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1
Introduction: Three Very General
Observations on Psychology and Its History

There is a view, fostered it seems by folklore in departments of psychol-
ogy, that psychology proper began in 1879 when Wilhelm Wundt opened
the first laboratory for psychological experiment. There were forerun-
ners, to be sure, and psychology students generally have some impression
about them. If they have taken courses in philosophy, they may know
some of them reasonably well. I sometimes sense a certain impatience
with these forerunners, however, and some psychologists seem to regard
them in much the same way that modern chemists regard alchemists, who
are the chemists’ forerunners. Chemists demarcate the difference between
the marginal forerunners and the serious ones by calling the one alche-
mists and the other early chemists. I also sense that some psychologists
employ the word ‘‘philosopher’’ to speak about Wundt’s forerunners
with something like the force and flavor that attaches to the word ‘‘alche-
mist.’’ Now Wundt was a philosopher; the only chair he ever held was
in philosophy. But then he was a prominent contributor to physiology,
and he was a serious experimenter in psychology. Much is forgiven him
because he is a transitional figure, from philosophy to psychology, and
some latitude must be allowed to those who effect such transitions. After
all, the story goes, he is the father of psychology.

This widely held view strikes me as a serious distortion of fact. It is
easy to discover this by comparing Aristotle’s psychology (in De anima)
with his physics (in the Physics). The Physics contains much that is of
philosophical interest, but its physics has almost all been scrapped. With
good reason, because its theories of space, of time, of the motions of
physical bodies, and of their basic constituents is simply wrong. The same
cannot be said of his De anima. I venture to say that it is still the most
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important book for any psychologist to read, not just for its place in the
history of ideas but for the relevance of its teachings on perception and
cognition to contemporary work in those areas.

A word of warning! Reading Aristotle is like chewing rocks, neither
pleasant nor easy. His polished works all perished, and only his lecture
notes survive—not a distinguished form of literary composition. Some-
thing of the interest of the notes on psychology will emerge, I hope, when
we come to Aristotle. I hope to suggest their depth and importance,
whether or not in the end you accept them.

For present purposes, though, all we need is the comparison with the
Physics. It gives the lie to the almost automatic claim that psychology is
a new discipline whereas physics is an old one. Psychology as a serious,
systematic discipline is almost 2,000 years older than physics. In compari-
son, modern chemistry is a fledgling, merely 200 years old. Incidentally,
the word ‘‘psychology’’ was coined only at the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury. Earlier generations called the discipline by its object of study: ‘‘on
the soul,’’ ‘‘on the mind,’’ or simply ‘‘on human understanding.’’

One may protest that physics and chemistry have made more spectacu-
lar advances than psychology, and while these things are difficult to as-
sess, I would be inclined to agree. If the protest is true, however, it may
well indicate a moral. Psychology is not an easy subject. If it were, per-
haps the progress over 2,000 years would have been more substantial. It
should not surprise us, then, to find that it is as difficult as anything in
physics. Even in these historical exercises we should be prepared to use
our conceptual powers to their utmost.

Another protest is sure to surface. The psychology of the ancients was
not experimental or systematically observational, whereas contemporary
psychology is both. This protest too is justified, but it does not mark as
deep a divide as one might think. People have been observing psychologi-
cal phenomena of all sorts since the beginning of human experience: chil-
dren learning to talk, perceptual illusions, feats of memory and failures of
memory, struggles to solve problems, differences in personality, behavior
disorders and mental illnesses. Doubtless in all these areas and others,
experiment, systematic observation and measurement aided by statistical
techniques, can bring increased precision and deepen understanding. At
the same time it is possible to reach profoundly interesting positions in


