EthologyCla transdisciplinary discipline.
In Ethology and psychology, Ed. by Jean Le Camus & Jacques Cosnier,
Privat, L.LE.C, Toulouse, 1986, pp. 19-28.

Ethology :
a trandisciplinary discipline

Jacques Cosnier

If we are to establish a relationship between ethology and
psychology, a number of questions and problems emerge, the
ansWwers and solutions to which are far from being self evident.
Nevertheless, we must seek further clarification if fruitless

conflicts and complacent self-satisfaction are to be avoided.

1. QUESTION: WHAT KIND OF ETHOLOGY?

It ¢can presently be stated that scientists arcund the world
unanimously agree that ethology is the biclogical study of
behavior or that ethology is a scientific approach to behavior
in &2 biological perspective. This definition, however, lacks
sufficient accuracy and calls to mind two other questions: what
kind of blology and what kind of behavior?

1.1 What Kind of Biology?

For most scientists etheology is based on general biology
extending from genetiecs and ecology to metabolic, endocrino-
logic and nervous auteregulations going through phylogenetic
and ontogenetic evolution.

Several general principles, serving as implicit background
te the ethological approach, arise when the subJject 13 viewed
in this way; the living crganism is the expression of the
bicloglical program of the species, and its behavier is as
phenotypical as its anatomical and physilolegical character-
isties. The biologlcal program is not Just the concern of an
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isolated individual, but that of the species. The Individual
can only be understood in the light of his relationship to the
blotic and abiotic¢ environment. Thus ethology is often very
clese to ecology.

However, to some scientists, ethology seems preferentially
tied to neurobiology and in their view constitutes a chapter of
neurcsciences. A rather modest chapter but nevertheless very
useful in the preparation of experimental plans and physielo-
gical Iinvesatligations which are thought to belong to a higher
sclentific level.

It is to the first acception described above (ethology
beleonging to general biolegy} that we adhere; to adoept the
second point of view would inevitably lead us to reexamine the
state guestion of brain-behavier relationship which i35 cer-
tainly interesting butbt not specific to etheclcgy despite the new

data this might bring ferth for discus=sion,

1.2 What Kind of Behavior?

This ias a fundamental question if one wants to discuss the
relationship between ethology and psychology. The latter having
been defined more than sixty years ago as the scientific study
of behavior i3 an outcome of Watson's behaviorist manifestoc in
1913 followed by the considerable development of S-R psychology
and the numerocus studies therecof, JIs there a convergence or
moreover a similarity between the behavior as 1t was conceived
and studied by the behaviorists and the one c¢conceived and
studied by the ethologista? If thié were the case would etho-
logy not already be a well known aspect of psychology er are
there really twe different concepts of behavior? In fact, as a
result of the numercous studies presently being carried ocut, a
clear cut answer cannot be cbtained. We can however schemati-
cally separate twoe concepts: one extensible and the other
regtrictive, The extensible concept would encompass any
appreach of behavior including that of behaviorism and expe-
rimental paychology. The restrictive concept would be nmore
specific and seems more interesting for ocur purpose. Let us try
to deseribe it.

On an empirical level the ethological study of behavior
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distingulshes itself lfrom a more classical psycho-behavioral

approach by three characteristics:

1.2.1 The Origin

It 1s without a doubt zoological. The term ethology was
first coined in 1856 by the naturalist Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire
toe designate the behavior of animal species and it is customary
in the history of ethology to menticn Darwin, Heinroth, Fabre,
Whitman, Uexkull, then later Lorenz, Tinbergen, ¥Yon Frisch...
as so many great names of blologists and zoologists,

This distinguishes ethology from animal psyehology which in
2 more general manner emanates from psychology and is sometimes
taken for experimental psychology.

In the case of behaviorist psychology, animals are used to
test experimentally the hypotheses concerning human behavior or
to study the more general psychological problems such as
emotion, memory, attention, motivation, learning, intelli-
gence... In the case of ethology however, it is the particular
behavior of the species which is of primary importance and thus
the differential characteristics. The interspecific differences
have as much, i{f not more, value as the resemblances, Behavior
1s part of the biological set and we Know that we can use fixed
action patterns to complete taxonomie studies and explain
certain ecologleal speciation and pressure phenomena. This
attitude should guard us against audacious but sometimes

unjustified trials of inference we should call "ethologism",

T.2.2 The ObJect

It is M"animal behavior®" but tied to its zoologleal back-
ground. Behavior as conceived by ethologists is quite different
from behavior as defined by behaviorists. The former is the
behavior as expressed by the animal in his natural surrounding.
It is the spontaneous behavior studied in the fiels as opposed
to reactional behavior studied in the laboratory by S5-R paycho-
logists., It has been said that ethologista are the specialists
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of instinct, and that behaviorlsts are the specialistas of
learning. Though these opposlticns might today appear to be too
schematic, one can nevertheless say that the main object of the
study of etholcocgy ia the animal Iin 1ts totality, btehaving

freely in its natural or seml natural surrounding,.

1.2.3 The Method

As a result of the above, the method will be both natura-
listic and experimental, but one must emphasize the importance
of the initial cbservaticn whieh 1s the fundamental step. It is
the animal who sets forth the guestiona to the scientist and
not the contrary as 13 often the ¢ase in 3=-R psychology. The
ethologiat will begin his study by a "sit and watch™ trying to
collect the greatest amount of data with a minimum of pre-
conceived ideas. The new recording methoeds have in this respect
greatly facilitated his work: photography, cinematography, tape
and video recording have become routine techniques,.

Using the data the ethologist establishes etheograms care-
fully and cobjectively describing the repertory of behavioral
units and their sequential combination. These data are placed
and most often interpreted aleong two axes! one synchronie and
the other diachronic.

The initial fundamental stage of observation-description
can lead to mathematical processing asuch as probabilistice
graphs and factorial analysis and can be followed by an experi-
mental stage. One will then analyse the pertinent character-
istics of the exchanged s3ignals and determine their function
and their causality. In order to achieve the latter, one can
manipulate the signals and the ecological and social eﬁviron-
ment {(breeding In an enriched environment, in a "Kaspar Hauser"
environoment; modifying the territery, the hierarchy, etec...).

From the above it 18 not surprising to see that ethological
studies are particularly numercus in certain fields such as
cntogeneais (M"ethogenesisa"), intercommunication ("communico-
logy™), and soclal behavior ("ethosocioclogy™)}; the more classi-
cal problems of "competence™ psychology, such as memory and
learning, motivation, intelligence, etc¢... do not especially

constitute ethologial topics, whereas the wusual cobjectives eof
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neurophysiology and S-R psychology are centered on the internal
structures and functions of an organism seen as a functional
menad. To use a metaphor, they are concerned with "hardware®,
whereas ethology is more concerned with performances and
"software®™, that is to say the manner in which an organism
utilizes its competence concretely during its histery and in
1ts environment is essential in the funetional programming of
competence. Furthermore, ethophysioclogy is more often a "sccial
physiology" facilitated through the development of telebio-
metrie techniques.

There 1a interference between the twoe above mentioned
fields; 1t would however be an epistemoclogical error to fail to
discern the differences between them. Neither of the two could
encompass or replace the other.

In summary, to the question: "what kind of bioclogy?", we
answWwer: behavior 1in naturally occcuring situations, Ethology 13
characterized by a naturalistic appreach and the ethologist is

preferably a field scientist,

2 A SECOND IMPOERTANT QUESTION ARISES: CAN WE CONCEIVE OF &
HOMAN ETHOLOGY?

A few arguments classically eppose this pretension; these
arei man has no "natural surrounding™ since he belongs to a
cultural specles; man cannot be studied as an ordinary animalj;
furthermore the observer and the chserved belong to the same
species and thus an "objective™ observation cannot be neutral.

These arguments are certalinly not negligeable, but without
pretending to refute them, we can remark the following:

a. Ethology has shown that each animal species is different
from the other and that the specific differences of the
human species c¢onstitute in themselves a pertinent objective
of study {cone can easlly suppose that there are more diffe-
rences between a8 fly and a chimpanzee than between a chim-
panzee and man),

b. A naturally cccouring situation méans, in fact, one that is
usually oecuring in everyday life. Furthermore, human
ecology 1a not thought of as being imposasible,.
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¢. One cannot, a priori, be deoubtful of the frultfulness cof
both the wvalidity and the legitimacy of the ethologlisat-
observer's posaltion; only experience will allow us to
evaluate them. Until now practice has not given rise tg¢
majJor problems, at least not anymore than are found in most

human sciences auch aa paychosociology and ethnology.

If one agrees to the principle that human ethology 1is

possible, then two ways of research are concelivable:

2-1 The tranapoaltion of models which is, a priocri, a very
delicate matter and somewhat contrary to etheology, to be
performed with the greatesat circumspection if "ethologism® is
te be avoided., A few general concepts arlise: those of terri=-
tory, hierarchy, social organizatlion, intraspecific communi-
cation, etc... Which show that these phenomena obviously exist
in man just as they exist 1in animals by the simple realization
of the biological order and in the absence of cultural cauaes.
This allows us to better situate man within the animal kingdom

and especially to pose the problem of his specificity.

2,2 The transposition of ethological methods, for the dirsct
study of human behavior, just at its beginning and its evalua-
tion is not always easy because the fleld is at present, as it
has been in the past, filled by a large number of scientists:
anthropologlats, sociologlsts, psychclogists... and it is not
saimple to define what belongs to ethology, Often a study is
considered to belong to the field of ethology either because
the author is, or claims to be, an ethologist, or because the
work conforms as a whole or in part to the three criteria of
ethology mentioned above and in particular makes use of the
naturalistic method of obaervation.

Thus we can expect that ethology 1s particularly developed
in two sectors where the use of this type of approach 1s
self-evidentt a, the sector of child and family interactions;
b. the sector of nonverbal communication.

a. In the fleld of early interactions, =uch as child-child or
child-adult, cne can presently say that the naturalistie

approach, sometimes called direct cobservation, 1s in full
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expansion and the idea one has of the neonate and of his
precocicus competence, of the development of his behavioral
phenoctype by the process of "interactional eplgenesis”", of
the genesis of his communication system, all have cast a new
light obn previous thinking. The past and current studies are
far too numerous to be enumerated herej} the fact that so
many communications given in this congress deal with this
sublect, is very =ignificant.

b. The study of neonverbal communication has also known a
prodigicus development within the last few years and many of
the studies can be found under varioua "Kinesics"™ and
"Proxemica® headings. These studies have brought to light
the complexity of nonverbal communicatlon whieh far from
being just an accessory constitutes a fundamental condition

in human interaction.

3 WHAT ABOUT LANGUAGE? THIS IS THE THIRD QUESTION THAT ARISES

To state that the human animal 1s endowed with language 1is
mere banality. Can language, which is thought to be the founda-
tion of the human condition and culture, be the objJjective of
the ethological apprcach? If not, would ethology not be a way
of treating man as if he did not possess larguage? This would
explain the development of ethology particularly imn the field
of child interaction and nenverbal communication. Yet, sooner
or later the etholopgist is faced with the speech phenomena,
Language etheclogy is therefore necessary and is only at its
beginning. It seems to open new and promising ways of research

for two, fertunately converglng, reasons:

3.1 The ethologist undertaking the study of human communication
meets with traditional and tenacious prejudices, such as: a)
human communication is language, b} language is an arbitrary
system with an acoustic realization, and finally, ¢) the
purpcse of language is to speak and tc speak is to say some-
thing about something else. However, the ethclogist's familia-

rity with animal communication makes it possible to avoid these
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traps. On the contrary, through his comparatist experience he
expects toc find even human communication to be a multichannel
and plurifunctional one. Furthermore, he would readily agree,
through a naturalistic study of human interactions, that
language appears to be thus and observations will easily
confirm the latter. If, 1ln fact, man uses speech in this
symboliec function, then it appears that in most daily situa-
tions he communicates for many other reasons: to express his
feellngs, to act upon another human being, to threaten, to
proveke, to appease, to order, to ensure contact, to seduce, to
attract attention, te synchronize an actionm, etec... These
actions unfold through a series of aequential and programmed
events accerding to defined sites, These "setting behavioras"
give rise to ritualized behaviors which can he described as
authentic ethograms. In other words, speaking is another way of
doing, and speech acts observed in thils way can easily he

treated in an ethelogical fashion.

3.2 Within the field of linguisties, one c¢an presaently cbserve
a conslderable evalution with the development of pragmatics. A
wide movement started 1n the last few years deviates from the
more traditional studies of competence tc embrace the communi-
cation phenomena of particular situations.

In this manner are defined new fields of research which are
partially common to linguistics, to anthropology and to soclo-
logy: ethnography of communication, ethnomethodolegy, conversa-
tional analysis and microscciclogy of dally life. Moreover, the
existence of gezstual languages such as the language of the
deaf, and the c¢lose assoeiatiocn between gestures and verbal
discourse show that it is neither the arbitrariness nor the
acoustic realization that differenciates language from cother
systems of communication, but rather its conventlal nature and
the possibillity to develop the symbolie functicen. In summary,
human ecommunication, lncluding its specific verbal aspect,
appears to be multichannel, plurifunctional, heterogenous 1in

its form and conventlional in its nature.

Therefore, not only is an ethology of language possible,
but it has in fact been greatly developed by a large number of

sclentists who have adopted a naturalistiec attitude which can
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be called "ethoanthropological", Socme of them refer to this
almost exclusively, such a= Goffman, the e¢reator of micro-

sociology.

4 LASTLY, WE ASK: WHAY APBOUT PSYCHOLOGY?

At. the end of this strell through the field of ethology, it
would seem most appropriate to come to paycheology. However, if
Wwe were able to define ethology in a rather precise fashion,
the task is far more complex in the case of psychology. Is it
the science of the psyche? the science of behavior? or the
science of inter and intra communications? Surely psychology is
all that and one knows today that its more productive branches
are cognitive psycholocgy, neuropsychology, ¢linical and inter-.
actionist psycholegy.

Ethology cannot pretend to cover all these fields. Accor-
ding to the definition which we have given, ethology will be
present in these fields in which the naturalistic method and
direct observation play a role, Thus ethology will essentlally
be a part of ¢linical psychology and social psychology. The
latter two fields of research are well represented in the
program of this congress.

Ethology and paychoelogy are therefore not mutually exclu-
sive or antagonistic: ethology i3 to be identified as a notable
part of psychology, but is more restrictive “vertically" and
more extensive "™herizontally" since it extends beyond the
boundaries of psychology. Ethology Is presently beling used in
the fields of linguistics, sociology and of course biclopgy;
therefore it does not belong to psychology anymore than it does
to the other disciplines. In this respect, the program of the
congress 1is agalin significant. This fact reinforces the notien
of "ethoanthropology", a transdisciplinary field characterized
by a modest and limited point of view whose usefulness trans-
greaaes the usual territorial boundaries. This causes the work
of the etheologist to be rilsky, often uncomfortable, but always
exclting.
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