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Abstract (summary)

 
Once upon a time selecting a textbook for the history of psychology course was an easy affair. E. G. Boring’s A History of Experimental Psychology (1929,
revised 1950) dominated the field and most student psychologists found it on their course lists. Although Boring devoted nine pages to psychoanalysis in his
1950 revision, his emphasis was on the lineage of psychology derived from Wilhelm Wundt. But Wundt wasn’t the only founder of psychology, despite his
reputation. And following World War II, more of psychology’s non-experimental ancestry began to assert itself, particularly in clinical areas. As a result,
Boring’s history reflected less and less of the discipline.

Approaches to the history of psychology also changed. A “new” history of the social sciences emerged that challenged many of the old ways of viewing the
subject (Furumoto, 1989). Pioneer women in psychology became an important focus of study (Scarborough & Furumoto, 1987). The contributions of Black
psychologists were researched (Guthrie, 1976). Some of our most basic beliefs about Wundt were challenged (Blumenthal, 1975). An international focus
was becoming ever more relevant. And, perhaps most important of all, historians became increasingly interested in providing a critical history, not just a
descriptive one. In short, the history of psychology was undergoing a revolution.

Virtually all of the current textbooks incorporate the new scholarship to one degree or another. Now a new text by Richard T. G. Walsh, Thomas Teo, and
Angelina Baydala has been published that may be the most ambitious of them all. Their book A Critical History and Philosophy of Psychology: Diversity of
Context, Thought, and Practice attempts to bring together all the recent scholarship into one volume. Their first chapter begins with such basic questions as
“what is psychology?” and “what is history?” They continue to present challenging questions throughout. One of their principal goals, they emphasize, is to
encourage students to see the nature of psychology as socially and historically embedded. Another is to underscore the fact that psychology is both a
natural science and a human science, and that different methodologies are appropriate for the very different parts of the field. (Two chapters out of 12 are
devoted to psychology as a human science, that is, psychoanalysis and the hermeneutic, existential, humanistic, and transpersonal psychologies.)

The organization of the text is refreshing. There are no chapters labeled “functionalism” or “behaviorism.” In fact, with the exception of psychoanalysis,
there is a decided de-emphasis on the traditional schools of psychology approach although the schools are addressed in smaller sections. Unlike many
contemporary texts, for example, Schultz and Schultz (2012) or Fancher and Rutherford (2012), there is limited biographical information. Many of the sub-
topics support the new history’s emphasis on context, from the birth of printing to the global war on terror.

Consistent with the title, there is a much stronger emphasis on philosophical underpinnings than is typical. (Aristotle and Plato have more citations in the
name index than Gustave Fechner and G. Stanley Hall, although Karl Marx outnumbers them all.) Some of their conclusions are at variance from our usual
understanding. (Were John Locke and Ivan Pavlov more “cognitive” than we thought?) There are interesting little tidbits scattered throughout. (Did you
know that Jeremy Bentham devised a quasi-formula for happiness called “felicific calculus”?) Repeatedly, the authors caution against the error of
presentism, that is, interpreting the past from a current perspective.

This is a book that everyone who teaches the history of psychology should read, if for nothing else than the introductory chapter. The volume itself is
encyclopedic and sophisticated, and is likely to be appreciated by only the most advanced students. (With more than 600 pages of tightly written text, the
volume includes only a handful of illustrations and pictures.) Whether it will be as accessible to the ordinary undergraduate student is less clear—it may be
more appropriate for the graduate level. I also have doubts that the entire book could be adequately covered in a one-semester undergraduate course. In
the long run, the authors may have set their sights too high. In an attempt to be all inclusive, some topics are necessarily given little coverage. The mention
of several important contributors and contributions is reduced to little more than bullet points. The coverage brings up a fundamental issue for history
textbooks: Is it better to report on more topics with less depth, or the reverse? In this case, the authors have gone for broad coverage.

All three authors are based in Canada, two of them with connections to the “History and Theory of Psychology” graduate program at York University—one as
a former doctoral student in the program (Walsh), the other as a current faculty member (Teo). Their Canadian context may have contributed to the choice
of certain topics, e.g., Canadian psychology and the Canadian Psychological Association. But they also include a number of other topics and people not
usually found in U.S. textbooks, e.g., the Tavistock Clinic, Donald Broadbent, and Eduard Spranger. The list goes on, including some contributors who were
completely unknown to me. Though some of their choices may be atypical, they are not unwelcome. The authors’ attention to psychology and psychologists
on an international level is a consistent theme and skillfully integrated into the larger text. An entire chapter is devoted to the history of psychological
research, including such topics as the language of research, ethical practices, the history of statistics and report writing. This is a novel chapter for a text in
the history of psychology but one that I find enormously appealing and highly appropriate for students of the discipline.
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There are a few minor errors and some interpretations scattered throughout the text that I would quibble with. But a certain level of disagreement is
expected in an undertaking of this magnitude. None of this is meant to take away from a remarkable achievement and a giant step forward in telling the
story of psychology.
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