The idea of pschology as a distinct branch of study in its
own right is generally dated at around 1880 when the first
experimental lab was established.

‘Th‘a‘t said, the philosophical roots of psychology stretch
:baék much earlier than this. We shall consider these early

oots as well as chart the emergence of psychology as a

Psychology - The scientific study of the human mind
and its functions, especially those functions affecting
behaviour in a given context.

Science — A means of acquiring knowledge through
systematic and objective investigation. The aim is to
discover general laws.

Introspection — The first systematic experimental
attempt to study the mind by breaking up conscious
awareness into basic structures of thoughts, images and
sensations.

o

Psychology’s early philosophical roots

Rene Descartes (1596-1650)

Descartes, a French philosopher, suggested that the
mind and body are independent from each other

— a philosophical stance that came to be known as
Cartesian dualism. Although this view has since been
challenged, it suggested that the mind could be an
object of study in its own right. Descartes demonstrated
his own existence with the famous quote I think
therefore | am’.

John Locke (1632-1704)

Locke proposed empiricism, the idea that all experience
can be obtained through the senses, and that human
beings inherit neither knowledge nor instincts. This
view would later form the basis of the behaviourist
approach that the world can be understood by
investigating external events that are observed and
measured.
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Charles Darwin (1809-1882)

Central to Darwin’s evolutionary theory is the notion
that all human and animal behaviour has changed over
successive generations, so that the individuals with
stronger, more adaptive genes survive and reproduce,
and the individuals with weaker genes do not survive
and reproduce. Thus, these weaker genes are ‘weeded
out’ (survival of the fittest).

The assumption that many human behaviours, such as
social behaviour, have evolved due to their adaptive value
is deeply rooted in many areas of psychology, especially
the biological approach.
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Wundt and introspection
Wundt’s lab

The first ever lab dedicated to psychological enquiry was opened by Wilhelm Wundt
in Leipzig, Germany in 1879. The objective Wundt set himself was to document and
describe the nature of human consciousness. This pioneering method came to be
known as introspection, and involved Wundt and his co-workers recording their
own conscious thoughts, with the aim of breaking these down into their constituent
parts. Isolating the structure of consciousness in this way is called structuralism.

Controlled methods

This early attempt to investigate the mind might be regarded by many as naive,
but some of the methods and techniques Wundt and his co-workers used would
nevertheless be recognised as ‘scientific’ today. All introspections were recorded
under strictly controlled conditions using the same stimulus every time (such as

a ticking metronome). The same standardised instructions were issued to all
participants, and this allowed procedures to be repeated (replicated) every single
time. Thus, Wundt's work was significant in that it marked the separation of the
modern scientific psychology from its broader philosophical roots.

1900s

Sigmund Freud
publishes The
interpretation of
dreams, and the
psychodynamic
approach is
established. Freud

1879 emphasised the

17th century -
19th century
Psychology is a
branch of the
broader discipline
of philosophy. If
psychology has a
definition during
this time it is best
understood as
experimental
philosophy.

Wilhelm Wundt
opens the first
experimental
psychology lab

in Germany,

and psychology
emerges as a
distinct discipline in
its own right.

influence of the
unconscious mind
on behaviour,
alongside
development

of his person-
centred therapy:
psychoanalysis.
He argued that
physical problems
could be explained
in terms of conflicts
within the mind.
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