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Lecture One 
Introduction, History and Paradigms in Psychology – Professor John 
Mclean 
What is Psychology?  

• What is psychology? Answers from students in class:  
o Psychology is science of human behavior  
o Psychology is study of mind  
o Psychology is study of brain – clinical  

• Is psychology more (or less) than ‘scientific investigation’? 
• Isn’t psychology also ‘what psychologists do’? 

o What does/did s/he do? 
• “Psychology is the description and explanation of states of consciousness” – William 

James, 1980 
• “Psychology is the scientific study of behavior” – circa 1920-1970 
• “Psychology is the scientific study of the mind, brain and behavior” – Lilenfeld et al, 

2015 
• Psychology is “the study of the mind and brain” – Lilenfeld et al, 2015 
• “Psychology is an academic and applied discipline that involves the scientific study of 

mental functions and behaviors” – Wikipedia, 2016 
• “Psychology is the study of behavior and mind” – Wikipedia, 2018 
• ‘Psychology is the science that studies behavior and the physiological and cognitive 

processes that underlie it, and it is the profession that applies the accumulated 
knowledge of this science to practical problems” – Weiten, 2004, 1992 

• These different definitions reflect distinct scientific paradigms within psychology.  
• To an extent, what psychology is depends upon the perspective you use to look at it. 
• Psychology both is and isn’t a science 

 
Sigmund Freud 

• “The unconscious is the true psychical reality; in its innermost nature it is as much 
unknown to us as the reality of the external world.” 

• Born in 1856, died in 1939 
• What did he do?  

o Help people with defined problems 
 
Why is what you already know/think important? 

• What you already known, and especially what you are presently thinking, has large 
effects upon how (and how well) you will take in new information, think about it, 
remember it, and act upon it. 

• In psychology this is terms “mental set”, or “top-down processing”. 



• Top-down processing based on information you have in long-term memory helps 
you to quickly organize perceptual experience, as you can see in the following 
picture:  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• We have some degree of voluntary control over these top-down processes. For 
example, by attending to different places and concepts you can influence perception 
of the following figures: 

   
Another ambiguous figure 
What animal do you see here? As the text explains, 
two very different perceptions are possible. This 
ambiguous figure was devised around 1900 by 
Joseph Jastrow, a prominent psychologist at the 
turn of the 20th century (Block & Yuker, 1992). 

 
 
The principle of figure and ground 
Whether you see two faces or a vase depends 
on which part of this drawing you see as figure 
and which as background. Although this 
reversible drawing allows you to switch back 
and forth between two ways of organizing your 
perception, you can’t perceive the drawing 
both ways at once. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



• The same kinds of top-down or knowledge-influenced processing are at work in 
auditory perception, including perception of speech. 

o This can result both in enhanced perception and misperception 
• While top-down processing using existing knowledge to enhance perceptual 

processing can lead to clearer and more accurate perception, it can also distort 
perception. 

• Consider “mondegreen’s” – misperceptions of song lyrics named for the mistakenly 
heard “Lady Mondegreens” in a Scottish song which actually said “laid him on the 
green”.  

 
Why are different definitions of Psychology important? 

• To make sense of psychology (or anything else) you will generally perceive, interpret 
and remember new information based on a foundation set by your prior knowledge 
(variously termed ‘mental set’, ‘perceptual set, or ‘top-down processing’) 

• Different definitions and different paradigms build on distinct mental foundations.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cognitive Neuroscience – Professor Ross Cunnington 
The Brain 

• Approximately 2% of body weight 
• Receives approximately 20% of blood pumped from the heart  
• Consumes approximately 20% of body’s energy 
• 100 billion neurons 
• 1,000,000 billion synapses (connections between neurons) 
• 101,000,000 possible circuits  

 
Overview – Cunnington Lab 

• Neural representation of action – planning and perception 
• Planning for voluntary action 

o “Free will” decisions for movement, premotor and supplementary motor 
area function 

• Perception of observed actions and emotions 
o Mirroring processes and empathy  

 
Benjamin Libet (1980) “Free Will” 

• Readiness potential 
• “Where was the clock hand when you first felt aware of your intention to make a 

movement?” 
 



Definitions 
• Physiological Psychology or Biological Psychology 
• Modern name: Cognitive Neuroscience  
• = study of the neural basis (or brain basis) of behavior and thought 

 
Scientific Thinking 

• Don’t just accept “statements as fact” 
• What is the evidence? 
• What would you accept as reliable evidence? 
• How can they possibly measure and test that? 

 
“How does the brain do that?” 

• What are the brain processes that must happen?  
o From input to the brain 

§ Sensory input  
o To output from the brain 

§ Motor output  
o What happens in between?  

• The brain is fast.. but complex neural processes do take time 
 

Automatic Bottom-Up and Controlled Top-Down Processes  
• Controlled Top-Down Process 

o Controlled conscious choice 
o Selection and inhibition 

• Automatic Bottom-Up Process 
o Automatic brain response 
o Evolved for survival  

 
 


