo or whatever because they assumed there must be some kind of causal connection they just couldn’t find. It begs the question of how pigeon-like many human superstitions may be.

Skinner’s work might have been obvious in some ways, but it is the bedrock of a lot of consumer and educational psychology. School behaviour contracts, aversion therapy, smartphone apps, token economies and casinos are all built around Skinner’s work. We all live in a glorified Skinner box.




Everyday Psychology

Cult Leaders and Abusive Relationships
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Roch Thériault was an intelligent and charismatic religious extremist who, in the 1970s, founded a commune known as the Ant Hill Kids in the woods around Quebec. He insisted his followers were ‘free of sin’ and used violence and abuse to keep people in check. He would make them eat dead mice and faeces, and punished people by breaking their legs or cutting off their toes. He tortured and murdered children.

Few ever left the Ant Hill Kids. One, Gabrielle Lavallée, tried, but she went back of her own volition when she couldn’t handle life outside. She had her arm amputated as punishment. In 1989, Thériault was finally arrested and imprisoned, ten years after he began his horrific doomsday cult.

Why do cults attract such obsessive and fanatical loyalty? What tricks do cult leaders use to woo their followers? And how susceptible are you and I to joining a cult? If we look at the various psychological literature and sociological studies, we can pick out three main techniques.

First: isolation. It’s hugely important that a new cult member be cut off from their family and friends. There can be no voice from the outside world to say, ‘Are you sure self-mutilation is a good idea?’ or ‘Have you got any evidence the world’s going to end on Friday?’ Cults make sure to fill your every moment and every day with the same message from like-minded fanatics. There’s little room for doubt or introspection.

Second is a trick called a ‘love bomb’. New recruits are often showered with affection. Their every whim is met, and the commune resembles nothing less than an Edenic retreat. The apocalyptic cult the Children of God even used a technique known as ‘flirty fishing’, where members would deliberately enter sexual relationships with potential converts. It is thought that over 200,000 potential converts were ‘fished’ this way.

The third is fear. The British philosopher Thomas Hobbes once argued that of all human emotions, fear was the most powerful. Love comes close but lacks the motivational clout of cold terror. With cults, there are two kinds of fear: the first is ostracisation. A cult quickly becomes everything to its members, so being outcast would be disastrous. The second is the real fear of pain and punishment.

Using these techniques, cults will break down your sense of self and any notion of true or false, right or wrong. They then fill these gaps with cult dependency and the promise of salvation. You’re broken; we can fix you. You have nowhere to go; we can offer you a home. No one wants you; we are your family.

In fact, most kinds of emotional manipulation rely on these techniques. If someone can make you feel insecure, incomplete and inadequate, then they can present themselves as the solution. That happens not just in cults but in abusive relationships of every kind.
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