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History of Psychology

The Past, The Present, 
The Future

Origins

• Comes from the the philosophical 
underpinnings of three groups (3p’s)

• Philosophy
• Physics
• Physiology

Philosophers

• Simonedes (500bc)
• First person to point out the 

importance of organization and 
memory.

Socrates (460-399bc)

• “Early philosopher
– “One thing only I know, and that is I 

know nothing.”
• Philosophy begins when one learns 

to doubt (especially one’s cherished 
beliefs).

• There is no real philosophy until the 
mind begins to examine itself.  
“Know Thyself”

Developed a questioning style that 
ultimately was called the Socratic 
Method.

Included the demand for accurate 
definitions, clear thinking and 
exact analysis.

Hippocrates (460bc)

• Called the Father of Medicine
• Developed a new method of inquiry 

Careful observation and the 
collection and interpretation of 
facts.

• Method could be incorporated into 
physical, mental, and emotional 
reactions of individuals.

• Was a major advance over magic, 
superstition, & supernatural powers.
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Pioneered the application of systematic 
observation to the study of human nature 
and experience.

Was a very knowledgeable 
physician for his time

• Used detailed case histories.
• Dissected dead bodies.
• Used dream analysis to analyze 

emotional disorders.
• Developed the Hippocratic oath for 

physicians. 

Theory of the Four Humors

Humor Symptom
1. Blood Overly enthusiastic or 

sanguine .
2. Phlegm Slow, sluggish, 

lethargic, indifferent.
3. Black Bile Depressed, melancholic 

temperament.
4. Yellow Bile Aggressive, choleric .

Plato (427-437bc)

• Was a Nativist
• Believed individuals had innate 

knowledge
• Teach individuals by the Socratic method--

bring out innate ideas by asking the right 
questions.  Everything is in there.  All you 
have to do is ask the right questions.

• Believed knowledge existed in two 
worlds.

World of Phenomena  

Was a sensory world.
But was like shadows
So we could not contact it directly.
. Are external ideas inherent in every 

person

World of Forms

• Are external ideas inherent in every 
person

• This world was unchanging and external 
• Was known through reasoning .

(NOT SENSORY EXPERIENCE)
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Ultimately

• Knowledge was the possession of 
truth.

• But knowledge relied on reasoning  
Not Sensory Experience.

• Brain is the seat of perception

Aristotle (384-322bc)

• Disagreed 
• All knowledge comes from the 
• senses and through experience.  
• The mind is like a blank writing tablet 

- Tabula Rasa

• Knowledge should be based on 
observations of the external world

Anticipated Two Laws of Learning

Contiguity

• If two things are touching in space 
and time, one will bring the other to 
mind .  (Associative)

Similarity and Contrast

• If two things are similar, one will 
bring the other to mind.

• If two things are opposite, one will 
bring the other to mind.  

• Agreed with Hippocrates that mental 
illnesses come from physical causes.  

• Heart (not the brain) was the main 
organ of sensory experience.

• The brain was to reduce heat for the 
body.  (Error lasted 1500 years)
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Roman Empire

Galen (129-199)

• Most prolific and influential medical author after 
Hippocrates.

• Strong experimental approach.
• Writings became dominant, authoritative sources 

on biology, psychology, and medicine throughout 
the middle ages.

• Recapitulated the principle discoveries of
Hippocrates.

• Also experimented extensively on animals  
(monkeys).

Described muscles of the eyes, jaw, head, etc.

Did not believe the heart was a muscle.

Assigned the sensory nerves of the brain.

Described in detail parts of animal brains

Asserted that arteries are filled with blood 
not air.

Diagnosed cases of TB.

Attributed mental illnesses to both physical 
and psychological factors such as alcoholism, brain 
injuries, and shocking life experiences.

Key for Galen

Scientific Investigation Is 
The Way.

Quintilian

• Advocated theories of learning that 
have been implemented in many 
schools today.

Educational Methods Should
• Emphasize logical reasoning from 

premises to conclusions.
• Systematic repetition and recall of     

facts.
• Mastery of subject matter from    

simple to complex elements.
• Rewards such as praise for    

intellectual achievements. 
• Practice in free self-expression.
• Adaptation of instruction to the 

interests and capacities of pupils. 
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Second Century AD

• Roman Empire Begins to Decline

• Rise in Christianity

Third Century AD

• Constantine  
• Issues the Edict of Milan  (313)
• Secures the toleration of Christianity
• Problem - Heresy was born

– Christianity demanded ucompromiseing
adherence to one God

– Sin becomes very important.

Implications for
Philosophical Thought

• How could reasoning bring body 
passions under control.

• Reasoning made humans morally 
accountable. 

• Humans were clearly distinguished 
from animals who were presumed not 
to have reasoning ability.

• Emphasis on the afterlife made 
people suspicious of natural 
phenomena that could affect.

Augustine  354-430

• Developed Neoplatoism
• Believed there was a distinction 

between the sensory world and the 
world of forms.

• However, also embraced Christianity
• Result  Changed Plato’s ideas subtly

Distinguished between a

• Sensory World - known through the 
sense organs

• Intelligible World (Mind) - known 
through the soul  - Christianity

• Was a small but very 
important step

Plato  
Ultimate truth is found 

through reasoning  

Augustine 
Ultimate truth is found 

through faith
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After Augustine

• Neoplatonism colored every aspect 
of medieval thinking. 

• Everything was part of God’s world. 

First sacking of Rome

• Continual Invasions from the 
Barbarian Tribes

• 475 Rome finally falls

Dark or Early Middle Ages 
(475 – 1000)

• Formerly called the Dark Ages
• Today is called the Early Middle Ages
• Creative thinking declines
• Little Scholarship from what had 

occurred during the Roman Empire
• General reduction of knowledge and 

writing in Western Civilization 

Philosophy would have been lost except 
was preserved by translations made by 
Islamic scholars 
Many works were translated

8-12th Century

• Islamic scholars preserved the 
knowledge of philosophy and 
science of the Greeks and Romans.  
Not western civilization

• Some major changes occurred.  
Heavy Plow
Modern Horse-Harness
Major rise in Christianity
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Christianity helped with 
several things

• Turned away from the observable 
world that was full of pain and 
turmoil.

• Used introspection to know the soul.
• By seeking knowledge within oneself, you  

came to know that divine illumination 
came from God.  So, to know the soul was 
to know God.

• Since the soul was the representative of 
God, spiritual truth could be found in all 
things.  Thus, every thing, and every event 
symbolized something supernatural and 
beyond human experience.

• Thus, medieval people found 
symbols in everyday life. 

• Medieval thinkers did not want to 
understand the mind or world in its own 
terms, but only as clues to the reality of 
God in heaven.

• Problem:  Made Science and Philosophy 
• impossible to reconcile.
• Thus, most thinkers were devout and 

worked within a religious framework.
• If accused of heresy by the church, the 

scholar concluded they had errorred.
• However, As middle ages progressed, 

dogma became more rigid and oppressive.

• Most thinkers emphasized the mystical 
aspects of Neoplatoism

• Rejected natural reason as unnecessary 
or dangerous.

• Fundamentalism and mysticism were 
important elements.

• Also happened in Islam and Judaism.
• Literacy was to preserve the church.
• Thus, the writers were usually a cleric and 

the language was Latin
• Thus, medieval knowledge became 

priestly knowledge.
• Priests became bureaucrats. 

Late Middle Ages
• Cities grew 
• Capitalism
• Nation States developed
• Finished feudal life
• Severe economic depression begins
• Crime and violence increased
• Black Death (1348)  Kills one third of the 
• European population.
• Result - People became cynical and 

pessimistic

1453 Renaissance Begins
• Major achievements in the arts and 

politics Shakesphere, da Vinci, etc.
• Also major social dislocation, misery, 

anxiety and superstition.
• 100 year war
• 30 year war brought destruction to France 

and Germany
• Black death by 1400 devastated the 

population of Europe
• Famines and various diseases struck year 

after year
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Result
• Scapegoats sought  (witches and 

Jews mostly)
• human mortality and suffering reached new 

levels of bestiality 

• The Dark Side of human nature was 
everywhere.

• There was no room for science. 
Was seen as of little value

• Humanism begins:  Thinking 
becomes more human centered and 
less God centered

1543:  Scientific Revolution Begins

Copernicus

Proposed that the sun not the earth was the 
center of the solar system.

Humans could no longer pride themselves 
as living at the center of the universe around 
whom everything else revolved.

Problem  Copernicus’s physics were 
Aristotelian.  His data did not support his 
system any better than the old Plotemaic
one which was simplistically attractive
Killed for Heresy

Galileo Galilei (1564 - 1642)
• Was a better spokesman than Copernicus
• Supported it with new physics which 

made better sense
• Used telescopic evidence that the moon 

and other celestial bodies were no more 
heavenly than earth

• Problem:  Like Copernicus could not 
shake the notion that planets orbits were 
circular

Kepler (1571 - 1630). 

•
Showed the orbits of the planets 
were elliptical, not circular.  

• Solved Galieo’s problem

Newton 

• Principia mathematica (1687)
Laws of motion put a capstone on 
the idea that the universe was a 
machine
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Bacon  (1561 - 1626)

Beginning of systematic empirical research
First to really develop the Experiment to 

gain knowledge
Believed that learning could only be 

advanced through:
1. Observation of facts.
2. Careful experimentation
3. Make comparisons between objects 

Describe how they are similar or different.

Descartes (1596 - 1650)

• Psychology as we know it began with Descare
• He created a framework within which all 

philosophers and psychologists have worked 
ever since.

• Was the first great Dualist.
• Made a sharp distinction between the mind and 

body.  But was also an interactionist -
• That is, the mind may affect the body and the 

body could affect the mind.

The Mind 

• Was the same as the Soul for 
Descartes)

• Was the part that thinks
• Principle site of activity was the head

The Body
Was clearly objective extended 

substance 
Was mechanical in its action and 

obeyed all the known laws of the 
inanimate

• Since animals had no minds or 
souls they were nothing more 
than machines

Pineal body

• Since the mind could influence the 
body and vice versa, needed a 
structure which could be shared by 
both parts.

• For Descarte, this structure was the 
Pineal Body.

Also developed the concept of 
consciousness and defined psychology as 
the science that studies consciousness.

Made the search for self-understanding an 
important one.
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Locke  (1632 - 1704)

• Considered to be the father of 
Empiricism.

• Basic view and major point  The 
mind in was a sheet of white paper 
upon which all experience writes - a 
blank slate.

• Generally all ideas come from 
experience.

Strong attack against Palto’s
notion of inate ideas
Was like Aristotle’s view of the 
mind as a Tabula Rasa,  

But the development of the view 
was Locke’s own .

Sensory Physiology

• Made major impacts into what would 
become physiology and sensory 
psychology.

• Work was related to theories such as 
Descartes but went far beyond the 
crude imaginings of structure and 
function of the body.

Was analytical and objective

Detailed physical changes arising from 
excitations of the eye ear etc.  

Disclosed nerve speed etc.  

Many contributors

Helmholtz (1821 - 1894)
• Was a physician, physicist, and physiologist.
• Contributed significantly to the psychological 

fields of:
• Vision
• Developed the ophthalmoscope to look at the 

retina. 
• Trichomatic theory of color
• Audition
• Place theory
• Identified the function of the ossicles

Fechner (1851)

• Father of quantitative psychology
• Published “The Elements of Psychophysics”
• Founded psychophysics:  The quantitative study 
• of the relation between physiological stimuli and 

its psychological attributes.
• Heaviness, loudness Increased logrithmically as 
• you added volume
• Showed Psychological concepts (loudness 
• could be measure accurately
• Ultimately became Experimental Psychology
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Schools
of Psychology

Structuralism 
(1875-1930’s)

• Wundt       The first psychologist
• Titchener  The first US psychologist
• Was the first real school or group of 

psychology
• Were impressed with the sciences 

such as chemistry that was breaking 
down complex things into simple 
things

• Molecules to atoms

Main Idea
• If we are trying to think about what is going on in 

someone’s head we need to think of small 
subjective unit of any concept.

• The subjective unit for the Structuralists was the 
elementary elements of consciousness

• To get at sub-units of consciousness used the 
method of introspection (sit down and think)

• Basically you trained an observer to reflect on 
and analyze their mental experiences.

Required a highly trained observer
Person would sit down and think 
of a concept table) and break it 
into its basic elements (legs top, 
etc).

Love

Points to Note
Experience was important with a concept.  No 

– experience you cannot break it down
The mind was passive

– One thought came and another followed 
– .Could break complex thoughts into 

simple thoughts and study these
• Each thought was the sum of other thoughts

– .Were empiricists
– Information was gathered by observation 

and recording
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Problems

Which concept was right
Had no reliability or validity.

Gestalt School (1912-1940)
• Kohler
• Koffka
• Wertheimer

• Disagreed with Structuralists and Behaviorists 
• that complex thoughts or behavior could be 

broken into simple thoughts or behavior.
• The element of meaning is left out when you only 

look at the parts.
• Need naïve observers not trained observers

Gestaltists

The Whole is Greater than 
the Sum of its Parts.

Vs the Structuralists 
Tried to explain perception.
Developed lots of clever experiments

Had major impacts on the fields of Sensation and 
Perception and Cognitive psychology

Vs the Behaviorists
Tried to knock learning by insite.
Ultimately had little impact on behaviorism.

Also influenced Social Psychology
Behavior of individuals or groups can be 
controlled by the whole situation.

Points to Note

The whole is greater than the sum 
of the parts.

As a school did not have much 
impact but did influence other 
areas.

Functionalism  (1890-1930’s)

• James Hall Cattell Angel

• Weren’t concerned with elementary 
elements of consciousness.

• Were concerned with how the mind 
worked.

• How the mind mediated between the 
external world and internal events in the 
body.

• What is the function of things.
• Used both humans and animals.



13

Points to Note

• What was the function of some 
behavior.  Not what made it up

• Studied real life events

• Allowed psychology to be applied to 
industry, education, and medicine.

Behaviorism (1913-Present)

• Watson   Pavlov Rescorla
• Behaviorism did not become a school until 

Watson’s publication.
• “Psychology as a Behaviorist Views it”
• For Watson
• The only legitimate object of psychological study 
• was objective behavior.

Don’t give me this stuff of the elementary 
units of consciousness.  How do you know 
that is what it is.  Its not objective.

Science cannot study the Mind, 
Consciousness, or images because they are 
not observable.

Should Only study Objective Behavior

Goal for Watson and Behaviorists

Make Psychology an objective science
Discover the laws that could predict 

and control behavior.
Points 

Could use animals to discover laws 
(evolution) then evaluate humans..
Can break complex behaviors into simple 
behaviors.  NOT subjective thoughts.

Cognition/Information 
Processing

• Chomsky Broadbent Anderson
• Comes out of the memory literature
• Emphasized internal processes of 

behavior.  What happens inside the 
person is important.  

• Focus was not on the function of a 
structure.

Emphasis

• Personality variables
• Attributes
• How the Mind works
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Points to Note

• Is the dominant field in Psychology 
today

• Has made major impacts in how the 
mind works

• Has made major contributions in 
industry and design

Problems

• Often uses correlational data to make 
causal inferences.

• Concentrating only on the mind and 
not behavior does not always work.

• Poor results with some areas
– Workplace performance
– Modifying behavior

Where Are We Now?
• Lots of different areas and fields
• When Psychology uses scientific 

principles,  it has no problems.
• When Psychology does not use scientific 

models, gets many problems.
• In some areas has a good reputation
• In other areas has a very poor reputation
• Inserts a lot of psychobabble with no 

positive result.
• We will concentrate on the scientific 

aspects.


