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1 Defining the Subject 

No1 100 many years ago ii was pan of 1hc received wisdom 1ha1 the history of 
scientific or philosophical subjects was entirely distinct from the subject itself; 
that there is the doing of psychology, sociology, economics, physics, etc., and 
1hen 1here is the history of such fields. We know belier now. A11hough there are 
still imporlillll differences to be noted, we are more prepared 10 acknowledge 
1ha1 all intellectual pursuits arise within, and 10 some extent muse bear 1he 
marks of, their historical and cultural contexts. This is so nOt only for the ob­
vious reason that major issues are generally bequeathed rather than suddenly 
born, but also because the entire en1erprise of c-rea1ing k.nowledge and solving 
problems of a given kind is itself a continuing tradition, a culrure in its own 
right. This does not prevent the development of new fields and modes of in­
quiry, nor does it deny the occasional genius a chance 10 fashion the unex­
pected. Rather, it is this culture of knowledge, this culture of 1hough1, that 
comes 10 establish 1he very standards of novelty and usefulness and proc-eeds 
10 confer meaningfulness and significance on jus1 such efforts. 

To refer 10 a "culrure of knowledge" is 10 introduce a se1 of 1radi1ions !hat 
transcend elhnic, national, religious. and racial d istinctions, traditions thal may 
be said to pertain to something close to our basic humanity. Indeed, free and 
imaginative inquiry. seemingly idle speculalion, argument and spirited dis­
course, lhe play of 1hc mind- these are so ccnlrdl to whal we take to be pan of 
a flourishing life !hat we pity or condemn societies and governments unwilling 
to permit or ounure such ac1ivilies. 

Psyc.hology as a discipline and as a profession is one of the creations of the 
culture of thought Just how it was brought about, how the psychological life 
of individual persons was objectified and e~1ema.li.zed and lhus made a subject 
of study, fonns an important chapter in 1he cluucred book of human initia­
tive. Bui in its current fonn, psychology is so various, so partitioned inlo sepa­
rate provinces, that 1he nonspecialist might pardonably conclude that there is 
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no unified subject at all. This state of affairs, too, is the result of historical 
developments. 

Inevitably, it is a subject's history Otat defines it. and this is perhaps espe­
cially the case with psychology. which William James playfully referred to as 
"that nasty Jiule subject." It has been a1 the center of speculation and inquiry 
since ancient times. Contrary to an all too common claim. it is not in any sense 
a "young subject.·· even if its extensive expe,rimental programs are relatively 
recent. On the latter point, too, one must remain mindful that experimental 
science within the context of university life is fairly reccm in all subject areas. 
It was not until the first half of the nineteenth century that separate university 
facilities were provided for research in chemistry, the pioneer here being Liebig 
in Germany. Of course. academic philosophers and scientists had engaged in 
research long before lhis, but only in the nineteenlh century do we find the 
beginning of a tradition that includes experimental science as a recognized and 
official part of the university's functions. Thus, the founding of psychology's 
first laboratory by Wundt at Lc.ipzig in 1879 takes place only a little later lhan 
the establishment of such laboratories in any discipline. 

Might psychology, however, be regarded as young at least in one sense? For 
was not research undertaken in medicine and in the physical sciences since 
ancient times. even if not within the context of univc,rsity studies'] This is a 
more difficult question, for it pertains to activities not readily dated, and to 
.u:tivities 001 easily defined. Just what, after aU, qualifies as scieotific research? 
And what must the subject or the research be to qualify as psychological? 
11lere is much in the surviving worlcs of Aristotle to establish that he undertook 
systematic studies of perception, emotion. and behavior in the animal kingdom. 
His writings on psychological matters are often detailed and technical, and 
refer to processes now routinely featured in psychological experiments and 
courses. Accordingly, it would be entirely proper to date the origins of psycho­
logical research and of scientific theories about psychological processes with 
Aristotle, thus pushing back the birth of this pan of lite subject to the fourth 
century e.c. Comparable claims could then be made for most of the succeeding 
centuries, for in nearly all of them one can find a record of scientific or medical 
inquiry pertaining to psychological states, processes, or allributes. 

The tendency, common in books on the history or psychology, to regard the 
subject as young or immature arises from uncritically accepted positions on 
just what the essence of psychology is. If on some distant reckoning the (un­
likely) oonclusion were reached that the issues or central concern to psychol­
ogy are unerly unsuited to experimental modes of inquiry, there would surely 
be no rea.ron to examine early experimental projects in order to date its birth. 
Only after taking a settled position on just what sort or subject psychology is 
does it make sense to focus on Wundt and the Leipzig laboratory or, for that 
matter, on Plato's dialogues. 
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But the tendency to consider psychology young arises also from an uncritical 
belief that similar actions taking place in radically different epochs can be un­
derstood as arising from similar aims and perspectives. The ancient astrologers 
constructed s1ar-chans and models of cele.s1ial behavior, activities not unlike 
what is now found in the fields of cosmology and astrophysics. The aneien1 
astrologers. however, based their effons on a perspective and a se1 of assump­
tions now judged to be nothing more than supers1itions. Any definition 1hat 
takes psychology 10 be just what the psychologists of a given era might be 
doing is bound to be misleading and ill conceived. Firs~ absent a more funda­
mental definition, there would be no way of identifying the participants as psy­
chologisis in the first place. Secondly, unless 1l1e activities and inquiries arc 
merely reftections of personal interests. including quirky ones. what psychol­
ogists undertake must be addressed to some set of issues or problems be­
queathed to them by earlier students of the subject. Clearly, then. important 
fields of study cannot be fully understood solely in terms of current practices. 
or by recording apparently similar inquiries talcing place over long stretches of 
time. To comprehend 1l1c nature of psychology and find a definition that estab­
lishes both iL~ uniqueness and its relatedness 10 oll1cr subjects, the study of its 
history becomes essential. 

The Idea of History 

It is generally 1l1ought to be of imponance to a man that he should 
know himself: where knowing himself means knowing not his 
merely personal peculiarities, 1l1e things mat distinguish him from 
other men. but his nature as a man ... . Knowing yourself means 
knowing what you can do; and since nobody knows what he can 
do until he tries, 1l1c only clue to what man can do is what man 
has done. 

R. G, Collingwood's words appear in the introduction 10 his The Idea of His­
tory.• Following his precepts one might say that the best sense of what psy­
chology is and the most tutored guesses as to what it might become, arc devel­
oped under 1l1e light of its history. the record of what has been done in its name 
(or in all but its name). But as Collingwood goes on 10 explain, there is more 
to the study of history than marking down narncs and dates. History, for Col­
lingwood, is a species of science: it answers questions by identifying 1l1e causes 
and conditions by which historical events came about: 

Science in general ••. does not consist in collecting what we already 
know and arranging it in this or that kind of pauern. It consists in 
fastening upon something we do not know, and trying 10 discover it.' 
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To know. then. that Wund1 secured funds 10 establish a laboratory a1 L<!ip,ig 
in 1879. or that Freud wrote lengthily on the in1erprc1a1io11 or dream, at the end 
of 1ha1 <ame cemury. is to be in possession or fal'I>, bu1 no1 or the explana1ions 
that give meaning to the facts. It is 10 know nothing that points to the rationale, 
10 1he impulses behind such undertakings; 001hing that discloses the basis upon 
which ei1her of these important figures in th<: his1ory of psychology chose his 
subjec1 or undertook such significant projects. None of 1his. however. should 
be taken as a pica for memoirs (as important as these sometimes arc). Only if 
memory were perfect and impartial, an<I only if commentators were accurate 
and in full agrcemcn1, would the historian's mission be abbreviated or unnec­
essary. usefully replaced by memoirs. Memories are imperfcc1 and incomplete. 
sometimes selecti\-e, often rhetoric-al in their deployment. Even the leuer­
perfect memory of the camera yit'lds u record seen from one direction only. 
The camera sometimes faces away Crom the real nc-tion and, in any c-ase, neve.r 
has a view so wide as to capture that full context tho.I give~ meaning to lhc 
par1iculars. 

To put 1he mauer briefly. there is no dispensing wi1h imerpreration when 
seeking 10 understand complex, unfolding, inco111ple1e events an<I ideas. Where 
intellectual history is at issue, the relevant contexts go beyond the compass of 
any observer·, memory. Such a history is comprised of words, and these, unlike 
swords and tanks and the exc,hange-ra1es of currency. are used differently at 
different times. often intending more than 1hey convey. Jnicllec1ual histories 
are 1hwaned by all the obstacles facing other forms of historical inquiry, and 
then some. The 1hin lines of evidence diverge while the ac1ual witnesses, 001 
of ignorance or fear or sloth or confusion. fail 10 reflect accura1cly the ideas of 
1hcir period. In this way 1he words themselves obstruct a later reckoning; in 
addilion, modern analysts then enter with their own biases and confusions., 
further darkening 1he record. 

These biases were insigh1fully exposed by Giovanni Battista Vico ( 1668-
1744).' one of 1he first grea1 historians or 1he modern era. He warned of the 

constan1 tempta1ion to revere antiquity beyond all sense of proportion. This 
prejudice not only colors our evaluations bu1 may even lead 10 quanti1a1ive 
errors, errors in estimating weahh or population or longevity. He also recog­
ni1ed the subtle ch11uvinis1 who writes about his own people in large case. 

Most common of all blunders, Vico noted. is the tendency 10 identify the 
character of an age by srndying the thoughts of its scholars. Vico recognized 
1hat scholars often are not at all representative of lhe rime in which they live. 
They differ from their contemporaries in interests, in schooling. even in basic 
values. The importance of understanding Aristotle's theory of the soul or Soc­
rates' conceplion of virrue cannot be to learn " the Athenian" undemanding of 
such no1ions. The average A1henian, more likely than not, seldom considered 
such maners and. had he been privileged 10 discuss them with Aris1otle or 
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Socrates, might well have found the philosophers' treatments bizarre. If we 
would unearth the popular views on subjects of this son, we would have to 
search the myths and rites of antiquity, the poems and correspondence and 
plays of the age. Once !he commoner understandings are thus located. they are 
nearly invariably different from the sage's. 

Vico also warned against imputing too much credibility to those who have 
provided eyewitness accounts. The fact that Tacitus wrote about events in his 
own time docs not mean that he was conceptually closer to them. He wore the 
distoning lenses of his epoch. His travels were limited. He spoke and read in 
but two languages. His resources were saddled to a primitive technology. Lack­
ing the methods of modern scholarship (methods only recently developed by 
linguists. archeologlsts, physicists, etc.), a Tacitus or a Herodotus or a Livy 
could examine earlier era.~ only through the eyes and fables of those who came 
before. 

Finally, Vico presents the pervasive erTOr of scholastica succ~ssionis civita• 
tium, the "scholastic succession (or bequest) of states." This error moves us 
to believe that when an intellectual development occurs sequentially in two 
different countries, it occurs in the second through !he direct influence of the 
first. Since, for example, Adelardus spoke in the twelfth century of the eanh's 
motion and since Copernicus was generous in his reading habits, Copernicus 
must have got the idea from Adelardus (or Cicero or Aristarchus or Nicole 
Oresme, etc.). According to this view, an idea is the pebble of a uniquely en­
lightened time dropped by philosophers on the calm lake of slumbering minds. 
The idea disturbs first one culture, then the next, seriatim. The historian's chal­
lenge is to work back from the ripples to the source and, thereby, to discover 
the first source of all our wisdom. Vico, as with Aristotle earlier, knew that 
such orderly succession was seldom the case. Ours is a questioning and a tbeo­
ridng species which does not rest at length. lbere is hardly a notion prized by 
any age that was not entenained by many others at many different times and 
quite independently. Accordingly. a mere chronology of ideas would not only 
fail to be a history of ideas but would fail to be true. We can say, with measur­
able confidence, that an event of a cenain ki.nd occurred for the first time or, at 
least, that no earlier record has been found. But we cannot date the first ap­
pearance of a thought or a point of view with similar precision. 

The Greeks invented philosophy as a discipline, as a form of inquiry regu­
lated by rules and organized around a set of questions. They were, in this nar­
row sense. the first philosophers. But it would be ridiculous to argue that Thales 
was the first human being to recogniz.e that "it is hard to be good." We explore 
the history of ideas to learn how others have dealt with problems facing us. 
what others have considered important and the factors that seemed to have 
caused events of consequence. One inescapable product of our study is a chro­
nology, but this is surely not the goal. We expect the historian to tell us when 
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things happened much as we expect the modern astronomer 10 tell us the posi­
tion of the planets on the day Caesar wa.< killed. But we expect much more. We 
believe the astronomer because his calculations are based on laws- Jaws fash­
ioned in the light of criticism, objective measuremen~ and multiple observa­
tions- and we expect as much from the historian. Not that the explanations 
will unfold inexorably from the fixed .. laws"' of history, but that they will be 
framed according 10 the very best evidence available and will. therefore, yield 
the truest picture of what happened and why ii happened. 

In the epilogue to The Idea of ffistor,•, Collingwood ventures, with charac-
1eris1ic decisiveness. to place psychology in perspective. He argues that psy­
chology's chief mistake was 10 identify with the physical sciences and by 1ha1 
strategy 10 adopt methods wholly unsuited and even futi le 10 its enterprise. 
Psychology, Collingwood insists. can answer its questions only by transform­
ing its methods into those of history: 

To regard [psychology) as rising above the sphere of history, and es­
tablishing the permanent and unchanging Jaws of human nature, is 
therefore possible only 10 a person who mistakes the transient condi­
tions of a certain historical age for the permanent conditions of human 
life.• 

It is not necessary 10 accept these prescriptions for psychology in order to 
appreciate the subtler point he raises. A science concerned with the determi­
nants of human conduct, with tl>e character of human perception and emotion, 
will find in the annals of civilization a laboratory more varied and rich than any 
we could hope to re-create. This part of Collingwood's instruction is unim­
peachable. and it is this pan that urges us to study history if we are to s1udy 
psychology. 

In auempting what has been described as an intellectual history. therefore, 
one is commined to something different from chronology. And. in auemp1ing 
an inlcllectual history of psychology, one must be concerned with far more than 
academic psychology. This said. the following pages may seem to belie the 
premise. for, in fact, a chronological succession docs follow. This. however. is 
a concession to custom and convenience and is not to be viewed as the fallacy 
of scholastica successioniJ· civitatium. One age does nol impart momentum to 
1he next ns would a pair of colliding billiard balls. though the cuhure of 1hough1 
docs have its founders and followers. Ideas are kept alive, they do not merely 
assen themselves. And where important ideas are concerned, those developed 
within a productive age. it is misleading even to think that tbc age itself has died. 

There is no question but that psychological scholarship. a1 any time since 
Socrates. has been influenced by Greek thought. Yet a Study of the Socratics is 
not enough. Succeeding gcncra1ion.s did not passively assimilate Plato's dia• 
logues but interpreted them in nhered contexts and for diverse purposes. Often 
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