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A Brief History of Psychology 
By: Dudley Tower, Ph.D. 

 
 
The intention of this document is not to present an extensive history of psychology 
that includes a summary of all theories and theorists which have made major 
contributions to the evolution of this discipline – but simply to outline the major 
theories that have had a significant influence on my own understanding. I 
apologize if I have left out any of your favorites. 
 
What is Psychology? 
 
To give some background, psychology emerged as an independent scientific 
discipline in Germany during the mid-1800s. The American, William James (1842-
1910), wrote his famous book, “Principles of Psychology” in 1890 – which discussed 
the questions the field of psychology has since been addressing for over 120 years. 
The word “psychology” – in Greek - literally means the study of the “breath, spirit, or 
soul.” However, to place psychology in the same realm as other sciences (dealing 
exclusively with objectively verifiable data and conclusions) the “science” of 
psychology had to rule out any references to spirit or soul – which could only be 
discussed qualitatively - and instead originally defined itself as the analysis of 
consciousness. 
 
The intent of this emerging science was to discover all of the basic elements of 
consciousness in the normal adult human being. These elements consist of sensations, 
feelings, thoughts, images, sounds, smells, and memories; and it was thought by 
observing these elements at work in human beings, scientists could determine how 
they compounded with one another to form more complex human experiences - such 
as perspectives, opinions, beliefs, motivations, desires, emotional reactions, etc. This 
process was thought of as “mental chemistry,” and of course made some fairly 
inaccurate assumptions (as it turned out) about how human experiences simply “added 
up” to more complex human behavior. 
 
So psychology grew to include the study of such topics and functions as perception, 
cognition, attention, emotion, motivation, personality, behavior, development, and 
personal relationships. The results of these studies were then applied not only to 
individuals, but also to couples, families, groups, organizations, and societies – hoping 
to help people deal with mental disorders, enhance performance and functionality, 
understand human behavior, motivate people to accomplish what they wanted to 
achieve in life, predict the course of human history, and (of course) sell competitive 
products. 
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Psychology’s First Stage – Psychoanalysis 
 
It didn’t take long to discover that people often thought and behaved in ways that 
were completely antithetical to what they were consciously aware of, or wanted to 
accomplish. Experimental subjects would often act in ways that exasperated their 
researchers, whose intention was to learn how to predict and control human behavior. 
Certain researchers began to think that something else must be going on inside their 
human subjects. This eventually led to the study of the subconscious or unconscious 
mind – most notably in the works of Sigmund Freud (1856-1939). Actually Freud was 
not the first person to theorize extensively about the unconscious mind. In fact, this 
concept was first alluded to in the ancient verbal Vedic culture of the Hindus around 
2500 BC. The first known scientific reference to the unconscious mind was made by 
the German philosopher, Paracelsus, in 1567. 
 
The unconscious mind refers to a collection of human phenomena which a person is 
not aware of at the time of occurrence, such as: 

• Unconscious thoughts and feelings 
• Unconscious or automatic skills and functions  
• Unnoticed perceptions  
• Unconscious habits and automatic reactions  
• Complexes (clusters of mental factors connected by a recognizable 

theme) 
• Hidden phobias, concealed desires 
• Unconscious instincts, motivations, drives  
• Memories and emotions caused by traumatic experiences, and 
• Unthinkable ideas, feelings, and expressions repressed by the mind, including 

socially unacceptable ideas and thoughts. 
 

Freud believed that the vast majority of the human psyche is unconscious, and he 
made the distinction between three mind elements: 
 
ID – The Id was defined by Freud as the basic instincts we are born with – such as 
survival, sexual, and the so-called “pleasure principle.” The pleasure principle refers 
simply to our basic inclination to move towards pleasure and away from pain. It plays 
a major force in personality development. The Id is almost completely unconscious. 
 
SUPEREGO – The superego was defined by Freud as society’s values and ideals 
imposed on the consciousness of the child. These messages of what is right or wrong, 
acceptable behavior, etc. become internalized and are constantly struggling with the Id 
for control of the person. The superego can also take the form of an “ideal self” - 
creating a mental image that we try to live up to. The superego is largely unconscious, 
but we are aware of some of its messages on a conscious level. 
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EGO – The ego in Freud’s understanding performed the “executive function” 
within the human. It comprises the bulk of what is the conscious mind, and 
through the “reality principle” negotiates between the Id and Superego to create 
socially acceptable means for getting a person’s needs met. 
 

Freud’s Model of the Human Mind 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
This constant interaction between the Id, Superego, and Ego can cause a good deal of 
anxiety, so the ego moves to block certain of these anxieties from consciousness by 
what Freud referred to as defense mechanisms: 
 

• Denial: The blocking of certain external events from awareness.  
• Repression: “Motivated forgetting” – not being able to recall a threatening 

situation, person, event, etc.  
• Isolation/Intellectualization: Stripping away of the emotion attached to a 

difficult memory or threatening impulse.  
• Projection: The tendency to see your own unacceptable desires, motives, and 

behavior  in other people.  
• Reaction Formation: “Believing the opposite” – changing an unacceptable 

impulse into its opposite.  
• Sublimation: The transforming of an unacceptable impulse (sex, anger, fear, 

etc.) into a socially acceptable or even productive form of behavior. 
• Rationalization: The cognitive distortion of the facts to make an impulse or an 

event less threatening. This becomes more unconscious with more sensitive 
egos. 

Id 
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Since Freud’s model envisioned the human as experiencing a lifetime of conflict 
between the Id and Superego, he never hypothesized on their being any greater human 
potential than a reduction in the anxiety caused by this basic conflict. The method he 
developed to reduce a person’s anxiety was termed “psychoanalysis,” and is simply 
described by Freud as the process of “making the unconscious conscious.” 
 
Carl Jung (1875-1961) was the first famous psychologist to elaborate extensively on a 
human’s potential for personal growth throughout their lifetime. In addition to the 
basic instincts, Jung believed each of us are born with access to a “collective 
unconscious,” which he described as the accumulated experience of the human 
species. This collective unconscious cannot be made conscious by relaxing one’s 
defense mechanisms, but instead will indirectly influence human behavior through 
such things as “Archetypes,” a person’s “Shadow,” and personality types. Much of 
human behavior remains unconscious to the individual because it is motivated by the 
underlying conflict and interactions between actual experience and these elements of 
our personal unconscious and collective unconscious minds.  
 
Humans continue to grow throughout their lifetime, according to Jung, because of the 
underlying conflict generated between actual experience and archetypal potential, 
conscious and unconscious experience, and the personal and collective unconscious. 
These conflicts create a continual process of “differentiation” and “integration” of 
consciousness at increasingly more complex and highly developed levels. This 
process of integrating the opposites in one’s personality he called “individuation.” 
 
One of Jung’s most famous concepts is that of Extraversion vs. Introversion, and these 
ideas, along with others, became the basis for the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator 
(MBTI) – a personality instrument which is still used extensively by psychotherapists, 
businesses, non-profits, and medical organizations to help people better understand 
the behavior of themselves and others. Extraverts, in Jung’s usage of the term, refers 
to a person who derives their energy from the external world and interaction with 
other people. They tend to prefer an environment with other people and avoid time 
spent alone. Introverts, on the other hand, are defined as receiving their energy from 
being by themselves or with a small but close group of friends. The emphasis is on 
their own mental life, and too much time with other people is often experienced as 
exhausting. Pure extraversion and introversion are presumed to be two different 
endpoints on a continuum, so it is possible for a person to display characteristics of 
both extraversion and introversion. Such a person would find themselves equally at 
ease at a party or in a large crowd of people for an extended period of time, or 
working long hours at home alone. 
 
Jung was unique in his time, because through his work on himself and his patients he 
grew to believe that life had a spiritual purpose beyond the goals of a material society. 
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He concluded that his process of personal growth - individuation – was the same 
process as that outlined in most Eastern spiritual traditions, where through the 
refinement in a person’s sense of self they eventually find the Divine. 
 
Psychology’s Second Stage – Behaviorism 
 
The Second major school of psychology to develop was that of Behaviorism. John B. 
Watson (1878-1958) coined the phrase “Behaviorism” in 1912 as a proposal to 
revolutionize the study of human psychology, advocating an approach that essentially 
ignored consciousness altogether. There are several forms of behaviorism, but in its 
most extreme version human personalities are thought to be completely formed 
through conditioned behavior. In other words, there are no assumptions made at all 
about inherent instinctual drives, archetypal images, or an unconscious. There is no 
such thing as “free will.” And, human behavior is considered completely habitual 
based on a person’s conditioning. The focus of behaviorism is entirely on observable 
behavior and experimentation, appealing perhaps to those psychologists who wished 
psychology to be more similar to the so-called “hard sciences.” 
 
The important point to me is that you cannot condition a person to achieve self-
actualization or enlightenment. I believe we are all born with innate qualities that can 
be actualized with a little (or maybe a lot of) work, and that we have the free will to 
make our own choices about whether we are going to live up to our potential or not. 
However, the fact is that most people go about their daily business in a nearly 
unconscious and habitual state – completely focused on things external to themselves 
and never questioning why they are doing what they are doing. Their behavior and 
beliefs are almost entirely determined by their lifelong conditioning.  
 
So in spite of my basic disagreement with the assumptions underlying behaviorism, it 
is obvious to me that most people display almost entirely conditioned behavior and do 
not express free will (except in minor decision-making). This raises a very important 
question for psychologists: If people can grow and change positively based on their 
inherent but latent potentialities, why aren’t more people doing it?” 
 
Psychology’s Third Stage – Humanistic Psychology 
 
A “Third Force” in psychology, following psychoanalysis and behaviorism, began to 
grow in the West following WW II. It was termed Humanistic Psychology and it had 
its roots in the philosophical tradition of existentialism. Martin Heidegger (1889- 
1976) is considered the creator of existential philosophy in the 20th Century, and was 
the bridge for existentialism from philosophy to psychology. According to Heidegger, 
every person has a different “ground of existence.” In other words, not everything is 
possible for each individual because of the circumstances under which people were 
“thrown” into the world (for instance, some unlucky souls are thrown into this world 
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with physical or mental limitations while others are not, or some women are born in 
America and others in Afghanistan). Additionally, humans are characterized by a 
uniqueness in skills, qualities, and personality from one another - and these two sets of 
phenomena give rise to a unique array of possibilities for each individual. According 
to Heidegger, all individuals are motivated forward to achieve their own potential, but 
if while moving forward the standards, beliefs, and prejudices of society are embraced, 
then the individual may never learn to differentiate his/her self from the masses 
entirely – and therefore never fulfill their unique potential. 
 
According to Heidegger, this was living an “inauthentic existence.” An authentic 
existence can only come into being when people recognize they are a distinctive entity 
with a distinct destiny to fulfill. When this occurs they will no longer be motivated to 
do as the masses do, and the person becomes free to make the choices that will 
achieve their unique potentiality in the world. 
 
In the United States, Humanistic Psychology was pioneered by Abraham Maslow 
(1908-1970) and Carl Rogers (1902-1987). Up to this point, the field of psychology 
mostly focused on the sick and dysfunctional. Maslow and Rogers saw psychology as 
a means by which individuals might learn how to achieve their potential – what 
Maslow termed “self-actualization.” Most everybody has heard by now of Maslow’s 
Hierarchy of Needs. It is based on his lifetime of studies of highly achieving persons. 
Maslow used the term “full humanness” to describe those people whom he thought to 
be psychologically healthy and mature – self-actualized and beyond. He noticed the 
characteristics of this select group of people to be as follows: 

• Clear, efficient perception of reality 
• Openness to experience  
• Increased integration, wholeness, and unity  
• Increased spontaneity, expressiveness (aliveness)  
• Firm identity, autonomy, uniqueness  
• Increased objectivity  
• Creativeness  
• Fusion of concreteness and abstraction  
• Democratic character structure 
• Ability to love 

 
While Maslow’s model indicates a sequence of personal development, his model is 
actually a theory of motivation, not growth. A depiction of his model of a hierarchy of 
needs is shown on the next page: 
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Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
When we talk of Maslow’s theory being a theory of motivation, we mean that the 
survival tendency – in fact all of the “deficit needs” - appear prior to (or prepotent 
over) the actualization tendency. In other words, a person will most likely not be 
motivated to achieve self-actualization until they have attained a certain level of basic 
needs satisfaction. However, these survival needs can only maintain life, they cannot 
enhance it. It is only by trying to achieve self-actualization that a person can lead a 
rich and deeply meaningful existence. Maslow saw that self-actualization was not 
only important to the individual pursuing their own development, but that it would 
become increasingly important to society and the entire human race as the 
complexities of humanity multiplied. 
 
Maslow also described the ways in which individuals self-actualize. Among these 
behaviors are: 

• Continue to make growth choices – if we think of life as a series of choices, 
then the process of self-actualization is making each decision a choice for 
growth. 

• Honesty – Instead of posing and giving answers to make ourselves look good or 
please others, we need to look within for the answers and be honest with both 
ourselves and others. 

• Self-development – Self-actualization is a continual process of developing one’s 
potentialities. It is a way of continually living, working, and relating to the 
world rather than to a single accomplishment. 

• Lack of ego defenses – We must become aware of the ways in which we distort 
our images of ourselves and the external world – through repression, projection, 

Deficit Needs Being Needs 

Physiological 

Safety 

Belongingness 
and Love 

Esteem 
Self-Actualization 
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denial, and the other defense mechanisms. 
 
Maslow also viewed “Peak Experiences” as being crucial to sustain this growth 
process, because these types of experiences allow the individual to momentarily 
transcend the normal boundaries of mind, to expand awareness beyond their self, and 
to extend their usual limits of consciousness. He believed peak experiences change the 
individual – if only for a moment – demonstrating the possibilities of higher values, 
greater aliveness, wholeness, spontaneity, and perfection. Combined with creativity, 
he thought peak experiences might provide the basis for a breakthrough in awareness 
or understanding, a personal change towards a higher level of consciousness, or action 
in service of aligning the self with the core tendency to actualize its potential. 
 
Carl Rogers was a clinical psychologist throughout his lifetime. His teachings 
introduced me to the term I try to use in all the classes I teach or facilitate: 
“Unconditional Positive Regard.” Unconditional positive regard is necessary for 
human development to occur along the lines of our inherent potentialities, because we 
all need positive regard (approval of others) and positive self-regard (approval of self 
for acting compatibly with one’s self-concept). Unfortunately, self-concept develops 
along the lines of those thoughts, feelings, and actions receiving parental and societal 
approval as we are growing up. It is the child’s perception of how they are being 
perceived by “significant others” in their lives which creates “conditions of worth” – 
or a belief in what is valuable about the self. For instance most young boys and girls 
learn very early what their appropriate gender roles are in society. They are subtly and 
not-so-subtly reminded almost constantly which behaviors and qualities are 
appropriate, and which are not. Defense mechanisms form very early to defend 
against any thoughts, feelings, or actions that conflict with these conditions of worth – 
thereby forcing the child to reject any thoughts, feelings, or actions that express their 
actual inherent qualities as they differ from their conditions of worth. This 
incongruence makes it impossible for the individual to achieve self-actualization, and 
amounts to foregoing self-actualization in favor of life maintenance and living up to a 
distorted self-concept. What we usually defend most vigorously in ourselves can also 
be the source of our greatest incongruencies. 
 
In order to self-actualize then, a person must receive unconditional positive regard. If 
this is received, a person’s self-concept will be allowed to broaden and deepen – 
including more thoughts, feelings, and actions expressing their inherent potentialities. 
The person’s self-concept then becomes more flexible, open to new experience, and 
changing. If the person can learn to develop a self-concept with no conditions of 
worth and therefore no defenses, they will learn to respect and value all manifestations 
of the self, be flexible and open to new experience, and become what Rogers termed a 
“fully functioning person.” Rogers never indicated that he had ever encountered 
anyone completely fitting this description, but his depiction of the fully functioning 
person gives us an idea where psychology was going next. 
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Psychology’s Fourth Stage – Transpersonal Psychology 
 
Abraham Maslow is given credit for creating the Fourth Stage in American 
psychology – Transpersonal Psychology (TP). In his studies of highly functioning 
people he discovered a very small number of people who seemed to almost actually 
embody Rogers’ description of the fully functioning person. People who were 
completely present when they were with you, who seemed so alive, completely non-
judgmental, serene, joyous, loving, compassionate, spontaneous, and flexible. He 
began to study what he called the “farthest reaches of human potential” before he died, 
leading to the field of Transpersonal Psychology created by his followers. TP 
addresses the need to take psychology beyond the limits of normal human experience 
and provide a bridge between traditional psychology - which limits itself to the study 
of only a continuum of human experience and behavior ranging from severe dis-
functionality on one end, to what is considered by most to be normal on the other – 
and higher potential spiritual states and stages of development.  
 
Transpersonal Psychology is a full spectrum psychology that encompasses all of 
traditional psychology and then goes beyond it by studying the inherent and 
transcendent dimensions of human experience: exceptional human functioning and 
experiences, performances and achievements, true genius, the nature and meaning of 
deep religious and mystical experiences, non-ordinary states of consciousness, and 
how we might foster the fulfillment of our highest potentials as human beings. 
 
Transpersonal Psychology is the necessary discipline for the exploration of the nexus 
between psychological and spiritual development in human beings. However, many of 
its founders have moved on to even more encompassing and complex theories of 
human evolutionary development. Ken Wilber – considered to be one of the founders 
of TP – has expanded into what he calls Integral Life Practice, which encompasses TP 
and all other aspects of life into a dynamic model of universal evolutionary 
development. This model views human development as being not only a psycho-
spiritual adventure - but also inextricably linked to societal, global, and even universal 
evolutionary development. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The evolution of psychology has been a progression from a misconceived attempt to 
understand consciousness, to where it now encompasses the entire potential spectrum 
of human behavior and awareness – while finally embracing its original definition: 
“the study of the breath, spirit, or soul.” But, what is our actual human potential and 
how might we possibly go about achieving it (if we choose to)? This question is what 
Maslow dreamed of when he began contemplating the farthest reaches of human 
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nature. Is this potential psychological? Is it spiritual? Or, is it some combination of 
both? 
 
In my experience, most Eastern spiritual traditions brush right over the importance of 
Western psychology in the pursuit of spiritual potential. “Right mind,”  “right thought,” 
and “right action” are viewed as disciplines to be practiced, but there is little 
understanding offered for the unpredictability and self-sabotaging nature of the 
unconscious mind, or the difficulty in overcoming childhood conditioning. On the 
other hand, traditional Western psychology tends to stop somewhere along the 
spectrum of human development, and say “OK, this is far enough. Now’s the time to 
get on with your ‘normal’ life.”  
 
I, for one, am very happy to be living in a time when there is no need to create any 
artificial distinctions between psychological and spiritual growth. Each is important to 
the other if we really want to achieve our true potential as human beings – whatever 
that might be for each of us. In my experience, it has only been through psychological 
development that I have come to know of my true spiritual nature. And it will only be 
through some continuing combination of both psychological and spiritual growth that 
I will continue to evolve in the future. 


