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Historical overview 

Compared to other sciences Psychology is a relatively new one. As a recognised discipline it 

is only about 140 years old. This, in scientific terms, makes it a very new discipline. However, 

psychology can be traced much further back to the great Greek philosophers. These 

philosophers considered many similar questions from mind body dualism to intelligence. 

Aristotle (384-322 BC) was one of the first recorded people to make assumptions from 

observing human behaviour. From this, he concluded the difference between the soul of 

humans and other animals was that humans had rational souls. He was also one of the first 

to consider areas which are now firmly in the domain of psychology: learning, memory, 

perception and personality. 
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In more recent history two philosophers had opposing views on a key debate in psychology, 

the nature nurture debate. Decartes (1596 – 1650) view was that humans are born with a 

store of knowledge in place whereas Locke (1632 – 1704) considered humans to be a blank 

slate (tabular rasa) when born and knowledge is written to this blank slate as a result of 

experience. 

This section will consider the starting point of psychology as a modern science. It will then 

look at the historical settings of the approaches this module will cover, along with some of 

the key theorists. A theory overview of each approach will also be given. 

Wilhelm Wundt and introspection 

 Link 

The move from philosophical rationalisation to empirical investigation came about in 1879 

when Wilhelm Wundt opened the first formal psychology lab in Leipzig, Germany. The link 

below will take you to the Department of Psychology at Leipzig University where they have a 

nice overview of his work and their link with psychology:History of the Psychology in 

Leipzig, Germany 

 

What Wundt did was to apply traditional scientific protocols and techniques to the 

investigation of the human mind and behaviour resulting in the elevation of psychology 

within the scientific community. 

This sounds very grand but in reality the work of Wundt was limited. The methodology used 

by Wundt is now considered primitive and very subjective but nevertheless this was the 

starting point of applying scientific principles to the study of the mind. 

Introspection 

Wundt used a method called introspection. This is where the subject would have to 

verbalise internal symbolic representations of their mental processes. This basically means 

that they had to say what they were thinking and how their thoughts progressed and 

http://psychologie.biphaps.uni-leipzig.de/hist_eng.html
http://psychologie.biphaps.uni-leipzig.de/hist_eng.html
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changed as they carried out a particular action. Putting your thoughts in the spotlight is 

quite hard to do as many actions become automatic. If you travel the same route regularly, 

to work or college, you will often find yourself walking or driving there when you should be 

going somewhere else. It almost seems as if you are on automatic pilot. 

Reflect 

List all the actions required for you to get from where you are to take a bottle of water out 

of the fridge. The first thing that would need to happen is you to register thirst. The second 

thing is to evaluate what action is required to quench this thirst. Keep going and see how 

long your list gets. 

 

From these accounts Wundt began to gather data which he used to try and explain actions 

and behaviours. Realistically, introspection was not a good way to study psychology. It could 

not be used to study unobservable behaviours such as thinking, memory and perception. It 

was also almost impossible to replicate the results with different participants which would 

suggest that it was subjective in nature so lacked reliability. 

The major contribution from Wundt was that psychology could now be considered as an 

objective experimental science with the mind as its focus or subject matter. This 

contribution should not be underestimated as it was the springboard for all future 

psychological research. 

The schools that followed Wundt moved psychology on to different and higher levels. The 

major schools which followed were shaped and characterised in many ways by the changes 

in society and the changes in technology. This is a trend which continues today. 

Sigmund Freud (psychoanalytic) 

If you ask people to name a psychologist it is likely their response will be "Sigmund Freud". 

He was certainly very influential in the field of psychology but he was not a psychologist. 

Freud was a doctor who specialised in neurology. 
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Freud was very much a scientist of his time. He was influenced by what was happening in 

society and a lot of the terminology of his theory came from the technology of the era. 

Freud lived in Vienna, before moving to London, at a time when Austria had more rigorous 

sexual morality than Victorian Britain. Freud covered the period from the time of steam to 

the use of hydraulic systems and the process words he uses to describe behaviour, at times, 

reflects this. 

A lot is made by some people of the fact that Freud was a cocaine user but this must be 

looked at in relation to what was happening in society at the time. At the time Freud was 

using cocaine it was also an ingredient in Coca Cola and used extensively by people as a 

euphoric. It was, at that time, not prohibited and was used by Freud and others, as a 

stimulant. 

 Link 

Freud was an exponent of the case study method of investigation. This is where an 

individual or group are studied in great detail. This can be done by things such as interview, 

experimentation and retrospective investigation. Two of the most famous case studies were 

that of Anna O and Little Hans. You can read more about Anna O here: Bertha 

Pappenheim, 'Anna O' (1859-1936) and Little Hans 

here: http://www.holah.karoo.net/freudstudy.htm 

Psychoanalytical approach 

We will be looking at this approach in more detail shortly but below is an overview of the 

key tenets. 

Freud believed that much of our behaviour stems from processes that are unconscious. The 

unconscious refers to thought, fears and wishes of a person of which they may be unaware. 

Unconscious impulses are expressed in dreams, slips of speech, and mental illness as well as 

socially acceptable behaviour. 

His view of human nature is a negative one. He believed that we are driven by the same 

basic instincts as animals: sex and aggression/death. 

http://www.sciencemuseum.org.uk/broughttolife/people/berthapappenheim
http://www.sciencemuseum.org.uk/broughttolife/people/berthapappenheim
http://www.holah.karoo.net/freudstudy.htm
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Pavlov, Watson, and Skinner (behaviourists) 

The behaviourist approach came about as a reaction against introspection and Freud's 

psychoanalytic approach. Introspection was disregarded as being too subjective. Early 

behaviourists felt that behaviour warranted investigation and is independent of any 

relationship with consciousness. Their firm belief was that psychology was a science and 

should be based on observable behaviour. 

One of the earliest theorists associated with the behaviourist approach is Ivan Pavlov. 

Pavlov won the Nobel prize for Physiology for his work on the physiology of digestion. It was 

during his work on digestion that he developed classical conditioning. He is remembered 

more for his development of classical conditioning than his Nobel Prize. Classical 

conditioning is when a reflex response is elicited when the stimulus which normally causes it 

is not present. 

 Link 

Key theorist associated with operant conditioning, which is a learned response, are John 

Watson and Burris Skinner. Both believed that behaviour was learned and if you know how 

it is learned you can control behaviour. Skinner went on to carry out a great deal of work in 

this area but Watson's career was cut short and he left John Hopkins University and went to 

work in advertising. Watson's downfall has been documented by the American Psychological 

Society and can be read here: Notes on a scandal 

Behaviourist approach 

We will be looking at this approach in more detail shortly but below is an overview of the 

key tenets. 

• The goal of the behaviourist approach was to control behaviour. 

• They adopted an experimental approach where they considered the effect on the 

manipulation of one variable on another.  Their hope was to establish a cause and 

effect relationship that would explain human behaviour, and if an explanation could 

be found then behaviour could be predicted and controlled. 

http://www.apa.org/monitor/2012/10/scandal.aspx
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• Behaviourism is often thought of as an input/output model and all behaviour is 

caused or determined in some way.  

• If behaviour is caused or determined then if we know the causes then we can change 

or control behaviour. 

Behaviourism is sometimes known as ABC psychology: Antecedent, Behaviour, 

Consequence. You can often see an example of this in supermarkets. A child and parent 

are at a checkout. The child wants a sweet but the parent says no. The parent may even 

take time to explain to the child that they will be going home soon and will be having a 

meal when they get home. The child ignores this rational explanation and starts 

screaming. At this point the parent often gives in and gives the child a sweet. The 

antecedent was the request for a sweet, the behaviour was the screaming and the 

consequences was that the child got a sweet. Both the child and the parent have learned 

a lesson here: the child has learned that to get its own way all it must do is cause a scene 

and the parent has learned that to stop their child causing a scene they must give in to 

the child's demands. 

 

Piaget, Tolman, etc. (cognitive) 

Unlike the previous two approaches there is no "founder" of the cognitive approach but 

several people were influential. One of the earliest writers in this area was Ulric Neisser who 

compared the human mind to a computer. The computer analogy is one which persists in 

cognitive psychology but it is not a good way of thinking about cognition. 

 Link 

Unplugging the Computer Metaphor 

This approach came about because of dissatisfaction with the behaviourist approach which 

ignored higher mental functioning. This can be traced back to the Second World War when 

theories on signal processing and the role of attention in complex tasks. The development of 

computers in the 50s and 60s mirrored the development of the cognitive approach. 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/the-social-emotional-brain/200904/unplugging-the-computer-metaphor
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Cognitive approach 

We will be looking at this approach in more detail shortly but below is an overview of the 

key tenets. Cognition refers to the mental processes of perception, attention, language, 

memory, and thinking. It deals with how we process information and build up a working 

knowledge of the world. 

The main concerns of the cognitive school were to explain aspects of mental life like 

perception and memory. The preferred method of investigation was that of the experiment. 

They took experimentation to a new level as internal mental processes cannot be seen they 

have to be inferred and, therefore, more creative experimental methodology was required. 

Their goal is to develop theories based on empirical evidence to explain how mental 

processes are organised and function. Cognitive psychologists suggest that our mind actively 

processes information it receives and transforms it into new forms. 

Reflect 

Think about how you think. Do you think in pictures or words? If you speak a second 

language do you think in the second language or do you think in your first language and 

then translate it? 

Sir Francis Galton, Charles Darwin (biological) 

Sir Francis Galton 

The biological approach has been a large part of philosophy and psychology for a long time 

but it came to prominence with one or two key people. The biological school was very 

influential for the first time, around the turn of the twentieth century with Sir Francis Galton 

being one of its biggest proponents. As knowledge and technology has changed it has 

become much more prevalent again in the last 30 years. 

Sir Francis Galton is considered, by some, to be the father of genetics. He was a firm believer 

in hereditary of characteristics and traits including intelligence and artistic ability. He was a 
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very influential scientist of his time and one of the first people to study twins in an attempt 

to establish the role played by nature and nurture. 

 Link 

More details on Sir Francis Galton can be found here: Francis Galton (1822-1911) 

The problem he had was the lack of scientific knowledge to back up his postulations. It was 

not his lack of knowledge as he was a very well educated individual it was the lack of 

knowledge within the scientific community of the time. The second half of the biological 

revolution has taken place more recently with the development of ways of investigating the 

working of the brain utilising scanners and the greater knowledge of genetics. 

Charles Darwin 

A second influential theorist here was Charles Darwin. Darwin coined the phrase: survival of 

the fittest. What he meant by this was the ability to reproduce. He claimed that the only 

thing you could leave after you died was your genetic make-up and to do this you had to 

reproduce. 

 Link 

Most of Darwin's writings are now available free online. You can get a copy of the On the 

Origin of the Species By Means of Natural Selection form the link below: "The Origin of 

Species" 

Biological approach 

We will be looking at this approach in more detail shortly but below is an overview of the 

key tenets. 

The biological approach focuses on how our biology affects our behaviour and mental 

processes and how physiological changes impact on this. This includes the psychological 

effects of hormones, genes and electrical and chemical activity in the nervous system and 

brain. 

http://www.sciencemuseum.org.uk/broughttolife/people/francisgalton
http://darwin-online.org.uk/converted/pdf/1861_OriginNY_F382.pdf
http://darwin-online.org.uk/converted/pdf/1861_OriginNY_F382.pdf
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Major approaches in psychology 

  Psychoanalytical Behavioural Biological Cognitive 
  

Nature of 
human 
beings 

Individual is in conflict 
due to opposing 
demands made by 
different parts of the 
personality ID, EGO 
SUPEREGO, Behaviour 
largely determined by 
unconscious forces 

Human behaviour is shaped 
by environmental forces 
(reinforcement) and is a 
collection of learned 
responses to external 
stimuli.  Classical and 
operant conditioning are the 
key learning processes. 

Behaviour is determined 
by genetic and 
physiological factors 
and 
processes.  Influence of 
central nervous system 
is crucial 

Human mind is compared to 
a computer.  People are 
information processors – we 
select information, code it, 
store it and retrieve it when 
needed.  Processes of 
memory, attention, 
language, thinking, and 
perception are central 

Nature of 
psychological 
normality 

Adequate balance 
between id ego and 
superego.  Conflict is 
always present to some 
degree. Can become 
fixated at any one 
developmental stage 

Possess an adequately large 
repertoire of adaptive 
responses 

Nervous system 
functions properly – 
chemical balance and 
neurological activity 

Proper functioning of 
cognitive processes and the 
ability to use them to 
monitor and control 
behaviour 

Nature of 
psychological 
development 

Psychosexual stages 
Oral, anal, phallic, 
latency, genital.  Oedipus 
complex.  Individual is 

No stages of 
development.  Behaviour is 
selectively reinforced at 
different ages but difference 
between child and adult are 

Stages of development 
based on changes in 
brain growth, which are 
genetically determined. 

Stages of Cognitive 
Development (eg Piaget) 
sensorimotor, pre-
operational, concrete 
operational and formal 
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shaped by early 
childhood experiences 

largely quantitative.  The 
adult has built up a larger 
repertoire of behaviours. 

operational.  Information 
processing – development of 
memory perception, 
language, attention and 
thinking 

Preferred 
methods of 
study 

Case study Experiments (animals 
largely, and humans) 

Experiment (animals 
and humans) 

Experiments (mainly humans 

Major 
cause(s) of 
abnormal 
behaviour 

Emotional disturbance or 
neurosis caused by 
unresolved conflicts 
stemming from 
childhood.  Abnormal 
behaviour is symptomatic 
of conflicts.  Main feature 
is anxiety. 

The learning of maladaptive 
responses or the failure to 
learn adaptive ones in the 
first place.  No distinction 
between symptoms and the 
behavioural disorder 

Genetic disorders and 
disorders of the nervous 
system rom brain 
disease or injury. 
Chemical imbalance 
within body.  Mental 
illness can give rise to 
both behavioural and 
psychological 
symptoms. 

Unrealistic or irrational ideas 
and beliefs about self and 
others.  Inability to monitor 
or control behaviour through 
appropriate cognitive 
processes. 

Preferred 
method of 
treatment 

Insight oriented 
psychotherapy ego 
psychoanalysis.  The 
unconscious is revealed 
through dream 
interpretation, free 
association and 
transference which can 

Behaviour therapy or 
modification – systematic 
desensitization, aversion 
therapy. Flooding, behaviour 
shaping, token economy 

Physical treatments 
such as chemotherapy, 
electroconvulsive 
therapy and 
psychosurgery.  But can 
also consist of 
biofeedback and 
imagery to deal with 

Cognitive behavioural 
therapy 
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act as a cathartic 
approach to problems 
buried in unconscious 

pain control for 
example. 

Goal of 
treatment 

To uncover and work 
through unconscious 
conflicts to make them 
conscious and to achieve 
reasonable balance 
between ide ego and 
superego. 

To eliminate maladaptive 
responses and acquire 
adaptive ones. 

To alleviate  symptoms / 
reverse / correct 
underlying cause of 
illness 

To correct unrealistic or 
irrational ideas and beliefs so 
that thinking becomes 
effective means of 
controlling behaviour. 

Strengths Compassion for mentally 
ill, significance of 
childhood experiences, 
defence mechanisms 

Explained some aspects of 
learned behaviour and can 
be applied successfully in 
modifying 
behaviour.  Stressed 
importance of environment 
to development 

Provided explanation 
for behaviour which can 
appear inherited or 
hormonally driven 

Provided an alternative to 
the narrow approach of 
behaviourism and recognised 
need to take the way we 
process information into 
account.  Recognised the 
individual as active not 
passive 

Weaknesses Vague and untestable, 
based on case studies of 
select group of 
population, saw people 
as essentially driven by 
negative forces, 
personality formed in 
first five years 

Does not take emotions or 
thinking into account.  Based 
on laboratory studies largely 
of animals. 

Reductionist approach 
and deterministic 

Experiments largely 
laboratory based and can 
only infer the 
processes.  Cannot actually 
test them 
directly.  Mechanistic 
approach 
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