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A Journey Through the Minds: The Evolution of Psychology

-by Yashika Yadav

In the little ice age, when the world was shivering, German scholastic philosopher Rudolf
Gockel wrote ‘Psychologia: hoc est, De hominis perfectione, animo et in primus ortu hujus,
commentationes ac disputationes quorundam theologorum & philosophorum nostra aetatis.’
The year was 1590, but long before the man had quoted ‘Psychology: That Is to Say, On the
Perfection of Man, On the Rational Mind and Particularly on Its Origin, with the Comments
and Discussions of Certain Theologians and Philosophers of Our Age’ questions were rising—
questions about the mind, behaviour, and what it means to be human. In ancient Greece,
philosophers gathered under the vast skies to unravel life’s mysteries. The whole science about
the soul, which was called Psychology, was said by the Greeks to be in the middle between
Physics and Metaphysic. Among these thinkers were Plato and Aristotle, whose deliberations
would become the bedrock of psychology as we know it today. Plato, the teacher, envisioned
the soul as eternal and immaterial, whereas Aristotle, the practical student, argued that mind
and body were inseparable—two sides of the same coin. From exorcists to Jewish Qabbalists,
from Pandits to monks all those who attempted to cure the mind, tried to understand it- even if

their arguments were away from sciences and rooted in magic.

Ideas floated through the centuries, passed down through the ages, and with time, philosophy
began to transform. By the 17th century, another thinker in the Kingdom of France, René
Descartes, took the stage, proclaiming cogito ergo sum—"1 think, therefore I am." With these
words, Descartes brought the concept of consciousness into focus, and psychology began to
inch its way toward science, parting from the mother of all sciences—philosophy. He created
the conceptual space for the concept of mind to emerge as a threshold concept in its own right,
distinct from the concept of matter that defined mechanics, and demarcated those uniquely
human capacities that enabled psychology to differentiate itself from the newly emerging
evolutionary biology, and it was Descartes Mind Body Dualism that helped Psychology

breakaway from anatomy and the life sciences.

As the 19th century etched forward, in the small German city of Leipzig, in a modest laboratory,
Wilhelm Wundt, often called the "father of modern psychology," conducted an experiment that

would change the life of the discipline forever. Armed with nothing but his curiosity and his



will to introspect, Wundt sought to break consciousness down into its simplest elements, much

like a scientist analysing a compound.

Wundt’s method—introspection—Ied to the creation of structuralism, a school of thought that
aimed to analyse the elements of mental experiences, such as sensations, mental images, and
feelings. Influenced by this creation of experimental psychology, his student Edward Titchener
focused on identifying the elements of the mind and explaining how they work together, with
methods for introspection that were more rigid than Wundt's. However, soon the cracks in
structuralism began to show. The problem? No two introspective reports were ever quite the
same. It was as if Wundt and his followers were peering into the same river, yet seeing
completely different reflections. Could human experience be reduced to mere components?

The complexities of the mind defied simple categorization.

Across the ocean, in the city that never sleeps, a New Yorker—the future father of American
psychology—was thinking along different lines. William James, a man fascinated by Charles
Darwin’s ideas, asked not what the mind was made of but why it worked the way it did. James
believed that consciousness wasn’t just a collection of parts; it was constantly flowing,
adapting, and evolving to help us survive. His approach became known as functionalism, and

with it, the story of psychology shifted. No longer were researchers merely interested in the

‘what?’ building blocks of the mind; they were now curious about the ‘How?’

As the 20th century begun, a new wave crashed onto the shores of psychology: behaviourism.
In 1913, John B. Watson published his paper, "Psychology as the Behaviourists Views It,"
proclaiming that ‘Give me a dozen healthy infants, well-formed, and my own specified world
to bring them up in, and I'll guarantee to take any one at random and train him to become any
type of specialist I might select—doctor, lawyer, artist, merchant chief, and, yes, even
beggarman and thief, regardless of his talents, penchants, tendencies, abilities, vocations, and

race of his ancestors.’

Watson’s argument was simple: if psychology was to be a science, it needed to study what
could be seen and measured. Behaviourists believed that behaviour could be explained through
stimulus-response relationships, emphasizing conditioning. Watson, along with later
behaviourists like B.F. Skinner, maintained that all behaviour could be understood through
processes of reinforcement and punishment. It was Behaviourism that turned psychology into

a rigorous science, a revolution that redirected the discipline’s focus. Nevertheless, as



behaviourism gained prominence, dissenting voices began to emerge. This new approach, no
matter how groundbreaking, neglected the importance of internal mental processes, thoughts

and emotions.
The stage was set for a new chapter.

In the midst of this fall, the famous dictum, "The whole is greater than the sum of its parts,"
echoed through the halls of psychology. Then emerged a new perspective: Gestalt psychology.
As behaviourism focused on breaking behaviour into stimulus-response components, Gestalt
psychologists, Max Wertheimer, Wolfgang Ko6hler, and Kurt Koftka emphasized that humans

perceive experiences as unified wholes.

Gestalt psychology challenged the reductionist view of behaviourism and argued that our
perceptions are shaped by the relationships between parts, creating a rich tapestry of
experience. This holistic approach had a profound influence on fields of perception,

problemsolving, and learning, laying the groundwork for later developments in cognitive

psychology.

While behaviourism and Gestalt psychology focused on observable behaviour and perception,
another school of thought was delving deep into the shadows of the mind: psychoanalysis.
Developed by Sigmund Freud in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, psychoanalysis
proposed that unconscious drives and desires rooted in early childhood experiences shape

human behaviour.

Freud claimed that ‘Unexpressed emotions will never die. They are buried alive and will come
forth later in uglier ways.” When Freud directed, he introduced a new cast of characters that
inhabited our psyches: the id, ego, and superego. Each played a distinct role in personality and
behaviour. He also explored defence mechanisms repression, projection, sublimation,
rationalization, reaction formation and denial, methods our minds use to protect us from
ourselves- thoughts, desires and emotions. Freud’s clinical techniques developed neither out of
expertise nor scientific research, he derived ideas of free association and dream analysis to
uncover unconscious processes to help the ‘mentally illI’ gain insight into their hidden

motivations.

Though often controversial and criticized for its lack of empirical support, psychoanalysis had
a lasting impact on psychology, its influence extending into the realms of psychotherapy and

counselling even today.



As the mid-20th century loomed, the deterministic behaviourists and psychoanalysts faced a
powerful countermovement—humanistic psychology. This new approach, championed by
thinkers like Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow, emphasized the importance of free will,
personal growth, and self-actualization—influences that hadn’t been considered. Humanists
rejected the idea that human behaviour was merely the result of unconscious drives as Freud
viewed it or environmental conditioning like the behaviourists argued. Instead, humanistic
psychology focused on the individual’s potential for growth and self-fulfilment. Rogers
revolutionized the therapeutic relationship and emphasized on an individual’s capacity for
selfhealing. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, with self-actualization at its pinnacle, became a
foundational framework for understanding human motivation, and wunlike Freud’s
understanding of motivation and desires that bothered most, these did not back sexual desire as

the premise of human behaviour.

By the 1960s, dissatisfaction with behaviourism’s narrow focus on observable behaviour
sparked what would be known as the cognitive revolution. Psychologists began to explore the
mental processes underlying behaviour, the focus now was memory, perception, and
problemsolving. Researchers like George Miller and Ulric Neisser leading the charge

developed Cognitive Psychology.

While in infancy psychology struggled to establish independence, Cognitive psychology aimed
to integrate insights from fields of linguistics and neuroscience. This approach provided a more
comprehensive understanding of human cognition and behaviour, leading to advancements in
areas such as artificial intelligence and cognitive neuroscience. Today, cognitive psychology
continues to be a prominent field within psychology, shaping our understanding of how the
mind works: how humans think and learn. When cognitive psychology took centre stage,

psychologists began to study the mind as an active processor of information.

Today, psychology, still on its journey to understand and explain the human mind and behaviour
remains shaped by the interplay of various perspectives. From the early days of introspection
and consciousness studies to modern focuses on cognitive processes and evolutionary
influences, psychology continues to evolve. While no single perspective has unified the field,
each has taken us closer to answering the questions we began with—questions about the mind,
behaviour, and what it means to be human. With every breakthrough, we inch closer to

understanding the most complex puzzle of all—the human mind.
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