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Psychology - Early History and Origins

(Structuralism - Functionalism)

Psychology as we know it today has only existed for little more than 100 years or so and is a
relatively new discipline. Prior to 1870, we now think of the topics of study as more philosophy than

psychology.

(N.B. Notable philosophers influential to the later rise of psychology include Rene DESCARTE (1596-
1650) and John LOCKE (1632-1704).

DESCARTE is well known for the proposition of CARTESIAN DUALISM (the idea of the mind and body
being two separate entities)

LOCKE was one of a group of philosophers who promoted EMPIRICISM (the view that all knowledge
was learned, rather than inherited)

The first indication of a split between philosophy and psychology was the opening of the first
psychology lab in Leipzig, Germany in 1879 by Wilhelm WUNDT. This was a crucial turning point for
the study of psychology.

WUNDT (1832 — 1920) tried to integrate the METHODS of physiology (quantitative, objective, public,
and replicable) with the SUBSTANCE of philosophy, defining and establishing this approach as

psychology.

WUNDT covered a wide field (e.g. psychophysics, reaction times, physiological psychology,) but is
best remembered for his study of the nature of experience. By the middle of the 19™ Century,
science had made great progress in a variety of areas. People began to realise that approaches
towards the study of the mind had been purely philosophical. The problem with this was that it
would always be difficult to choose between two competing ideas or explanations and so, because

of this, the discipline would advance very slowly.

Because science was forging ahead, people began to suggest that psychology could make the same
advances if it adopted the same scientific methodology, methods such as observation and
experimentation. Also, the 18" Century philosopher Auguste COMTE’S philosophy of POSITIVISM
suggested the idea of studying people by methods of science. This was made all the more
acceptable by the publication of DARWIN'S (1859) “On the Origin of Species”, which added impetus

to the desire to study humans scientifically.

WUNDT was a firm believer in the importance of the scientific method, believing observations
should be made which could, in principle, be observable by anyone. According to WUNDT, the
subject matter of psychology was experience. He developed a technique whereby experience could
" be scientifically studied. This technique was known as INTROSPECTION.

INTROSPECTION involved a participant describing their experience to someone who later analysed
these descriptions. According to WUNDT, not everyone could introspect in a scientifically
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acceptable way, special training was required. There were problems with this (e.g. who does the
training? How are you trained? etc. Such issues were the reason for WUNDT’S downfall since
different laboratories came up with incompatible results — scientific research must be replicable.)

WUNDT defined psychology as “the science of consciousness”, he believed the subject matter of
psychology to be immediate experience. By this, he meant that he wanted experience to be reduced
to its lowest level. Why? — so that Psychology could develop along the same lines as pure science.
His own training had been in chemistry, physics and physiology and he tried to use the same
principles as scientists. WUNDT believed that consciousness consisted of compounds which could be
broken down into elements and then one would be able to gain a better understanding of it. He
believed there were two elements of experience;

Experiences outside the person - SENSATIONS

And experiences inside — FEELINGS

WUNDT developed a system of feelings and from his own introspections, he broke feelings into
three separate dimensions;

1) Excitement - Calm
2)  Pleasure —displeasure
3) Strain — relaxation

Because of the way he broke down the structure of feelings his method became known as the
Structuralist School of Thought (STRUCTURALISM).

Criticisms of Introspective Methods

1) Can we really get to understand some else’s experience by their giving a report of it? — No,

because our world experience may be totally different from theirs and so we cannot relate to what
they are saying. For example, if two people have a headache, how can you tell whose headache or
Jevel of pain is the worst? — There is no way we can get a true feeling of other people’s experience.

2) The relationship between consciousness and behaviour is often unclear. Also, much of our
experience is not is not accessible to our consciousness and introspection (e.g. the knee-jerk reflex).

3) The act of introspection changes or detracts something from the experience — merely looking at
what has happened will change things (also, there may be memory loss). Impossible to say what is
happening since this is always a continuous process, what is really being examined is the process of

RETROSPECTION.
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There is no way we can gain access to other people’s experiences; they are essentially SUBJECTIVE
and not OBJECTIVE. That is why, later on, psychology turned its attention to the study of behaviour
(which could be observed and recorded accurately).

WUNDT’S great achievement was the creation of scientific, experimental psychology and he was the
dominant force on the continent. In the UK at this time, the key figure was Francis GALTON (1822-
1911), while in America it was William JAMES (1842-1910).

FUNCTIONALISM

JAMES was the force behind a new school of thought, which was still interested in the most
profitable method of studying the mind. Unlike Structuralists, JAMES did not believe that structure
was the key to human understanding. JAMES provided a more realistic view of psychology, one
which was more practical and popular due to its emphasis on the purpose of the human mind.
Emphasis was now on FUNCTION rather than STRUCTURE. This view was more concerned with
mental processes and what they accomplish for the individual in terms of adaptation to the
environment. E.g., what is intelligence? What is its function? Is it made of more than one part?
What does it do for a person? What is a will? Is it learned? What does it do for the individual?
Etc..

JAMES believed that we should look at how a mental process operates, what it accomplishes and
under what conditions it appears, how it mediates between the body and the environment. He was
looking at the individual’s adaptive mechanisms and especially how they are revealed in mental
activity. JAMES (1890) defined psychology as “the science of mental life, both of its phenomena and

their conditions".

Although a firm believer in experimentation and observational science, JAMES did very little in the
way of experimentation himself. He is now best remembered for his book “The Principles of
Psychology” (pub. 1890). This book provides a foundation for much of today’s modern psychology.
He was good at developing theories and, although he did not test them himself, he did come up with

theories that could be scientifically tested.

His ideas on consciousness;

JAMES believed consciousness was initially required to perform certain actions, but once we become
practiced at these actions, consciousness is no longer needed in order to perform them and
consciousness can be shifted to other areas while carrying out the task (e.g. like driving a car). We
must think of consciousness having a fixed capacity. This view is a critical part of modern theories of

attention (e.g. BROADBENT, KAHNEMAN).

He also saw consciousness as a process of steady growth —i.e. we can never perceive the same
event twice, as on the second event we have a different experience. Not surprisingly then, JAMES
disagreed greatly with WUNDT’S idea of introspection. One major disagreement was over the

nature of consciousness itself. The Structuralist view of consciousness was a series of separate
which could be described. JAMES thought this view was totally

individual images on an inner screen,
eing very brief and

wrong. He thought consciousness was permanently changing, each event b
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immediately changing into another (‘the stream of consciousness’). This stream flows in such a way

that you cannot really analyse it — any results would be artificial and prove to be an over
simplification of mental experience.

JAMES was also famous for his ideas on EMOTION;

JAMES gave different examples to explain his views on emotion; e.g., We meet a bear, are
frightened and run. JAMES believed this sequence of events was incorrect, stating;

“My theory on the contrary is that the bodily changes follow directly the perception of the exciting
fact, and our feeling of the same changes as they occur is the emotion.”

JAMES was suggesting that the bodily changes (such as running away in the above example,) would
follow immediately after perceiving the bear, so that the feeling of fear would not come between
the two events but afterwards, or following them.

The notion of function gives psychology a real identity. If we consider that the true purpose of
psychology is to explain the function of mental processes (such as thinking, memory etc.) then we
can see psychology as an independent subject in its own right, separate from philosophy and
physiology.

Because function is separate from physiology, it becomes feasible to program computers to do some
of the same activities that humans do. We can program computers to perform like humans, yet
physiologically speaking, they could not be more different. In addition, once we stop looking at
psychology in terms of the structure of experience, then it becomes possible to include a much
wider range of topics/areas within the study of psychology, such as animal behaviour, impaired
cognitive functioning, artificial intelligence etc. — none of which would have been suitable under
introspective methods.




