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Purpose of the book
The purpose of Psychologists and Their Theories

for Students is to provide readers with in-depth infor-
mation on major psychological theories, past and
present, as well as the people who developed them.
Psychologists explains each psychologist’s theories in
detail, then analyzes the historical context and critical
reaction to the theories. Biographical information is
also included. Psychologists is designed to meet the
needs of high school and college students in the first
two years of study.

Psychologists contains entries on 20 of the most
frequently studied or most pertinent psychologists in
history. Each entry is accompanied by sidebars
containing information on related theories or other
psychologists who were close to the subject of the
entry, either through proximity or ideology. Photos
and charts are included. Entries follow a standard
structure and include a personal chronology, list of the
subject’s principal publications, sources, and biblio-
graphic information on materials for a student’s
further exploration of the subject. The entries are
accompanied by a historical overview of the science
of psychology, chronology, glossary of terms used in
the book, and a general index.

Selection criteria
Many individuals had input into the final content

of Psychologists. A prelimary list of most-studied
psychologists and theories was compiled from the
suggestions of librarians who regularly receive requests
from students for further information on psychologists

studies in their classes. Another group of high school
librarians and psychology teachers gave input on the
list of entries and made suggestions for accompanying
sidebars. Two academic advisers gave final approval on
the list of topics and reviewed the content of every
entry. Writers also gave input on the content of sidebars
and complementary graphics.

How each entry is organized
Each entry, or chapter, in Psychologists focuses

on one psychologist and his or her most important
theories. Each entry heading lists the full name of the
psychologist, birth and death dates, nationality, and
occupation. The following elements are contained in
each entry:

• Brief overview: An overview of the psycholo-
gist, his or her life, and introduction to the nature
of his or her work.

• Biography: This section includes basic facts
about the psychologist’s life, including family
background, education, positions held, and infor-
mation on marriage and family.

• Theories: Detailed account of the psychologist’s
main theory(s). Each is broken down into sections
on main points of the theory, explanations, and
examples.

• Historical context: Analysis of the political,
social, and scientific events in play during the
psychologist’s life, many of which may have
influenced his or her career.

Introduction
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• Critical response: A summary of criticism of the
theories, both during the psychologist’s time and
since. Related theories that other psychologists
developed as a response to the main subject’s
theories are addressed here.

• Theories in action: A summary of how the
theory is used in study or treatment. Sections on
research and case studies are included. A final
section explains the relevance of the psycholo-
gist’s work to modern readers.

• Sources: Bibliographic citations of sources the
writer used compile the entry.

• Further readings: Bibliographic citations of
sources that readers, can go to for further infor-
mation on the subject.

• Sidebars: Related topics are included in “Further
analysis” sidebars. “Biography” sidebars are
devoted to those psychologists close to the entry’s
subject.

Additional features
Psychologists further benefits readers with these

features:

• Photos and charts within the entries give the
reader more information on the topics being
discussed.

• Lists of every psychologist’s principal publica-
tions are included in the entries.

• A personal chronology in every psychologist’s
entry gives the important events in his or her life.

• A collective chronology of the psychologists’
lives included in the frontmatter, in addition to
selected world events, gives reader context for the
psychologists’ lives.

• A brief essay on the history of psychology gives
the reader historical context and discusses major
schools of psychological thought.

• A glossary of terms used in the book explains
important concepts.

• A general index allows easy access to entry 
information.

We welcome your suggestions
The editor of Psychologists and Theories for

Students welcomes your comments and suggestions.
Please direct all correspondence to:

Editor, Psychologists and Their Theories 
for Students

Thomson Gale
27500 Drake Road
Farmington Hills, MI 48331-3535
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Three high school faculty members were consulted
about the initial scope and nature of the book. Two
university psychology professors finalized the entry list
and review the entry content. The content review advis-
ers include:

Bonnie Ruth Strickland, PhD: former President,
American Psychological Association; Professor
Emeritus of Psychology, University of Massa-
chusetts, Amherst, Massachusetts.

William O’Donohue, PhD: Nicholas Cummings
Professor of Organized Behavioral Healthcare
Delivery, Department of Psychology, University
of Nevada  Reno, Reno, Nevada; adjunct faculty,
University of Hawaii, Manoa; Distinguished
Practitioner, National Academies of Practice.

High school scope advisers include:

Virginia Chaussee: Librarian, Compadre High
School, Tempe, Arizona.

Charlie Jones: Library media specialist, Plymouth
High School, Plymouth, Michigan.

Dana Serlin: Psychology teacher, North Farmington
High School, Farmington Hills, Michigan.

Advisers
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Linda Wasmer Andrews, MS: Science writer special-
izing in psychology, Albuquerque, New Mexico.
Wrote entries on Albert Bandura, Alfred Binet,
and Robert Yerkes.

Paula Ford-Martin, MA: Clinical and consumer
medical writer, Wordcrafts, Warwick, Rhode
Island. Wrote entries on Ivan Pavlov and Mary
Ainsworth.

Rebecca Frey, PhD: Science and medical freelance
writer, New Haven, Connecticut. Wrote entries
on Aaron Beck, Carl Jung, Lawrence Kohlberg,
and Kurt Lewin.

Gary Gilles, MA, LCPC: Psychologist and free-
lance writer, Chicago, Illinois. Wrote entries on
Sigmund Freud and B.F. Skinner.

Clare Hanrahan, BS (Psychology): Author and
researcher, CelticWordCraft, Asheville, North
Carolina. Wrote entries on Kenneth Bancroft
Clark and Jean Piaget.

Denise Schmutte, PhD (Clinical psychology): Free-
lance writer, Edmonds, Washington. Wrote entry
on Abraham Maslow.

Joan Schonbeck, RN: Nurse and freelance writer,
Marlborough, Massachusetts. Wrote entries 
on Karen Horney, Carl Rogers, and Max
Wertheimer.

J.E. Spehar: Freelance biographer and science writer,
Canton, Ohio. Wrote entries on  George Kelly,
Wilhelm Wundt, and Anne Anastasi.
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In a very real sense, psychology is probably as old as
humanity. In fact, some scientists have argued that one
of the defining characteristics of human beings is the
ability to study the behavior of others, imagine oneself
in their positions and make predictions about their
future behavior based on these insights. Certainly,
there is evidence that humans have done just that at
least since the dawn of recorded history. Ancient writ-
ings from China, Egypt, India, Persia, and Greece all
display an intense curiosity about the nature of
thought, memory, emotion, sensation, and motivation.

The scientific study of psychology is a much more
recent development, however. Many historians date the
birth of modern psychology from the founding of the
first experimental psychology laboratory by Wilhelm
Wundt in 1879. As a science, then, psychology is still
relatively young. Yet, over the course of little more than
120 years, it has managed to make a tremendous impact
on both the academic world and society at large.
Psychology has given rise to influential schools of
thought ranging from psychoanalysis to behaviorism,
and from Gestalt psychology to cognitive psychology.

Forerunners of psychology
Philosophical roots Questions about mental life and
human behavior have fascinated philosophers through
the centuries. In seventeenth-century France, the great
philosopher and mathematician René Descartes con-
ceived of a system of true knowledge that was modeled
on mathematics and supported by a philosophical
approach called rationalism. This approach held that
knowledge was derived from the use of reason and

logic. Descartes’ system was summed up in his famous
pronouncement: “I think, therefore I am.” Descartes
also viewed the mind and body as two separate entities.
The mind belonged to the spiritual sphere, while the
body belonged to the physical world of science.

Descartes was an intellectual giant, but his was
not the only voice of the day. Toward the end of the
Renaissance period in Europe, some philosophers
were starting to look at the world from a more
science-based perspective. It was a heady time for
science. In Italy, Galileo proposed a sun-centered
theory of the solar system to replace the older earth-
centered model. In England, Francis Bacon argued for
use of the scientific method to solve problems, and
William Harvey demonstrated that the heart was actu-
ally nothing more than a pump for circulating blood.

The stage was set for the rise of a philosophical
approach called empiricism, which held that all
factual knowledge came from experience. One of the
founders of English empiricism was Thomas Hobbes,
who, not coincidentally, served briefly as Bacon’s
secretary and numbered Galileo among his friends.
Hobbes saw the world and everything in it as bodies
in motion. For him, mental processes were merely the
byproducts of motion inside the brain. In addition,
Hobbes believed that all knowledge was derived
through the senses. Although Hobbes’ writings were
sometimes incomplete or inconsistent, he succeeded
in planting the seed of empiricism.

The approach soon blossomed into a more 
organized school of thought, thanks to John Locke, a

Historical Overview
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seventeenth-century English philosopher. Locke
believed that the mind at birth was like a blank slate,
just waiting to be written upon by experience.
Therefore, there were no innate ideas. Instead, all
ideas came from two forms of experience: sensation,
which referred to information received from the
senses; and reflection, which referred to the mental
processes involved in sifting through all that sensory
information. Much later, Locke’s influence could still
be seen in behaviorism, a twentieth-century school of
psychology that focused on conditioning and learn-
ing—in other words, experience—as the determining
factors in behavior.

In addition, Locke introduced the term “associa-
tion of ideas.” In the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, a group of British philosophers took up the
term and applied it to a new theory called association-
ism. This theory started with the notion that knowl-
edge is acquired through experience, but it then went
a step further, attempting to explain how that knowl-
edge is organized. Associationism held that the
process involved the association of ideas within 
the mind. Proponents believed that the way these asso-
ciations were formed could be described by funda-
mental laws.

Associationism reached its height in the work of
British philosopher James Mill and his son, John
Stuart Mill. James Mill believed that ideas were added
together to form more complex ideas. However, there
was a basic flaw with this philosophy: It required that
consciousness be able to hold an implausibly large
number of ideas, since even a not-too-complex idea
such as “brick” would require a vast number of ever-
simpler ideas to define it. To address this flaw, John
Stuart Mill revised his father’s position. He described
a process called mental chemistry, by which complex
ideas could be greater than the sum of the simpler
ideas making them up. This concept was later echoed
by Gestalt psychology. The younger Mill also was
enthusiastic about the prospect of establishing a true
science of human behavior, and his enthusiasm may
have influenced Wundt, who founded his lab just six
years after Mill’s death.

Physiological roots For centuries, as we have seen,
philosophers had mused over the nature of the mind
and its relationship to outward behavior. Yet their
musings were pure speculation, since the technology
to study the inner workings of the brain and nervous
system was not yet available. In the nineteenth
century, however, physiologists made great advances
in the tools and techniques for studying the nervous
system. These advances laid the groundwork for the

development of a new discipline: psychophysics, or
the study of the relationship between the physical
properties of stimuli and the psychological impres-
sions that those stimuli produce.

One of the scientific giants of the era was
Hermann von Helmholtz, a German physicist.
Helmholtz rejected the common idea that physiologi-
cal and psychological processes in organisms needed
to be explained in terms of mysterious forces or ener-
gies. Instead, he believed that the processes within a
living thing could be explained by the same kinds of
laws that applied to nonliving matter. Among other
contributions, Helmholtz measured the speed of nerve
impulses, conducted important research on sound
perception, revised a theory of color vision, and
invented the ophthalmoscope, an instrument used to
examine the interior of the eyes. By achieving such
impressive results, Helmholtz showed that the nervous
system was indeed amenable to scientific study.

Around the same time, other scientists were
making discoveries about the localization of specific
functions in particular parts of the brain. For example,
French neurologist Paul Broca came across a patient
who apparently understood everything that was said
to him, but who could only reply by saying “tan, tan.”
When the man died of an infection in 1861, Broca’s
autopsy revealed that there was a large lesion on the
left side of the frontal lobe of his brain. Thus, this area
of the brain, which became known as Broca’s area,
was identified as important for speech production. 
A little more than a decade later, German neurologist
Carl Wernicke identified another area in the temporal
lobe of the brain that was crucial for speech com-
prehension.

Still another pioneering figure was Ernst Weber,
an anatomist and physiologist at the University of
Leipzig in Germany. Weber studied the sense of touch
by mapping what became known as the two-point
threshhold. This was the smallest distance at which
touching the skin at two different points was felt as
two sensations rather than just one. Weber found that
touch sensitivity varied for different parts of the body,
with the tongue, for instance, being much more sensi-
tive than the back.

One of Weber’s younger colleagues at the
University of Leipzig was Gustav Fechner. In 1860,
Fechner published a book called Elements of
Psychophysics, which was destined to become a
classic. In the book, he described several methods of
measuring responses to stimuli. The development of a
practical research methodology paved the way for the
first experimental studies in psychology.

H i s t o r i c a l  O v e r v i e w
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Birth of a science
German beginnings German scientists—such as
Hermann von Helmholtz, Ernst Heinrich Weber, and
Gustav Theodor Fechner—had already developed many
of the tools and techniques that would be needed if
psychology were ever to stand on its own as a science. It
is little wonder, then, that the first experimental psychol-
ogy lab was established at the University of Leipzig. In
this hotbed of scientific discovery, Wundt found fertile
ground for his studies on topics such as attention, sensa-
tion, perception, and reaction time—the split-second
needed for mental processing between the time when an
event occurs and the time when the muscles start
responding to it.

Wundt was trained in medicine and physiology,
and he held professorships in philosophy. Yet, more
than any of his predecessors, he not only melded these
interests, but also expanded on them to create a brand-
new science of psychology. In addition to actively
pursuing research in his lab, he founded a journal and
trained a steady stream of graduate students. He also
wrote an influential two-volume book entitled
Principles of Physiological Psychology.

American beginnings
The birth of psychology in Germany was closely

watched in the United States. No one observed the
developments with keener fascination than William
James, an American scholar who went on to make his
mark on both psychology and philosophy. Like
Wundt, James had been trained in medicine and phys-
iology, but his true calling lay elsewhere. In 1890, he
published Principles of Psychology, a lengthy text that
became an instant success and influenced generations
to come. In this book, James argued the psychologists
should base their studies not on isolated sensations,
but on complete conscious experiences. Thus, he
expanded the rather narrow borders of early German
psychology to include a much wider range of mental
processes.

Another towering figure of the same period was
G. Stanley Hall. During his career, Hall racked up an
impressive number of firsts. As a young man, he
received the first U.S. doctoral degree in psychology.
He earned the degree at Harvard University, where he
studied with James. Afterward, Hall also studied for a
time in Germany, where he was the first American
student in Wundt’s lab. Returning to the United States,
Hall founded the American Journal of Psychology, the
first English-language journal devoted exclusively to
the new field. He also set up the first experimental
psychology lab in the United States at Johns Hopkins
University. Soon after, in 1889, he was named the 

first president of Clark University in Worcester,
Massachusetts, where he promptly established a
world-class psychology department. The glory days at
Clark were short-lived, since most of the outstanding
faculty and students left a few years later over a
dispute with the university and Hall. Yet Hall still had
enough clout to become the driving force behind the
founding of the American Psychological Association
(APA), and it should come as no surprise that he
served as that group’s first president. Finally, Hall’s
last graduate student was also a notable first: Francis
Sumner, the first African American student to earn a
PhD in psychology in the United States.

It is perhaps less remembered that Hall was
instrumental in giving the American public its first
taste of Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalysis. In 1909,
Hall invited Freud to give a series of five lectures at a
conference held at Clark. The lectures were well
received by both fellow psychologists and the press.
Hall also published Freud’s lectures in the journal he
edited, reaching an even wider audience. As an inter-
esting sidelight, a second speaker at the same confer-
ence was a then-obscure psychologist who also went
on to make a name for himself: Carl Jung.

Psychoanalysis
Freud’s theory Modern psychology began as an
experimental science. However, it was not long before
a clinical offshoot of the new science appeared. Today,
clinical practice is a very important part of the field.
No figure looms larger in the history of clinical
psychology than Freud. His method of psychoanalysis
had an enormous impact, both on those who loved it
and on those who hated it, some of whom reacted by
offering up equally influential alternatives.

Freud was an Austrian physician whose ideas
came out of his clinical experiences rather than a lab.
When he first began presenting his ideas in the 1890s,
they met with harsh criticism, in part because of his
heavy emphasis on sexuality. By the early 1900s,
however, he had attracted an international following.
Freud theorized that there were three aspects of
personality—id, ego, and superego—that existed at
different levels of consciousness. He believed that
instincts in general, and sexual instincts in particular,
were at the heart of human behavior. He also thought
that personality development proceeded through five
stages: oral, anal, phallic, latency, and genital. Failure
to successfully pass through the early stages in child-
hood could lead to emotional problems later in life.

Before Freud, there had been philosophical
discussions of the differences among people. However,
there was no psychological theory to explain exactly

H i s t o r i c a l  O v e r v i e w
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what made individuals who they were. As the first to
advance such a theory, Freud opened the door to a host
of other personality theorists who followed.

Psychoanalysis was not only a theory, however, but
also a treatment approach. As such, it was the first true
form of psychotherapy. Freud developed a therapeutic
technique called free association, in which a patient was
encouraged to say anything that came into his or her
conscious mind without trying to censor the thoughts
first. Freud also stressed the importance of dream inter-
pretation for understanding a patient’s mental life. In
fact, many consider The Interpretation of Dreams,
published in 1900, to be his most important book.

Neo-Freudian approaches Since Freud’s day, a
number of followers have attempted to pick up where
he left off. Perhaps his most devoted disciple was his
own daughter, Anna Freud. She became one of the
leading figures in psychoanalysis after her father’s
death. Her major contribution was the detailed descrip-
tion of defense mechanisms, which are methods that
the ego uses to defend itself when faced with conflict-
ing demands from the id and superego.

Among Anna Freud’s notable contemporaries
was Karen Horney, a German-born psychoanalyst
who moved to the United States in 1932. While
Horney accepted many of Sigmund Freud’s ideas, she
criticized his views on the psychology of women.
Freud had claimed that women felt inferior to men
because of penis envy, and that this inevitably had a
negative effect on their personality development.
Horney disagreed strongly. She believed that, when
women did lack self-esteem, it was due to their expe-
riences living in a male-dominated culture rather than
to their sexual anatomy.

One thing on which Freud and his followers all
agreed was that the interactions between children and
their parents played a critical role in molding the chil-
dren’s personalities. This led to research on how chil-
dren form healthy emotional attachments. For example,
Canadian psychologist Mary Ainsworth conducted
studies in which she placed a mother and her infant in
an unfamiliar room with toys. The mother would twice
leave the room briefly and then return, and a researcher
would observe the infant’s reaction. Ainsworth noted
that securely attached infants were distressed when their
mothers left and comforted when their mothers returned.
Other reactions signaled less healthy attachments.

Beyond psychoanalysis Psychoanalysis was just the
start, of course. Numerous other theories of personality
and schools of psychotherapy have emerged over the
past century. Two early members of Freud’s inner circle

who eventually broke away to found their own analytic
psychologies were Alfred Adler and Carl Jung.

Adler was an Austrian psychiatrist who joined
Freud’s discussion group in 1902. In 1911, however,
he had left the fold to pursue his own theory of
psychology. Called individual psychology, Adler’s
theory downplayed sexual instinct. Instead, it empha-
sized the importance of overcoming early feelings of
inferiority. By focusing on the individual and the posi-
tive, goal-directed nature of humanity, Adler was a
forerunner of the later movement known as humanis-
tic psychology.

Jung was a Swiss psychiatrist who began an active
correspondence with Freud in 1906. By 1913, however,
the once-friendly relationship between the two men had
turned into a bitter rift. Jung developed his own school
of thought, which he called analytical psychology. Like
Freud, he stressed the impact of unconscious ideas on
behavior. However, Jung expanded this notion to
include not only a personal unconscious, but also a
collective unconscious—a deeper level of unconscious-
ness that he believed to contain emotionally charged
symbols that were common to all peoples and had
existed since the dawn of time.

In addition, Jung introduced a system for classi-
fying personality types. He classified people based on
their tendency toward an inward focus, called intro-
version, or an outward focus, called extroversion. In
addition, Jung identified four functions of the mind:
sensing, thinking, feeling, and intuiting. He believed
that, while everyone used all four functions, people
normally used one more than the others. Therefore,
people could be grouped into categories based on their
dominant mental function.

Legacy of psychoanalysis Freud was a rationalist in
the tradition of Descartes, and he avoided experimen-
tal research. While this approach led to some brilliant
insights, it also was a serious limitation. Some of
Freud’s specific concepts have not held up well to
scientific study. Nevertheless, the psychoanalytic
system as a whole has had an enduring and far-reach-
ing impact on theory, therapy, and society in general.
Terms such as id, ego, unconscious, Freudian slip, and
Oedipus complex have become part of our everyday
language.

In addition, modern versions of psychoanalysis
continue to be used for treating mental illness. These
modern therapies, often called psychodynamic thera-
pies, all share a common focus on past experiences as
an important cause of present problems. Using various
techniques, therapists aim to help individuals gain
insight into their emotional life, including influences
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from the past. Therapists also try to help people
uncover their unconscious conflicts and understand
how these conflicts may be affecting their current
experiences.

Behaviorism
Animal learning Adler and Jung devised alternatives
to psychoanalysis, but their approaches still were based
on the invisible and sometimes unconscious workings
of the mind. From a scientific perspective, such
approaches posed a big problem, since there was no
objective way for scientists to validate the subjective
thoughts and feelings that people reported having. In
the early 1900s, the desire for greater objectivity led to
the rise of behaviorism, a school of psychology that
completely rejected the study of inner mental processes
and focused instead on observable behaviors.

Like other schools of thought, behaviorism did
not arise in a vacuum. Instead, it grew out of animal
research on learning and conditioning. Early on,
Wundt had written a book titled Lectures on Human
and Animal Psychology, which helped establish
animal research as a legitimate area of study for
psychologists. By the turn of the twentieth century,
animal research was a booming field. Around this
time, William S. Small began using mazes to study lab
rats, and Edward L. Thorndike tested the ability of
cats to escape from puzzle boxes. Thanks to such
creative experimental designs, a practical method for
studying animal learning was rapidly developed.

One particularly prominent animal researcher was
American psychologist Robert Yerkes. Although
Yerkes later became known for his work with primates,
he studied a wide range of species early in his career.
In 1907, he published a book about the behavior, learn-
ing, and sensory capabilities of a particular type of
mutant mouse. The next year, he coauthored a paper
that presented the so-called Yerkes-Dodson Law,
which originally related the strength of a stimulus to
the speed of avoidance learning.

Meanwhile, a Russian physiologist named Ivan
Pavlov had been studying the digestive process in dogs.
He noticed that the dogs salivated when their keeper
entered the room, apparently because they had come to
associate the keeper’s arrival with food. This led Pavlov
to conduct his famous experiments on classical condi-
tioning, the first form of learning to be studied experi-
mentally. In classical conditioning, an association is
formed by pairing a previously neutral stimulus (such
as a bell) with an unconditioned stimulus (such as food)
to produce an unconditioned response (such as saliva-
tion). Over time, the previously neutral stimulus
becomes able to bring on the response all by itself.

Watson’s theory Yet another scientist who was drawn
to the study of animal learning around this time was
American psychologist John B. Watson. In early work,
Watson studied matters such as the cues used by rats to
learn their way through a maze. Unlike most psycholo-
gists before him, however, Watson completely rejected
the study of inner mental processes, even in humans.
Instead, he believed that the only way to turn psychol-
ogy into a truly objective science was to focus strictly
on observable behavior. In a 1913 paper, Watson laid
out his ideas forcefully. It was the opening shot in what
became the behaviorist revolution. 

Watson argued that the proper goal of psychology
was the prediction and control of behavior. He
believed that the same principles of learning and
conditioning that were being used in animal research
could also be used to explain all of human personality
and behavior. For example, he believed that most fears
were the result of unfortunate conditioning experi-
ences. In one famous study, he showed how fear could
be instilled through classical conditioning. The study
involved an 11-month-old boy called Little Albert.
Before the study began, Albert showed no fear of a
white rat, but he appeared frightened and started to cry
when a loud sound was made. In the study, researchers
showed Albert the rat. Whenever Albert reached for
the rat, however, they made the scary sound. After the
researchers repeated this procedure several times,
Albert began to cry as soon as he saw the rat, even
without the loud noise. Afterward, Albert also began
avoiding other objects—such as a rabbit and a fur
coat—that resembled the rat in some way. It seemed
that his conditioned fear response had generalized
from the original stimulus to other similar stimuli.

Locke had described the mind of a newborn
infant as a blank slate. Watson took this idea quite
literally. He once boasted that, given a dozen healthy
infants and his own specific world in which to raise
them, he could pick any child at random and train that
child to become anything. In other words, Watson
believed that people were entirely products of their
environment. It was an extreme position, but one that
had a lasting impact on psychology. For decades after
Watson, students were taught that the definition of
psychology was “the study of behavior.”

Radical behaviorism For half a century, behaviorism
remained the dominant school of psychology in the
United States. As had happened earlier with psycho-
analysis, however, different factions soon developed
within the ranks of the true believers. The most cele-
brated champion of behaviorism in the mid-twentieth
century was B.F. Skinner. While Skinner was often
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controversial, he was also extremely influential. His
approach, dubbed radical behaviorism, helped define
the course of modern experimental psychology.

Skinner is perhaps best remembered for his
discovery of what he called operant conditioning. This
type of conditioning occurs when a behavior is shaped
by its immediate consequences. If the consequences
are positive, the behavior is more likely to occur again
in the future, given the same environment. If the
consequences are negative, the behavior is less likely
to occur again. To study operant conditioning in
animals, Skinner developed the Skinner box. This was
a special box in which the rate of some behavior, such
as pressing a bar, could be continuously recorded.
Skinner found that an organism’s behavior could be
shaped by providing positive consequences for actions
that came closer and closer to a desired behavior.

Legacy of behaviorism Skinner envisioned a world
in which behavioral techniques could be used to
improve childrearing, education, and society as a
whole. In his book Walden Two, he described a utopian
community based on operant conditioning, in which
government rewarded socially appropriate behavior,
and life was trouble-free. Skinner actually designed
both a special crib and a teaching machine based on
behaviorist principles, but neither achieved commercial
success. Nevertheless, his ideas are still widely used in
education, business, and other settings where the aim is
to encourage appropriate behavior using rewards.

Behaviorism also gave rise to a popular form of
psychotherapy, known as behavior therapy or behav-
ioral modification. This type of therapy is based on the
assumption that maladaptive behavior is caused by
faulty or inadequate learning. The aim of the therapy
is to reduce or halt the unwanted behavior by reward-
ing more helpful responses.

Gestalt psychology
Three founders While behaviorism was the domi-
nant school of American psychology for much of the
twentieth century, it was far from the only one. Gestalt
psychology, founded in Germany and imported to the
United States in the 1930s, offered an important alter-
native. This school of psychology dealt with orga-
nized wholes that could not be explained by breaking
them down into their component parts. As such, it was
opposed to behaviorism, which sought to reduce
complex human experiences to simple behavioral
explanations.

Three German psychologists are credited with
founding Gestalt psychology: Max Wertheimer, Kurt
Koffka, and Wolfgang Köhler. Gestalt is a German

word that can be loosely translated as “a structured
whole.” The story goes that Gestalt psychology had its
beginnings one day in 1910, as Wertheimer was taking
a trip by train. Gazing out the train window, he was
struck by the apparent movement of stationary objects,
such as poles and buildings. Once back home, he
began conducting experiments of apparent motion,
which he called the phi phenomenon. His subjects
were two younger colleagues, Koffka and Köhler. In
1912, Wertheimer published a paper about his experi-
ments that is said to mark the official start of Gestalt
psychology. Wertheimer and his two colleagues later
moved to the United States to escape the Nazi regime.

Gestalt psychology flourished in the first half of
the twentieth century. The three founders and their
followers used Gestalt ideas to develop basic principles
of perception, learning, and thinking. For example, the
principle of proximity stated that elements that were
close together in time or space would be seen as
belonging together. The principle of similarity stated
that similar elements would also be seen as going
together in the mind. The principle of closure stated
that, if there were gaps in an element, people would
tend to mentally close those gaps to make the element
complete.

Field theory Other psychologists sought to apply
Gestalt ideas to areas such as motivation, personality,
and social relationships. Among those who wanted to
broaden Gestalt psychology was Kurt Lewin, a
Prussian-born psychologist who was educated in
Germany. Lewin also immigrated to the United States
in the 1930s.

Lewin soon developed his own theory, known as
field theory, first published in 1935. It stood out from
earlier approaches that had focused single-mindedly
on either internal mental processes or external rewards
and punishments. Instead, Lewin’s theory stressed the
interaction of the person and the environment. In this
way, it anticipated some popular approaches of the
late twentieth century, such as Bandura’s social-
cognitive theory.

One of Lewin’s key concepts was life space,
which consisted of all the influences acting on a person
at any given time. These influences might include
personal and biological facts (a memory, fatigue),
physical events (an aroma, a room), and social facts
(another person, being a member of a family). Lewin
referred to the positive or negative features of objects
in the life space as valences. In general, objects that
met a need had a positive valence, while those that
gave rise to frustration or fear had a negative valence.
The concept of valences helped explain people’s
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behavior in the face of interpersonal conflict. In an
approach-avoidance conflict, for instance, people had
to decide what to do when a goal had both positive and
negative valence. Lewin believed that their decision
would be based on which of the two forces—the one
pulling them toward the goal or the one pushing them
away—turned out to be more powerful.

Psychometrics
Intelligence testing From its beginnings, psychology
was grounded in basic lab research. However, it was not
long before psychologists began seeking real-world
applications for their research findings. After all, there
was no better way to show psychology’s value to society
than by offering up practical solutions to vexing social
problems. However, these practical applications often
required classifying people into groups based on partic-
ular abilities, skills, or other characteristics. Such classi-
fication, in turn, required valid and reliable tests for
measuring the characteristic in question. Thus was born
the field of psychometrics, which involves the construc-
tion of psychological tests using statistical methods.

Intelligence testing, one very visible branch of
psychometrics, began in France around the turn of the
twentieth century. At that time, the French government
enacted laws requiring that all children be given a
public education. For the first time, mentally “subnor-
mal” children—those who today might be called
mentally retarded or developmentally disabled—were
to be provided with special classes. However, this
raised the question of how to identify those children
who would benefit from special education. French
psychologist Alfred Binet set out to solve the problem
by devising a test for measuring mental abilities. In
1905, he introduced the Binet-Simon Scale, the
world’s first practical test of intelligence.

Binet’s groundbreaking test soon attracted inter-
est in the United States. When World War I arrived, an
APA committee set out to devise a similar test that
could be used by the U.S. Army to assess recruits.
Yerkes, the noted animal researcher who had a side
interest in intelligence testing, was APA president at
the time. He headed up the committee, which eventu-
ally developed the first intelligence tests designed to
be given in a group rather than individually. While the
hastily thrown-together Army tests had many flaws,
they introduced the idea of mass testing to the
American public. Over the next several decades, stan-
dardized testing of vast numbers of people became
common in schools and businesses nationwide.

Validity and reliability Through the years, test
development methods have become much more

sophisticated. Statistical techniques have been devel-
oped for assessing a test’s validity and reliability.
Validity refers to the extent to which a test measures
what it is supposed to measure. Reliability refers to
the extent to which the measurements are consistent
or repeatable over time. Several psychologists have
played key roles in refining the methods that are
currently used for testing the tests to make sure they
meet acceptable standards.

One innovator in the field was American psycholo-
gist Anne Anastasi, whose contributions included work
on test construction and the proper use of psychological
tests. Anastasi also had a deep interest in the way that
psychological development was affected by the envi-
ronment and individual experience. This interest
undoubtedly shaped her views on testing as well,
making her especially sensitive to the role that culture
played in test results. Today, test fairness and culture
loading—the extent to which a test reflects 
the vocabulary, knowledge, and traditions of one
culture more than another—are still subjects of lively
debate.

Humanistic psychology
The Third Force By the mid-twentieth century,
many psychologists were growing disenchanted with
behaviorism. They were looking for an alternative to
what some saw as the bleak behaviorist view of
humans as little more than two-legged lab rats. In
addition, they were eager to study psychological
health rather than focus on emotional maladjustment,
the way psychoanalysis did. With behaviorism and
psychoanalysis as the first two forces in American
psychology, the time was ripe for what became known
as the Third Force. This approach, also called human-
istic psychology, focused more on positive rather than
negative aspects of the self. It was also more
concerned with present choices than past events.
Among the central concerns of humanistic psychol-
ogy were free will, the lifelong search for meaning,
and each person’s potential to achieve self-fulfillment.

At the forefront of this movement was American
psychologist Abraham Maslow. He is best remem-
bered for the hierarchy of needs that he proposed. This
was often depicted as a pyramid, with the most basic
needs on the bottom. These included physiological
needs, such as food and water, and safety needs. Only
after those needs had been satisfied was a person free
to focus on the next level, which consisted of needs
for belonging and love. Once those needs, in turn, had
been met, a person could move on to addressing
esteem needs, such as achievement and independence.
Finally, after all of the lower needs had been met, a
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person could begin working on self-actualization, the
feeling of fulfillment that comes from realizing one’s
potential.

Maslow believed that there was more to be gained
by studying self-actualized individuals than by study-
ing maladjusted people or nonhuman animals. This
shift in focus opened the door to the psychological
study of many subjects that had previously been
considered off-limits, but that were clearly important
aspects of the human experience. Such subjects
included play, humor, love, aesthetics, personal
values, and spiritual growth, among others.

Client-centered therapy Carl Rogers was another
member of the humanistic movement who helped
change the face of American psychology. In the
1950s, he described a new therapeutic approach that
he named client-centered therapy. This approach
called for the therapist to show congruence, empa-
thetic understanding, and unconditional positive
regard. Congruence meant that the therapist would be
honest and willing to express his or her true feelings.
Empathetic understanding meant that the therapist
would really listen to the client (not patient) and then
share his or her understanding of what the client had
communicated. Unconditional positive regard meant
that the therapist would respect the client as an indi-
vidual and accept whatever the client had to say.

The therapist’s job, in short, was to create an
atmosphere that was conducive to change. However,
responsibility for the change itself rested squarely on
the client. Rogers had great faith in people’s ability to
take control of their own lives. His ideas still affect the
way that psychotherapy is conducted today.

Humanistic psychology gave rise to the human
potential movement of the 1960s and 1970s. People
were encouraged to get in touch with their inner selves
and realize their potential through such activities as
encounter groups, meditation, and communing with
nature. At the time, these were considered fringe activ-
ities, more suitable to hippie communes than middle-
class living rooms. Today, however, they have gone
mainstream along with the notion that people should
strive for self-knowledge and personal fulfillment.

Social psychology
Race and gender Humanistic psychology placed
individual fulfillment above all else. However,
humans are also social creatures who are influenced
by those around them. Social psychology, which looks
at the way that individuals are affected by social
trends and events, provided another valuable perspec-
tive on the human condition.

Social psychologists study a wide range of topics,
including societal norms, group conflicts, obedience
to authority, and social roles. In addition, they have
made key contributions to the study of race and gender
issues. Such issues came to the forefront of psychol-
ogy after World War II. Even before that, however,
American psychologist Kenneth Clark had conducted
studies of racial identity and self-concept. In a famous
study from the late 1930s, Clark and his wife found
that African American preschoolers preferred white
dolls to black ones. Clark went on to become the first
African American president of the APA in 1971.

In the area of gender studies, social psychologist
Sandra Bem has challenged widely held notions about
what it means to be male or female. Bem is best known
for the Bem Sex Role Inventory, a popular scale for
measuring how well a person conforms to traditional
sex-role stereotypes. Historically, masculinity and
femininity were viewed as opposite poles on a single
dimension. However, research in the 1970s showed
that masculinity and femininity were actually two
separate traits. Bem used her scale to classify individu-
als of either sex as high in masculinity only, high in
femininity only, high in both traits, or low in both.

Social-cognitive theory Another important topic in
social psychology is observational learning, in which
people learn to do something merely by watching
others, without performing the behavior themselves or
being directly rewarded for it. Pioneering work in this
area was done by Canadian-born psychologist Albert
Bandura of Stanford University. In the 1960s, Bandura
conducted classic studies that looked at how observa-
tional learning affected aggressive behavior in chil-
dren. A group of children were shown a film in which
an adult punched, hammered, and kicked an inflatable
doll, called a Bobo doll. These children were more
likely to behave aggressively themselves when given a
chance to play with the doll later. More than 40 years
later, this research is still very relevant to the ongoing
debate over violence in the media.

Bandura’s Bobo doll experiments contained
elements of both social psychology and learning
theory. In the intervening years, Bandura has cast an
even wider net in his research and theoretical interests.
In the 1980s, he put forth a social-cognitive theory of
human functioning that added elements of cognitive
psychology, an approach that many consider to be the
dominant school of psychology today. According to
social-cognitive theory, human functioning results
from the interplay of three forces: personal factors
(such as thoughts, feelings, and physical states), the
environment, and behavior. Cognition, or thought,
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plays a big role in people’s ability to effectively
manage their own responses to other people and the
environment as a whole.

Cognitive psychology
Cognitive development Psychologists have long
been fascinated by cognitive processes, such as
thought, perception, memory, and attention. Many
noted psychologists, including G. Stanley Hall and
Kurt Koffka, theorized about the development of such
processes in children. However, no name became
more closely linked to the study of cognitive develop-
ment than that of Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget.

In the 1930s, Piaget developed his stage theory of
child development. Piaget believed that infants were
born with simple cognitive structures, called schemas.
As children matured, they built new schemas on the
existing ones. Piaget also described two mental
processes for dealing with new information: assimila-
tion and accommodation. If a new experience fit the
child’s existing schemas, then it was assimilated, or
taken into the mind. On the other hand, if the experi-
ence did not match existing schemas, the schemas
were altered to accommodate the perceived reality.

Piaget believed that cognitive development
passed through four stages: sensorimotor, preopera-
tional, concrete operational, and formal operational.
Later research has not always supported Piaget’s
descriptions of the stages in every specific detail.
Nevertheless, Piaget’s general concepts are still quite
influential. It is now widely accepted that the mind of
a young child differs from that of an older child or
adult not only in the quantity of knowledge, but also
in the quality of the thought processes.

While Piaget also wrote about the development of
moral reasoning, it was American psychologist
Lawrence Kohlberg who became the most influential
figure in that field. According to Kohlberg’s theory,
there were three stages of moral development: precon-
ventional, conventional, and postconventional. At the
lowest stage, moral behavior was motivated by punish-
ments or rewards. At the next stage, it was motivated by
social rules. At the highest stage, however, people’s
moral behavior was guided by ethical principles that
had become internalized.

Personal constructs Yet another take on the structure
of the mind was offered by American psychologist
George Kelly. In the 1950s, he put forth a personal
construct theory, which stated that people construct their
own theories about human behavior as they actively
work to understand the world around them. As Kelly
saw it, we are all personality theorists, developing a set

of ideas for explaining and predicting our own behavior
and that of other people.

Kelly’s work foreshadowed some of the most
important themes in modern cognitive and personality
psychology. In recent decades, increasing attention
has been paid to individual explanatory styles, or the
habitual ways that people interpret the events in their
lives. For example, some researchers have compared
people with an optimistic explanatory style to those
with a pessimistic one. In related research, Bandura
has stressed the importance of self-efficacy beliefs, or
people’s beliefs about how capably they will be able
to perform a specific behavior in a particular situation.

Cognitive therapy Cognitive theory has also
produced a popular form of psychotherapy, known as
cognitive therapy. Originally developed by American
psychiatrist Aaron Beck in the 1960s to treat depres-
sion, it has since been applied to a wide range of
emotional and behavioral problems. Among other
things, cognitive therapy has been used to treat chronic
stress, anxiety disorders, substance abuse, marital
conflicts, and personality disorders.

The basic concept behind cognitive therapy is that
people’s feelings and behaviors are influenced by how
they perceive situations. When people are in distress,
their thoughts may be irrationally negative or other-
wise distorted. Cognitive therapy aims to help people
identify distorted thinking patterns and replace irra-
tional thoughts with more rational ones. In practice,
cognitive therapy is often combined with behavior
therapy in what is called cognitive-behavioral therapy.

Now and then In the second half of the twentieth
century, some cognitive researchers began using
concepts from computer science to explain information
processing inside the human brain. They soon discov-
ered that the metaphor of the brain as computer could
only be taken so far. It became apparent that there were
fundamental differences between the inners workings of
the human brain and those of computers. Nevertheless,
the combination of cognitive psychology and computer
science has led to some fruitful models for describing
how information is processed within the brain.

In the twentieth-first century, cognitive psychol-
ogy continues to evolve. Physiology is once again at
the forefront of psychology, thanks to the development
of sophisticated brain imaging technology that allows
scientists to study the structure and function of the
brain as never before. Such advanced technology is
already providing fresh insights into age-old questions,
such as how humans perceive sensory information,
store information in memory, and use information to
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make decisions and solve problems. Such findings
have recently given rise to a high-tech specialty known
as cognitive neuroscience.

It is interesting to note that this technological
specialty has a pedigree going all the way back to
psychology’s earliest days. Wundt and Wertheimer,
among others, used what were then cutting-edge tech-

niques to study mental processes such as perception,
memory, and thought. It seems that the science of
psychology keeps returning to the same traditional
themes with the latest tools and techniques. The
complexities of thought, feeling, and behavior will
undoubtedly remain a never-ending source of fascina-
tion and investigation.

Linda Wasmer Andrews, M.S.
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1832: Wilhelm Wundt born in Neckarau, Baden,
Germany, outside of Leipzig, on August 16.

1849: Ivan Pavlov born in the village of Ryazan,
Russia.

1852: Napoleon III founded the Second Empire in
France.

1856: Sigismund Freud is born (changes his name to
Sigmund at age 22).

1857: Alfred Binet born on July 8 in Nice, France.

1857: Louis Pasteur introduces his germ theory of
fermentation.

1857: Wilhelm Wundt begins a seven-year position
as lecturer in physiology at Heidelberg. During
this time he serves as an assistant Hermann von
Helmholtz.

1859: Charles Darwin presents his theory of evolu-
tion in On the Origin of Species.

1861–65: The Civil War is fought in the United
States.

1864: Wilhelm Wundt appointed associate professor
in physiology at University of Heidelberg.

1870–71: Prussia defeats France in the Franco-
Prussian War. The Third Republic is founded in
France.

1873: Sigmund Freud receives a summa cum laude
award on graduation from the Gymnasium. He is
already able to read in several languages.

1873–74: Wilhelm Wundt publishes first edition of
Principles of Psychology.

1875: Carl Jung born in a country parsonage at
Kesswil in Canton Thurgau, Switzerland.

1875: Wilhelm Wundt appointed one of two fellow
professors at Leipzig University, focusing on
practical-scientific theories.

1876: Robert Yerkes born on May 26 in Breadysville,
Pennsylvania.

1876: Alexander Graham Bell patents the telephone.

1877: Sigmund Freud joins Brücke’s laboratory.

1878: Alfred Binet receives a license in law, a career
he chose not to pursue.

1879: Ivan Pavlov graduates from the Medical
Academy; wins a gold medal in student com-
petition.

1879: Wilhelm Wundt established the first laboratory
for experimental psychology.

1880: Max Wertheimer born on April 15, 1880, in
Prague.

1880: Alfred Binet publishes his first article, “On the
Fusion of Similar Sensations.”

1881: Sigmund Freud awarded a delayed doctor’s
degree in medicine.

1883–84: Wilhelm Wundt’s laboratory receives offi-
cial status at Leipzig as an institution of its
department of philosophy.

1884: Francis Galton sets up a laboratory in London 
to measure individual differences in mental 
abilities.

Chronology
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1884: Sigmund Freud discovers the analgesic proper-
ties of cocaine.

1885: Karen Horney is born outside Hamburg,
Germany.

1886: Alfred Binet publishes his first book, The
Psychology of Reasoning.

1886: Sigmund Freud starts private practice.

1887: Sigmund Freud starts using hypnosis.

1890: Kurt Lewin born in Germany, now a part of
Poland.

1890: James McKeen Cattell publishes a paper in
which he coined the term “mental test.”

1894: Alfred Binet receives a doctoral degree in
natural science from the Sorbonne.

1895: Alfred Binet helps found the first French
psychological journal.

1896: Sigmund Freud for the first time uses the term
“psychoanalysis.”

1896: Wilhelm Wundt dies in Groábothen, German,
near Leipzig, August 31. His book, Outlines of
Psychology, was published the same year.

1896: Alfred Binet publishes a paper outlining “indi-
vidual psychology” with Victor Henri.

1896: Jean Piaget born in Neuchatel, Switzerland.

1897: Ivan Pavlov publishes “Lectures on the Work
of the Main Digestive Glands.”

1897: Sigmund Freud postulates Oedipus complex.

1898: Marie and Pierre Curie discovered the element
radium.

1899: Alfred Binet began working with Théodore
Simon.

1899: Sigmund Freud’s The Interpretation of Dreams
is published on November 4.

1900: After finishing medical school at the
University of Basel, Carl Jung travels to Zurich to
study psychiatry under Eugen Bleuler, a world-
famous expert on schizophrenia.

1900: Gregor Mendel’s basic laws of heredity, which
went unnoticed when first set forth in the 1860s,
are rediscovered.

1900–09: Carl Jung works as a psychiatric resident at
the Burghölzli, a famous mental hospital in Zurich.

1900–20: Wilhelm Wundt’s Volkerpsychologie (Folk
Psychology) published in 10 volumes.

1901: Guglielmo Marconi sends the first long-wave
radio signals across the Atlantic Ocean.

1902: Robert Yerkes receives a PhD in psychology
from Harvard and begins teaching comparative
psychology at Harvard.

1902: Sigmund Freud begins the Wednesday Psy-
chological Society meetings at his home.

1902: Carl Rogers is born in Oak Park, Illinois.

1903: The Wright Brothers make the first successful
airplane flight.

1904: Max Wertheimer receives his doctorate in
philosophy at the University of Würzburg.

1904: Ivan Pavlov awarded the Nobel Prize in
Physiology or Medicine.

1904: B.F. Skinner born March 20.

1905: George Alexander Kelly born on a farm near
Perth, Kansas.

1905: Alfred Binet, along with Theodore Simon,
introduces the first version of the Binet-Simon
Scale.

1905: Albert Einstein publishes his special theory of
relativity.

1906: Carl Jung publishes a book on schizophrenia
that applies Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytic
approach to the study of psychosis.

1906: Carl Jung starts his correspondence with 
Sigmund Freud.

1906: Jean Piaget publishes first article in local
journal.

1908: Anne Anastasi born on December 19 in New
York City.

1908: Robert Yerkes publishes the Yerkes-Dodson
law, developed with John Dodson, which related
the strength of a stimulus to the speed of avoid-
ance learning.

1908: Abraham Maslow born in Manhattan.

1909: Publication of Sigmund Freud’s Analysis of a
Phobia in a Five-Year-Old Boy (Little Hans).

1909: Carl Jung travels with Sigmund Freud to the
United States to give lectures at Clark University
in Massachusetts.

1910: Max Wertheimer discovers the phi phenome-
non on a train ride and published his ground-
breaking paper “Experimental Studies of the
Perception of Movement” two years later.

1910: Construction of Ivan Pavlov’s “Towers of
Silence” begins.
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1911: Marie Curie wins her second Nobel Prize for
her discovery and study of radium.

1911: Robert Yerkes founds the Journal of Animal
Behavior, the first U.S. scientific journal devoted
solely to animal behavior research.

1911: Alfred Binet makes the last revision of the
Binet-Simon Scale. Dies on October 18.

1912: The ocean liner Titanic sinks after hitting an
iceberg on her maiden voyage.

1913: Sigmund Freud publishes Totem and Taboo.

1913: Mary Salter (later Ainsworth) born in
Glendale, Ohio.

1913: Carl Jung breaks with Sigmund Freud.
Publishes Psychology of the Unconscious, the
first account of his analytical psychology as an
approach to therapy distinct from psychoanalysis.

1913–14: Carl Jung experiences a midlife crisis or
period of psychological turmoil that resolves with
the outbreak of World War I in July 1914.

1913–17: Robert Yerkes works half-time as a
psychologist in the Psychopathic Department at
Boston State Hospital.

1914: Kenneth Bancroft Clark born in Panama.

1914: Kurt Lewin volunteers to serve in World War I.

1914–18: World War I in Europe.

1915: Robert Yerkes introduces a point scale for
measuring intelligence, developed with J. W.
Bridges.

1916: Lewis Terman introduced the Stanford-Binet
Intelligence Scales, a U.S. version of the Binet-
Simon Scale that modified it substantially.

1917: The October Revolution occurs. The Bolsheviks
take power, and Vladimir Lenin becomes 
new Soviet leader. The United States enters
World War I.

1917: Kurt Lewin wounded in war.

1917: Robert Yerkes elected president of the
American Psychological Association. Becomes a
member of the National Research Council.

1917–18: Robert Yerkes chairs a committee that
developed the U.S. Army Alpha and Beta intelli-
gence tests during World War I.

1918: Jean Piaget receives PhD in Natural Sciences,
University of Neuchatel. He works in Eugen
Bleuler’s psychiatric clinic at the University of
Zurich and develops his technique of the clinical
interview.

1919: Kenneth Bancroft Clark comes to America
with mother and sister.

1919: Prohibition begins in the United States.

1919–24: Robert Yerkes works for the National
Research Council.

1920: Women win the right to vote in the United
States.

1920: Sigmund Freud publishes Beyond the Pleasure
Principle.

1920: Wilhelm Wundt publishes autobiography enti-
tled Erlebtes und Erkanntes.

1921: Sigmund Freud publishes Group Psychology
and the Analysis of the Ego.

1921: Aaron Temkin Beck born in Providence,
Rhode Island.

1921: Carl Jung publishes Psychological Types, a
major work that secures his reputation as an orig-
inal thinker.

1921: Jean Piaget appointed research director of the
Institut Jean-Jacques Rousseau in Geneva, and
publishes article in the Archives de Psychologie
stating that logic is not innate but develops 
over time through interactive processes of self-
regulation.

1923: Jean Piaget publishes The Language and
Thought of the Child. Four more books fol-
low, bringing him worldwide fame before the 
age of 30.

1923: Sigmund Freud diagnosed with cancer of the
jaw. Publication of The Ego and the Id.

1924: The first Olympic Winter Games are played.

1924–44: Robert Yerkes holds a post as professor of
psychobiology at Yale University.

1925: Jean Piaget begins the study of the intellectual
development of his three children from infancy
through their teenage years.

1925: Albert Bandura born on December 4, 1925, in
Mundare, Alberta, Canada.

1925: Hitler publishes “Mein Kampf.”

1926: Carl Brigham introduced the forerunner of 
the SAT.

1927: Lawrence Kohlberg born in Bronxville, 
New York.

1927: Ivan Pavlov publishes “Lectures on the Work
of the Large Hemispheres of the Brain.”

1928: Albert Einstein and Jean Piaget meet. Einstein
suggests that Piaget study the origins in children
of the notions of time and simultaneity.

1929: Stock market crash on Wall Street marks the
beginning of the Great Depression.
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1929: Robert Yerkes publishes The Great Apes: A
Study of Anthropoid Life, coauthored with his
wife, Ada Watterson Yerkes.

1929: Jean Piaget teaches the history of scientific
thought at the University of Geneva until 1939.
Begins 35-year tenure as director of the Inter-
national Bureau of Education in Geneva.

1929–41: Robert Yerkes founds and directs the 
Yale Laboratories of Primate Biology, the first
laboratory for nonhuman primate research in the
United States.

1930: Anne Anastasi awarded a PhD from Columbia
University. Hired as instructor of psychology at
Barnard College.

1930: B.F. Skinner initiates research in reflexes.

1931: George Alexander Kelly receives his PhD from
the University of Iowa.

1931–34: Abraham Maslow conducts primate research
with Harry Harlow. Completes a masters thesis and
doctoral dissertation on primate behavior.

1932: Karen Horney moves to United States.

1933: Kurt Lewin moves to United States to escape
the rise of Hitler.

1933: Sigmund Freud has a letter exchange with
Albert Einstein on the topic Why the War? The
Nazis publicly burn Freud’s work in Berlin.

1933: Adolf Hitler became dictator of Germany.

1934: Max Wertheimer arrives in New York and
begins teaching at the “University in Exile” for
the next 10 years.

1934: Kenneth Bancroft Clark earns his bachelor’s
degree from Howard University. Gains his
master’s the following year.

1934: Karen Horney takes teaching position at
Washington-Baltimore Society for Psychoanalysis.

1935–37: Abraham Maslow completes postdoctoral
fellowship at Columbia University. Research on
sexuality and dominance in humans.

1936: Ivan Pavlov dies on February 27 after develop-
ing pneumonia at the age of 86.

1936: Karen Horney publishes Feminine Psychology.

1936: Jean Piaget publishes The Origins of Intelli-
gence in Children based on his observations of his
three children.

1937: Carl Jung invited by Yale University to deliver
the Terry Lectures on psychology and religion.

1937: Anne Anastasi  publishes her first major work,
Differential Psychology, through Macmillan
Publishing, New York.

1937–51: Abraham Maslow obtains a faculty posi-
tion at Brooklyn College. Eventually reaches rank
of associate professor.

1937–61: Carl Jung continues to practice medicine 
in Küssnacht, a suburb of Zurich, until his death
in 1961.

1938: March 13th: Austria is annexed by Germany.
Sigmund Freud’s house and the headquarters of the
Vienna Association of Psychoanalysis are searched.
Anna Freud is arrested and interrogated by the
Gestapo. In June, Freud and his family emigrate to
Great Britain.

1938: B.F. Skinner’s The Behavior of Organisms
published.

1939: Mary Salter Ainsworth receives her PhD from
the University of Toronto.

1939: Sigmund Freud dies. Moses and Monotheism
is published.

1939: David Wechsler published the Wechsler
Bellevue Scale, an adult-oriented intelligence test.

1939: Anne Anastasi appointed assistant professor of
psychology and department chair, Queens
College of the City University of New York.

1939–45: World War II in Europe.

1940: Jean Piaget appointed Chair of Experimental
Psychology, University of Geneva (until 1971).

1940: Carl Rogers receives a full professorship at
Ohio State University.

1941: The Japanese attack Pearl Harbor. The United
States enters World War II.

1941–45: George Alexander Kelly serves during
World War II as a Navy aviation psychologist,
and teaches at the University of Maryland.

1942: B.F. Skinner awarded the Warren Medal by the
Society of Experimental Psychologists.

1942: Jean Piaget lectures at the College of France
during Nazi occupation. Lectures compiled into
The Psychology of Intelligence published in 1963.

1942: Karen Horney publishes Self-Analysis.

1942: Mary D. Salter Ainsworth enters the Canadian
Women’s Army Corps.

1943: Max Wertheimer dies at his home after suffer-
ing a heart attack.

1944: Kurt Lewin invited to set up research institute 
at MIT.

1944: D-Day invasion occurs.

1945: United States drops the first atomic bombs.
Liberation of the concentration camps in Europe.
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1945: B.F. Skinner  takes over the psychology depart-
ment at the University of Indiana, where he devel-
oped the Teaching Machine and Aircrib.

1945: Mary D. Salter Ainsworth serves as Director of
Women’s Rehabilitation at Veteran Army
Services Hospital.

1945: Carl Rogers joins faculty at the University of
Chicago. Elected president of the American
Psychological Association.

1945: Max Wertheimer publishes his only book,
Productive Thinking.

1946: Aaron Temkin Beck graduates with a medical
degree from Yale University.

1946: Mary D. Salter Ainsworth returns to University
of Toronto to teach.

1946: George Alexander Kelly accepted the position
as director of clinical programs for the school of
psychology at the Ohio State University, follow-
ing Carl Rogers.

1947: Kurt Lewin dies of heart attack.

1947: Anne Anastasi joins the faculty at Fordham
University as associate professor, where she would
be appointed to a full professorship in 1951.

1948: The state of Israel is founded and Gandhi is
assassinated.

1948: B.F. Skinner’s Walden Two published.

1949: NATO is established.

1949: David Wechsler introduced the Wechsler
Intelligence Scale for Children.

1950: Kenneth Bancroft Clark publishes “Effect of
Prejudice and Discrimination on Personality
Development” for the Mid-Century White House
Conference on Children and Youth.

1950: Mary D. Salter Ainsworth moves to London.

1950: Jean Piaget publishes his three volume book,
Introduction a l’epistemologie genetique.

1951: Korean War breaks out. Aaron Temkin Beck
takes a position at Valley Forge Field Hospital and
treats soldiers with post-traumatic stress disorder.

1951–69: Abraham Maslow obtains a faculty posi-
tion at Brandeis University. Serves as department
chair until 1961.

1952: Polio vaccine is developed.

1952: Albert Bandura receives a PhD in clinical
psychology from the University of Iowa.

1952: Karen Horney dies of stomach cancer at age 67.

1953: Albert Bandura takes a job as a psychology
instructor at Stanford University.

1953: DNA is discovered.

1954: The publication of Abraham Maslow’s Moti-
vation and Personality brings national promi-
nence.

1954: Mary Salter Ainsworth moves to Africa; starts
Uganda mother-infant studies.

1954: Brown v. Board of Education uses Kenneth
Bancroft Clark’s studies as a basis for school
desegregation.

1954: Anne Anastasi publishes Psychological Testing,
Macmillan, New York.

1954: Aaron Temkin Beck joins the Department of
Psychiatry of the University of Pennsylvania.

1955: Mary Salter Ainsworth hired as lecturer at
Johns Hopkins in Baltimore.

1955: W. W. Norton & Company publishes George
Alexander Kelly’s groundbreaking, two-volume
work, The Psychology of Personal Constructs.

1955: Jean Piaget’s International Center for Genetic
Epistemology opens at the University of Geneva.

1955: First edition of Kenneth Bancroft Clark’s book
Prejudice and Your Child published as Clark’s
first public scientific commentary.

1956: Fixed interval schedule of reinforcement
described by B.F. Skinner.

1956: Robert Yerkes dies on February 3.

1957: The Soviet Union launches Sputnik, its first
satellite, into Earth’s orbit.

1958: Angelo Roncalli elected Pope; he takes the
name John XXIII.

1958: Lawrence Kohlberg graduates from University
of Chicago with a doctoral degree.

1959: Fidel Castro expels the dictator Fulgencio
Batista and becomes premier of Cuba.

1959: Albert Bandura publishes his first book,
Adolescent Aggression, with Richard Walters.

1959: Kenneth Bancroft Clark elected president of
the Society for the Psychological Study of Social
Issues.

1961: The first issue of The Journal of Humanistic
Psychology, founded by Abraham Maslow, is
published.

1961: Kenneth Bancroft Clark awarded the Spingarn
Medal by the NAACP.

1961: The East German government builds the Berlin
Wall. The Bay of Pigs Invasion occurs.

1962: Abraham Maslow publishes Toward a Psychol-
ogy of Being.
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1962: Mary D. Salter Ainsworth begins Baltimore
replication study of mother-infant dyads.

1962–63: Abraham Maslow consults with Andy Kay
at Non-Linear Systems.

1963: Albert Bandura publishes Social Learning and
Personality Development, which summarized his
research on observational learning and the Bobo
doll experiments.

1963: President John F. Kennedy is assassinated
while riding in a motorcade through Dallas.

1964: Carl Rogers elected “Humanist of the Year” by
the American Humanist Association.

1964: Civil Rights Act passes in U.S. Congress.

1964: Albert Bandura becomes a full professor at
Stanford.

1965: George Alexander Kelly begins research posi-
tion at Brandeis University, where Abraham
Maslow is also working at the time.

1965: Kenneth Bancroft Clark publishes Dark Ghetto.

1966: Abraham Maslow is elected president of the
American Psychological Association.

1966: B.F. Skinner introduces the concept of critical
period in reinforcing an event.

1966: Jean Piaget  publishes The Psychology of the
Child with Barbel Inhelder.

1967: Israelis fight the Six Days War.

1967: George Alexander Kelly dies on March 6.

1967: Mary Salter Ainsworth publishes Infancy in
Uganda.

1968: Assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr.

1968: Lawrence Kohlberg becomes a full professor
at Harvard University. Later founds the Center for
Moral Devlopment and Education there.

1968: B.F. Skinner identifies the critical characteris-
tics of programmed instruction.

1968: Robert Kennedy is assassinated.

1969: Lawrence Kohlberg studies moral development
in an Israeli kibbutz.

1969: Jean Piaget awarded distinguished Scientific
Contribution Award by the American Psychological
Association. He is the first European to receive 
the award.

1969: The first human beings set foot on the Moon.

1970: Protesting students at Kent State University 
are shot.

1970: Carl Rogers’ On Encounter Groups published.
He would publish two more books before his
death.

1970: Abraham Maslow dies of a heart attack at his
home in Menlo Park, California.

1971: Lawrence Kohlberg coauthors “The Adolescent
as Philosopher” with Carol Gilligan. Kohlberg also
contracts a parasitic illness in Central America,
which afflicts him for 16 years.

1971: Kenneth Bancroft Clark elected president of
the American Psychological Association. Clark
has been the only African American to serve in
that capacity.

1971: B.F. Skinner publishes Beyond Freedom and
Dignity.

1972: B.F. Skinner receives the Humanist of the Year
Award by the American Humanist Association.

1972: Terrorists attack and kill athletes at the Munich
Olympic games.

1973: Abortion is legalized in the United States.

1974: Kenneth Bancroft Clark publishes Pathos 
of Power.

1974: Albert Bandura serves as president of the
American Psychological Association.

1974: Aaron Temkin Beck publishes The Prediction
of Suicide.

1975: Mary Salter Ainsworth leaves Johns Hopkins
for University of Virginia.

1975–95: Kenneth Bancroft Clark serves on the New
York Board of Regents.

1976: North and South Viet Nam re-join.

1977: Albert Bandura publishes Social Learning
Theory, which aroused interest in social learning
and modeling.

1978: Mary D. Salter Ainsworth publishes Patterns
of Attachment.

1979: Anne Anastasi named professor emeritus at
Fordham.

1979: The Iranians under Khomeini take Americans
as hostages.

1980: Jean Piaget dies at the age of 84 in Geneva,
Switzerland.

1981: Sandra Day O’Connor becomes the first woman
appointed to the United States Supreme Court.

1983: B.F. Skinner publishes Enjoying Old Age.

1984: The virus that causes AIDS is identified by two
groups of scientists in France and the United States.

1984: Mary Salter Ainsworth retires from the
University of Virginia as Professor Emeritus.

1985: Robert Sternberg presents his three-part theory
of intelligence in Beyond IQ.
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1986: The Challenger Space Shuttle explodes, killing
all on board.

1986: Albert Bandura publishes Social Foundations
of Thought and Action: A Social Cognitive
Theory, which described his social-cognitive
theory of human functioning.

1986: Carl Rogers travels to Russia to facilitate
conflict resolution.

1987: Carl Rogers dies of heart attack.

1987: Lawrence Kohlberg commits suicide by
drowning in Winthrop, Massachusetts.

1988: Aaron Temkin Beck publishes Love is Never
Enough.

1990: B.F. Skinner dies on August 18.

1992: President George Bush of the United States
and President Boris Yeltsin of Russia jointly
declare an end to the Cold War.

1994: Kenneth Bancroft Clark receives the APA
Award for Outstanding Lifetime Contribution to
Psychology.

1997: Albert Bandura publishes Self-Efficacy: The
Exercise of Control, which set forth his ideas
about self-efficacy beliefs.

1998: Mary Salter Ainsworth receives APA Gold
Medal Award for Life Achievement in the
Science of Psychology.

1999: Mary Salter Ainsworth dies in Charlottesville,
Virginia.

2000: Yassir Arafat launches the second Palestinian
intifada (uprising) against Israel.

2001: Anne Anastasi dies on May 4.

2003: Space shuttle Columbia explodes on reentry,
killing the seven astronauts on board.

2004: 50th anniversary of Brown v. Board of Edu-
cation. Kenneth Bancroft Clark and Mamie Phipps-
Clark awarded honorary degrees from Earlham
College to mark their “historic contributions to the
cause of equal rights for all Americans.”

2004: Aaron Temkin Beck publishes Cognitive
Therapy of Personal Disorders, second edition.
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BRIEF OVERVIEW
If John Bowlby was the father of attachment

theory, Mary Ainsworth could certainly be considered
its mother. Together the two started a rich field of
study that has changed the face of developmental
psychology and profoundly influenced theories of
parenting.

In brief, attachment theory is based on the
concept that all infants have a fundamental need to
develop a close relationship, or attachment, to their
mother (or primary caregiver). They initiate attempts
at attachment through attachment behaviors such as
smiling at, hugging, and moving toward their care-
giver. If the mother or caregiver answers consistently
and appropriately with sensitive and responsive
behavior such as comforting, holding, hugging, and
stroking, the attachment bond is strengthened and
secure. When responses are inconsistent, insensitive,
or inappropriate, an insecure attachment is formed.

Although it was Ainsworth’s London colleague
John Bowlby who first theorized that there was some-
thing beyond the mother-infant bond than a fulfillment
of basic physical needs (i.e., food and shelter),
Ainsworth provided attachment theory with both the
empirical data and the psychological scales and
methods for validating Bowlby’s hypotheses. She also
further refined attachment theory with concepts such as
mother as secure base and organizations of attachment.

Ainsworth pioneered the concept of longitudinal,
systematic, yet naturalistic observation in the home.

1913–1999

CANADIAN DEVELOPMENTAL PSYCHOLOGIST

UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO, Ph.D., 1939

Mary D. Salter Ainsworth
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Her field studies of mother-infant dyads and narrative
data collection, first in Uganda and later in Baltimore,
were unprecedented, although they were at first
frequently criticized as having too “unscientific” a
tone. Ainsworth’s “strange situation” laboratory proce-
dure is still used in developmental research today.

The “strange situation” technique involves a
series of separations and reunions between an infant
and his or her mother, which take place in a laboratory
setting. A stranger is also introduced at several points
in the protocol. As with all of Ainsworth’s clinical
studies, observers carefully monitor and transcribe
how the procedure unfolds. The infant’s reaction to
the separation and behavior towards his or her mother
upon reunion provides a framework for determining
the type of attachment he or she has to the mother.
Ainsworth had determined three main categories of
infant attachment: secure, insecure-avoidant, and inse-
cure-resistant.

Finally, throughout Ainsworth’s lengthy academic
and teaching career, she mentored dozens of students
who would go on to make significant contributions to
broadening the field of attachment theory in their own
right. One of these, student Mary Main, summed up
what made Ainsworth such a remarkable mentor:

First, she required rather than simply recommended
independence on the part of her students, meaning that
rather than utilizing her already-collected data for a
thesis, each student had to design and carry out a
complete project, bringing in their own research parti-
cipants and drawing their own new conclusions.
Second, she believed that a person’s academic life was
not the whole of their life, but only a portion. . . .
Third, she wrote our better ideas down in an endeavor
not to become confused later and think that she herself
had come up with them. Fourth, she worked very hard
on helping us with our work.

Her love of both teaching and research kept
Ainsworth working well past her official retirement at
age 80. She was a co-recipient of the APA’s first
mentoring award in 1998, the same year she was also
honored with one of the APA’s highest recognitions—
the Gold Medal Award for Life Achievement in the
Science of Psychology.

BIOGRAPHY
Mary Dinsmore Salter Ainsworth was born in

Glendale, Ohio, in 1913, the oldest of three daughters
of Charles and Mary Salter. Ainsworth showed a talent
for academics early in life, reportedly learning to read
at the age of three. The Salters valued education; both
Charles and Mary were graduates of Dickinson College
in Pennsylvania. Ainsworth recalls the weekly visits the
family took to the library and the high academic expec-
tations her parents had for all three of their girls to
attend college.

Charles Morgan Salter was employed by a
Cincinnati-based manufacturing firm, and when
Ainsworth was five the family moved to Toronto after
his company relocated him to a branch office. Her father
eventually became branch President of Aluminum
Goods, Ltd., and in 1931 Ainsworth and her parents
became naturalized Canadian citizens.

Mary Main, a behavioral psychologist and student
of Ainsworth’s, recounts that Ainsworth described a
contentious relationship with her mother that was char-
acterized by her mother’s interference in personal
matters and jealousy of the closeness she had with her
father. Ainsworth herself never commented publicly
on any disharmony within the family, stating they were
“a close-knit family, with a not unusual mixture of
warmth and tensions and deficiencies.”

Ainsworth excelled in school and entered the
University of Toronto in 1929 at the age of 16, entering
the psychology program in her second year. In an auto-
biographical essay published in the 1983 book Models
of Achievement: Reflections of Eminent Women in

M a r y  D .  S a l t e r  A i n s w o r t h

P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s2

Mary Salter Ainsworth. (Photo courtesy of Mary Salter Ainsworth.

Reproduced by permission.)



Psychology, Ainsworth recalls her first realization that
she wanted to enter the field of psychology: 

When I was 15 and in my final year in high school,
one of the books brought home was William
McDougall’s Character and the Conduct of Life
(1927), which I read with great excitement. It had not
previously occurred to me that one might look within
oneself for some explanation of how one felt and
behaved, rather than feeling entirely at the mercy of
external forces. What a vista that opened up! 
I decided thereupon to become a psychologist.

Remaining at the University of Toronto for grad-
uate school, Ainsworth earned her master’s degree in
1936 and her Ph.D. in 1939. She worked as a teaching
assistant to Professor Edward Bott, head of the
Psychology Department and one of Ainsworth’s
mentors. Later, she would cite Bott as the influence
who helped her develop the attitude that science is a
“state of mind.”

Another influential mentor during her graduate
years was Professor William Blatz, who had devel-
oped a personality theory called security theory.
Security theory was based on the idea that children
who feel secure in their dependence on their parents
are better equipped to adjust and cope with experi-
ences in the outside world, because they are assured
that their parent(s) will always be there for them.
Those who are insecure in the parent-child relation-
ship will not be as willing to act independently of their
parents and explore the world around them.

As children grow into adults, the relationship
evolves and the person(s) with whom they find security
changes; children become less dependent on their
parents and more on their peers, until as adults they
become securely dependent on a spouse or partner. The
concept of security theory would help to shape
Ainsworth’s later work in attachment theory in several
important ways. With Blatz’s guidance and urging,
Ainsworth wrote her doctoral dissertation, “An
Evaluation of Adjustment Based on the Concept of
Security,” which involved creating and testing new
psychometric scales (or tests) for young adults that
quantitatively evaluated their relationships with their
parents and peers.

Ainsworth also credits Professor Sperrin Chant
with shaping her future destiny as both a psychologist
and later a teacher and mentor for her own students.
Chant oversaw her master’s thesis, an investigation into
emotions and galvanic skin response (GSR). GSR is a
measurement of the electrical properties of the skin,
which change in response to stress and anxiety. It is one
of the same technologies used in today’s polygraph, or
lie detector test. Ainsworth also coauthored a 1937
article with Chant on the topic in the Journal of

Educational Psychology entitled “The Measurement of
Attitude Toward War and the Galvanic Skin Response.”

After completing her doctoral dissertation and
graduating with a Ph.D., Ainsworth continued on at
the University of Toronto as a lecturer beginning in
the fall of 1939. Shortly thereafter with the advent of
World War II, many of her Toronto colleagues and
mentors left the University to assist in the war effort.
Ainsworth herself joined them in 1942, enlisting in
the Canadian Women’s Army Corps. She first served
as an army examiner in Kitchener, Ontario, using her
background in psychology and personality develop-
ment to work in personnel selection, which involved
interviewing and assessing recruits and recommend-
ing a placement based on the results. After several
months in Kitchener, Ainsworth transferred to Ottawa,
where she attained the rank of major in less than a
year. She also spent several months abroad working
with the personnel service of the British Army.

At the conclusion of the war, Ainsworth was
tapped for a post at the Department of Veteran’s Affairs.
She served as the Superintendent for Women’s Reha-
bilitation for about a year, and then, longing to return to
her alma mater and tiring of the heavy load of adminis-
trative work her position required, she accepted a post
as assistant professor at the University of Toronto,
teaching introductory psychology and experimental
psychology to undergrad students.

In preparation for teaching a graduate-level course
on personality assessments, Ainsworth began to study
psychometric and neuropsychiatric tests—including
the Rorschach (i.e., ‘inkblot test’) and the thematic
apperception test (TAT)—in earnest, taking several
workshops and volunteering her clinical services at the
local Department of Veterans Affairs hospital. She took
several workshops with well-known psychologist
Bruno Klopfer, who had developed a scoring and
administration technique for the Rorschach. Ainsworth
would later collaborate with Klopfer on the revision of
his book on the subject, Developments in the Rorschach
Technique: Vol. 1.

Over the next several years Ainsworth taught and,
along with mentor William Blatz, co-directed a research
team developing psychological testing scales associated
with Blatz’s security theory. In 1950, she married one of
the graduate students on that team, Leonard Ainsworth,
and the newlyweds moved to London, where Leonard
had been accepted at University College to do his
doctoral work after receiving his master’s degree 
at Toronto.

A former colleague of Ainsworth’s from her days
in the Canadian armed services told her about a
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research position at London’s Tavistock Clinic under
Dr. John Bowlby, who was investigating the impact of
early separation from one’s mother on childhood
personality development (see sidebar). Ainsworth was
hired, marking the beginning of a lifelong professional
association with Bowlby, and worked at Tavistock
through the end of 1953 while her husband Leonard
completed his Ph.D.

The Ainsworths moved to Africa in 1954 after
Leonard was hired as a research psychologist at the
East African Institute of Social Research in Kampala,
Uganda. It was here where Ainsworth performed
observational studies on infant-mother interaction and
gathered the data that would later become her land-
mark book Infancy in Uganda.

In 1955 Leonard Ainsworth landed a position in
Baltimore, Maryland as a forensic psychologist, and
Ainsworth quickly found an appointment as a lecturer
at Johns Hopkins and a part-time clinical psychologist
at Sheppard and Enoch Pratt Hospital.

Mary and Leonard Ainsworth divorced in 1960.
Ainsworth continued to work in earnest, but as a result
of what she called “a depressive reaction to divorce,”
she also entered long-term personal psychoanalysis.
Retrospectively, Ainsworth credits her eight years of
psychoanalysis as improving her productivity and
exposing her to Freudian theory that expanded her
knowledge and understanding as a psychologist.

Looking for an opportunity to delve back into
research, Ainsworth shifted focus at Johns Hopkins,
leaving the part-time clinical work at the hospital in
1961 and becoming first an associate professor and
then a full professor in developmental psychology. In
1962 Ainsworth embarked on what is perhaps her most
significant and influential contribution to developmen-
tal psychology—short-term longitudinal research into
the development of infant-mother attachment some-
times referred to as “the Baltimore study.”

Ainsworth and her research team went into the
homes of 26 area women and observed their interac-
tion with their infants in approximate four-hour blocks
every three weeks, totaling up to 80 hours on observa-
tion over the first year of life. The method built on her
previous work in Uganda. In fact, the Baltimore study
was designed as a “replication” study for the Uganda
work, to validate its findings. But the experience would
prove to broaden the scope of that study and ultimately
spur Ainsworth to develop one of attachment theory’s
most useful clinical tools—the “strange situation”
technique.

Although her observations of the maternal-infant
relationship were quite astute, Ainsworth herself never
had any children of her own. This was more a factor of
timing than anything else; she often spoke of her wish
to have become a mother herself, but she married late
(at age 37) and divorced a decade later. Ainsworth
never remarried, and according to student Mary Main,
her next serious relationship didn’t occur until she was
in her 80s.

After over a decade at Johns Hopkins, Ainsworth
was nearing the usual retirement age at that institution
(60) but was as professionally productive as ever. After
investigating her options, she moved on to the
University of Virginia in the fall of 1975 as a visiting
professor. There she helped to develop the University’s
psychology training program, which gave students the
opportunity to do clinical casework under supervision.
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PRINCIPAL 
PUBLICATIONS

• “The Effects of Maternal Deprivation: A review
of findings and controversy in the context of
research strategy.” Deprivation of Maternal Care:
A Reassessment of its Effects. World Health
Organization, Public Health Papers 14 (1962):
97–165.

• With J. Bowlby. Child Care and the Growth of
Love, 2nd ed. London: Penguin, 1965.

• Infancy in Uganda: Infant Care and the Growth
of Love. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1967.

• With S. M. Bell. “Attachment, Exploration, and
Separation: Illustrated by the behavior of one-year-
olds in a strange situation.” Child Development 41:
49–67, 1970.

• With M. C. Blehar, E. Waters, and S. Walls.
Patterns of Attachment: A Psychological Study of
the Strange Situation. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence
Erlbaum, 1978.

• “Attachments Beyond Infancy.” American
Psychologist 44 (1989): 709–16.

• With J. Bowlby. “An Ethological Approach to
Personality Development.” American Psychologist
46 (1991): 331–41.



The Mary D. Ainsworth Psychological Clinic contin-
ues to provide mental health services to the University
of Virginia community today.

Ainsworth retired in the capacity of professor
emeritus in 1984, but remained active in research until
the early 1990s, coauthoring several more papers with
Bowlby and others and providing the assistance of her
own insight and opinions on the attachment research of
her former students and colleagues. She was awarded
two of the APA’s highest honors in 1998—the Mentor
Award in Developmental Psychology and the Gold
Medal Award for Life Achievement in the Science of
Psychology. Ainsworth lived the remainder of her life
in Charlottesville, Virginia, where she died in 1999
after a lengthy illness following a stroke.

In addition to the APA awards, Ainsworth was
bestowed with numerous honors, awards, and official
appointments throughout her career, including: Distin-
guished Contribution Award, Maryland Psychological
Association (1973); President of the Society for
Research in Child Development (1977–79); Distin-
guished Scientific Contribution Award, Virginia
Psychological Association (1983); Distinguished
Scientific Contribution Award, Division 12, APA
(1984); G. Stanley Hall Award, Division 7, APA (1984);
Salmon Lecturer, Salmon Committee on Psychiatry and
Mental Hygiene, New York Academy of Medicine
(1984); William T. Grant Lecturer in Behavioral
Pediatrics, Society for Behavioral Pediatrics (1985);
Award for Distinguished Contributions to Child
Development Research, Society for Research in Child
Development (1985); Award for Distinguished Profes-
sional Contribution to Knowledge, APA (1987); C.
Anderson Aldrich Award in Child Development,
American Academy of Pediatrics (1987); Distinctive
Achievement Award, Virginia Association for Infant
Mental Health (1989); Honorary Fellowship, Royal
College of Psychiatrists (1989); Distinguished Scientific
Contribution Award, APA (1989); American Academy
of Arts and Sciences (1992); Distinguished Professional
Contribution Award, Division 12, APA (1994); and
International Society for the Study of Personal
Relationships Distinguished Career Award (1996).

THEORIES
Mary Ainsworth’s work in attachment theory had

its roots in her research with John Bowlby at Tavistock.
Bowlby and another colleague, James Robertson, first
introduced her to the naturalistic method of observa-
tion and descriptive statistics that would later become
her trademark.

Before Bowlby, the prevailing view among psy-
chologists and psychoanalysts was that infants bonded
with their mothers simply because the mother fed the
child and met his or her physical needs. Bowlby was
also a maverick in his belief that evolutionary and etho-
logical theory both influenced personality development
and the attachment process (see sidebar). Ethology, or
the study of animal (and human) behavior and adapta-
tion in natural surroundings, particularly influenced
Ainsworth’s work. While Ainsworth initially questioned
the place of ethology in attachment formation, she later
came to embrace the idea. Bowlby’s theory of attach-
ment was based on the idea that a child’s development is
tied closely to the bond he or she has with the mother,
which was ultimately either a secure or an insecure one.
From an ethological standpoint, attachment was neces-
sary for infant survival—the mother being the source of
the infant’s food, security, and shelter.

Ainsworth took Bowlby’s theories and put them
to the empirical test, using innovative new field and
laboratory techniques to do so. Along the way, she
refined attachment theory further and contributed the
concept of infant defense systems, mother as secure
base, and organizations or patterns of attachment.

Patterns of attachment
Main points Central to Ainsworth’s work on attach-
ment is the concept of mother as “a secure base.” As
early as 1940, influenced by mentor William Blatz
and his security theory, she wrote about the essential
role of family security to provide a secure base for
individual growth. Later, in her writings on the
Uganda home studies, she describes infants using
their mothers as a secure base for their own explo-
ration. The secure child is able to leave his or her
mother’s side and investigate surroundings because he
or she knows through experience that the mother is
there if needed.

Ainsworth’s home studies of mother-infant dyads
(i.e., couples) first in Uganda and then in Baltimore
were unique in that they were longitudinal (i.e., long-
term; nine months for Uganda and 12 months for
Baltimore), and used carefully compiled narrative data
gathered by trained observers over a substantial
amount of home visit time (i.e., an average of 72 hours
over one year in Baltimore).

Ainsworth’s Uganda studies found three classifica-
tions or patterns of infant attachment—secure, insecure,
or non-attached. Later, in her Baltimore replication
studies, she refined the classifications based on addi-
tional data from the “strange situation” laboratory
procedure, resulting in three categories—secure,
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avoidant (also called anxious-avoidant or insecure-
avoidant), and resistant (also called anxious-resistant or
insecure-ambivalent/resistant).

Avoidant infants (a.k.a. Group A) became focused
on exploration to the exclusion of all else (including
mother) in the strange situation environment. At home,
however, they were anxious and often angry, and
wouldn’t tolerate separation from their mother, who
rejected their advances through her words and actions.
Ainsworth explained that the seemingly incongruous
exploratory behavior of avoidant infants in the strange
situation setting was a defensive (or adaptive) reaction
to their life experience of their mother’s rejection. She
outlined specific qualities of maternal behavior that
were associated with avoidant attachments—rejection,
physical rejection (i.e., pulling away from kisses or
hugs), submerged anger (i.e., holding anger in), and a
lack of awareness of infant cues.

Secure infants (a.k.a. Group B) were those with the
strongest mother-infant attachment. They considered
their mother what Ainsworth called a secure base,
meaning that they would return to her for reassurance
and comfort while they explored both familiar and
unfamiliar environments. They were happy and respon-
sive to her, and did not become upset during brief sepa-
rations in the home environment. However, they did
experience separation anxiety when put in the strange
situation environment, but they were easily calmed and
reinvolved in exploration once the mother returned.

Resistant infants (a.k.a. Group C) tended to cling to
their mothers and become overly preoccupied with her
whereabouts in the strange situation environment. They
also avoided exploration in her absence. Ainsworth
theorized this was due to the mother’s insensitive and
inconsistent reactions to the child at home. These chil-
dren either became unusually distant and detached (i.e.,
ambivalent) or expressed anger (i.e., resistant) in the
home environment.

Ainsworth saw all of these attachment patterns as
the result of defensive behaviors formed through the
child’s life experience with the mother (or other
attachment figure). She developed a series of scales
that rated maternal behavior in four areas: sensitivity
vs. insensitivity to infant signals, cooperation vs.
interference with ongoing behavior, psychological and
physical availability vs. neglect, and acceptance vs.
rejection of infant’s needs. Based on these scales,
secure infants had mothers who scored high in sensi-
tivity, cooperation, availability, and acceptance.

Explanation In Infancy in Uganda, Ainsworth first
describes attachment behaviors in infants that are cues

for maternal response. They include smiling, crying,
adjusting posture, suckling, looking at the mother,
listening to the mother, vocalizing in response to her
voice, “scrambling” (i.e., climbing) over her, moving
nearer, following her, and clinging to her. Ainsworth is
quite clear in explaining that these behaviors are not
signs of attachment in and of themselves:

They are the patterns of behavior through which
attachment grows. The baby is not attached to anyone
at first. He does not somehow become attached and
then show it by smiling at the loved person and crying
when she leaves him. He gradually becomes attached.

In other words, secure attachment isn’t inherent at birth,
but develops through an interplay of infant cues and
maternal response.

In everyday encounters with new experiences, the
mother acts as what Ainsworth called the secure base
for the child. For children with a secure attachment,
the mother serves as a provider of safety and comfort,
whom the child can turn to for help in situations where
he or she feels in danger (such as when the stranger
enters in the strange situation protocol.) Having access
to a secure base also allows the infant to engage in
exploratory behavior, with the knowledge that his or
her mother will be there to help if needed. Again,
whether or not the child perceives the mother as a
secure base depends on their interaction and whether
the child’s attachment behavior is responded to.
Ainsworth believed the first year of life was most
crucial in this relationship.

Infants who do not have a secure base, and there-
fore don’t have a strong and secure attachment with their
mother or primary caregiver, won’t explore their
surroundings as readily as secure children and therefore
miss out on important cognitive stimuli, or “hands on”
learning experiences. Insecure attachment in infancy has
been linked to later problems in childhood and adoles-
cence, including conduct disorder, anxiety disorders, and
reactive attachment disorder. In addition, stress associ-
ated with insecure attachments has been shown to nega-
tively impact neurological development of the limbic
system of the brain and can also trigger the chronic
release of potentially damaging stress hormones.

Ainsworth’s patterns or classifications of attach-
ment were developed from two main data sources—
home visits to the mother-infant study subjects, and a
laboratory-based procedure she developed known as
the strange situation method.

The strange situation protocol measured infant
attachment behavior by exposing an infant to a series
of separations and reunions from its mother, performed
in a laboratory. It was originally designed for children
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up to one year of age, although later refinements
pushed the age limit to 18 months.

In the procedure, a mother and baby are brought
into a room that contains a variety of new toys. Over a
period of approximately 20 minutes, the child is peri-
odically separated from the mother, left with a stranger,
and then reunited with his mother. Observers gauge the
infant’s interest in the toys, reaction to separation and
reunion, and interaction with the stranger.

The strange situation technique uses the follow-
ing protocol:

• Mother, baby, and observer enter the room (30
seconds).

• Observer leaves and mother lets baby explore
toys and surroundings (three minutes).

• Stranger enters the room quietly, converses with
the mother, and then approaches the baby while
the mother leaves (three minutes).

• Stranger remains with the baby (three minutes).

• Mother enters and stranger leaves, mother inter-
ests baby in the toys again (three minutes).

• Mother says goodbye to baby and leaves baby
alone (three minutes).

• Stranger enters and visits with baby (three
minutes).
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FURTHER ANALYSIS:
Setting up the strange situation

Mary Ainsworth developed the strange situation
protocol with the assistance of colleague and clinical
psychologist Barbara Wittig in 1969. The technique was
first used on 23 of the 26 mother-infant pairs involved in
Ainsworth’s Baltimore studies, right around the time of
each infant’s first birthday. In brief, the strange situation
is a 20-minute test that brings an infant into an unfamil-
iar laboratory environment with an array of new and
interesting toys, and exposes him or her to a series of
separations from and reunions with the mother.

Initially, the procedure was created as a litmus test
for secure attachment of one-year-olds. The goal was
two-fold: first, the test would observe a child’s
exploratory behaviors with the new toys in an unfamil-
iar environment; secondly, it would assess the nature of
attachment the child was thought to have to his mother
based on his reactions to a stressful situation (i.e., being
separated from his mother). 

John Bowlby’s evolution-based theory of human
attachment as a survival mechanism influenced the
creation of Ainsworth’s strange situation. Bowlby
believed that secure attachments are created by neces-
sity; infants develop proximity-seeking behavior
towards their mother because she provides protection
against danger. Ainsworth incorporated stressors into
the protocol that had been identified by colleague John
Bowlby as cues to danger (much like predators) that
would activate attachment behavior in infants—an unfa-
miliar environment (i.e., the lab where the strange situa-
tion takes place) and separation from the mother. A third
stressor, the entrance of a stranger, was also added. 

Ainsworth also had great interest in the work of
Harry Harlow, a University of Wisconsin research
psychologist who had published a provocative study on
the role of emotion and attachment in rhesus monkeys
in 1961. Harlow had placed infant monkeys in cages
with fabricated “surrogate” mothers. When given the
choice of a cold, wire wrapped “mother” that was
equipped with a bottle of food, and a soft, cloth
wrapped “mother” that had none, the infants preferred
snuggling with the latter. His finding flew in the face of
conventional psychological beliefs that the mother-
infant relationship was built solely on the basis of the
mother satisfying physical drives for hunger and other
basic needs. 

Harlow’s work foreshadowed Ainsworth’s
strange situation results in his subsequent discovery
that infant monkeys would use their cloth surrogate
mother as a secure base from which to explore fright-
ening or unusual stimuli that were introduced to their
environment. Ainsworth would report the same
behaviors in securely attached infants in her 1978
work, Patterns of Attachment: A Psychological Study
of the Strange Situation, co-authored with Mary
Blehar, Sally Wall, and Everett Waters. The book
analyzed the findings of four separate studies involv-
ing a total of 106 infants placed in the strange situa-
tion. Ainsworth combined this data with information
gathered from extensive home observations of the
infants to classify them as either securely attached,
insecure-avoidant, or insecure-resistant. 



• Mother returns and picks baby up and stranger
leaves quietly (three minutes).

How the child deals with the separations, his or
her response to the stranger and the mother, and his or
her willingness to explore the unfamiliar surroundings
and use mother as a secure base are observed, and
provide insight into the relationship between mother
and child and their pattern of attachment.

Ainsworth devised a scoring system that exam-
ined six dimensions of behavior in the infant:

• Proximity-seeking and contact-seeking behavior.
Child moves close to the mother or seeks physi-
cal contact with her (i.e., grabbing her hand).

• Contact-maintaining behavior. Clinging, getting
back up on lap after being set down.

• Avoidance. Ignoring mother and/or stranger.

• Resistance. Squirming away from, hitting, pushing
away adult-initiated contact.

• Searching. Looking around for the mother,
approaching the door after she leaves the room,
staring or approaching her empty chair.

• Distance interaction. Smiling across the room,
vocalizing to the mother or stranger.

Based on the scoring criteria from these measure-
ments, infant attachments are categorized as avoidant,
secure, or resistant.

While Ainsworth performed some of the Baltimore
home visits herself, she also sent many graduate and
undergrad students out as trained observers. She
required her students to make an advance visit to
mother-infant pairs to clearly explain the nature of the
research, and obtain informed consent. All observers
were carefully trained to recognize and document attach-
ment behaviors. Throughout her career, Ainsworth
believed in the absolute value of this type of home-visit
field work, and expressed disdain for strange situation
studies that didn’t include an account of additional
home observation.

Examples In her narratives of the Uganda mother-
child pairs, Ainsworth offered some illustrative cases
of secure and insecure attachment relationships.
William was one memorable example of a securely
attached child.

William was the youngest of 10 children, and there
was also a foster child. The mother, single-handed,
had reared all of these children, grown their food and
prepared it, made many of their clothes, and looked
after a large mud and wattle house, which was taste-
fully decorated and graced by a flower garden. She
was a relaxed, serene person, who could talk to us in
an unhurried way, devote time to playful, intimate

interchange with William, and also concern herself
with the other children according to their needs. . . .
She used a wheelbarrow as a pram, and there lay
William, nested amid snowy white cotton cloths. 
The wheelbarrow could be moved from place to
place—out to the garden where his mother worked,
or under the shade tree where the other children were
playing, and never out of the earshot of some respon-
sible person.

In contrast, Ainsworth offers this description of
an insecure infant.

Sulaimani’s mother was a slip of a girl, still in her
teens. This was her first baby, and both she and he
were unhappy. She had to do most of the garden work,
but had no satisfactory arrangement for Sulaimani’s
care while she was gone. He cried so much that his
mother was at her wit’s end, and could not behave
consistently. Sometimes she was tender and indul-
gent, and sometimes she was rough and angry in the
way she picked him up, slung him over her back, and
rocked him. Sometimes she just let him cry and cry.

Mothers who form secure attachments with their
infants tend to be at ease and secure in their own life
relationships. Long-term research has indicated that
those infants who start life with secure attachments
are more likely to perpetuate the behavior when they
have children of their own. Conversely, those with
insecure attachments in childhood often grow up to
form insecure attachments with their children unless
they are able to develop healthier attachment relation-
ships later in life and in adulthood.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
The very fact that Mary Ainsworth entered the

University of Toronto at age 16 was a testament to her
remarkable will and intelligence. For it wasn’t until that
year (1929) that Canada would recognize women offi-
cially and by law as “persons” and grant them the right
to serve in the Senate. Fortunately Ainsworth had
chosen a more progressive institution for her studies;
the University of Toronto’s Psychology Department
was known for its large number of female graduate
students and equal treatment of both genders. While the
University opened its doors to women many years
earlier (1884), all of its facilities would not be fully
accessible to women until as late as the 1970s.

The advent of World War II did allow a number of
prominent women in psychology the opportunity to
move into important and high-profile academic and clin-
ical positions as men left to contribute to the war effort.
Although Ainsworth initially stayed at the University of
Toronto and continued her work there, she soon
followed the path of her male colleagues. Interestingly, 
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her future colleague John Bowlby was doing the same
type of work for the armed forces overseas. Both did
active duty in the field of personnel selection during
World War II. Ainsworth credits her work with the
Canadian Women’s Army Corps during the war as
providing her with practical skills in both administration 

and clinical psychology (e.g., test administration, clini-
cal interviews) that would serve her well later in 
her career.

The war also set the stage for John Bowlby’s
initial work in attachment and separation theory that
would later inspire Ainsworth to delve deeper into
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BIOGRAPHY:
John Bowlby

Mary Ainsworth’s colleague and friend, John
Bowlby (1907–1990), is considered the father of attach-
ment theory. He strongly believed that a child’s person-
ality development was influenced heavily by early
home experiences. At a time when other developmental
psychologists and psychoanalysts described the
mother’s relationship with her child as one of meeting
physical drives, Bowlby’s idea that infants would form
secure family relationships and feel confident enough
to explore their surroundings if they had a mother who
responded sensitively to their actions and verbalizations
was controversial, to say the least.

John Bowlby was born in 1907, and followed his
surgeon father’s footsteps towards a career in the
sciences, studying medicine at Cambridge University
and eventually graduating in 1928 with a Ph.D. in
psychology. His early work with young boys led him
to conclude that it was a child’s early experiences with
(or without) caregivers that most profoundly affected
their character, and he decided on a career as a child
psychiatrist.

Bowlby also was unique in his belief that the key
to helping a child was addressing the problems of the
child’s parents, and that parenting styles could be
passed down between generations. He also wrote a
paper analyzing case studies of 44 boys he had encoun-
tered while working at the London Child Guidance
Center. Bowlby linked their delinquent behavior with a
lack of maternal guidance and/or affection. He was later
appointed the head of the Children’s Department at
London’s Tavistock Clinic, which he renamed the
Children and Parents Department to reflect his theory
that family experience and interactions shape a child’s
emotional development.

In 1948, Bowlby and colleague James Robertson
began a research study into mother and child separation
and its impact on children. Robertson, a former
employee at Anna Freud’s clinic, had gained 

considerable training in child observation and data
collecting that Bowlby found valuable. He was
dispatched to observe children in area hospitals.
Robertson and Bowlby would eventually produce the
film “A Two-Year-Old Goes to Hospital” together. The
work was a chronicle of the destructive emotional
impact of forced separation of a hospitalized child from
the parent. The film and its findings played a major
impetus in changing hospital policy in the UK to allow
parents to stay with their sick children.

As his work on childhood psychology became
more well known, Bowlby was commissioned by the
World Health Organization (WHO) to produce a report
analyzing the mental health situation of the large popu-
lation of homeless children in post-WW II Europe.
Maternal Care and Mental Health was published in
1951, and would eventually be translated into 14
languages.

Around this time Bowlby read a paper by Konrad
Lorenz on the concept of imprinting in geese. This
piqued Bowlby’s interest in the field of ethology (the
study of animal behavior), a discipline that he would
draw on heavily for his work on attachment theory.
His work was also grounded in evolutionary theory;
Bowlby admired Charles Darwin and wrote a biogra-
phy entitled Charles Darwin: A New Life (1990).

In 1958 Bowlby presented his first written work on
attachment theory—“The Nature of the Child’s Tie to
His Mother.” He presented the paper at the British
Psychoanalytic Society where it was met with much
controversy among the psychoanalytic community. Two
other seminal papers—“Separation Anxiety” (1959) and
“Grief and Mourning in Infancy and Early Childhood”
(1960) would follow. Over the next two decades,
Bowlby would develop his theory further in a trilogy 
of books entitled “Attachment” (1969), “Separation”
(1973), and “Loss” (1980). Bowlby passed away in
1990 at the age of 83.



maternal-infant separation. During the incessant
bombing of the Battle of Britain, children from
London and other urban centers were evacuated and
sent to the safety of estates in the countryside, where
they were cared for by healthcare professionals and
childcare experts. Bowlby studied the impact of this
sudden parental separation on the children (particu-
larly the younger ones), many of whom had become
withdrawn and depressed and had ceased to engage in
play and other natural childhood behaviors. Soon after
his focus turned to the plight of children in hospitals, at
which point Ainsworth would join his research team at
Tavistock.

Climbing the academic ladder at a time when
women generally had a significant disadvantage in terms
of pay and opportunity to their male counterparts,
Ainsworth herself minimizes the significance of her
accomplishments in academics, saying that the only time
in her career that she ever experienced gender discrimi-
nation was when the senate of Queens University vetoed
her nomination as head of their psychology department
based on her sex (a position she wasn’t especially keen
on accepting to begin with).

However, Ainsworth student Mary Main recounts
that Ainsworth was the first woman to break the “men
only” rule for dining in the Johns Hopkins Club:

Without fanfare, she succeeded in integrating this
facility simply by—wearing, as she later reported,
her best suit and a rose corsage—sitting alone one
day at a center table until she was, very eventually,
waited on. After that, as she knew, the precedent had
been set, and she began taking her many female grad-
uate students to dinner there.

Ainsworth also took the initiative for breaking down
gender barriers in regards to salary at that institution.

Attachment theory was coming into its own in the
1960s and ’70s, coinciding with the women’s liberation
movement. Ainsworth and Bowlby both faced criticism
on their emphasis of mother as primary caregiver from
those who believed that women had been relegated to
that role for far too long. Ainsworth herself had this to
say about the theoretical impact of her work on the
women’s movement:

By some it has been viewed as a stroke against
women’s liberation, since it has highlighted the
importance of sensitive responsiveness to infant
behavioral cues on the part of the mother figure and
the desirability of continuity of the infant’s relation-
ship with that figure, unbroken by separations that
are unduly long or frequent. It has been assumed that
I believe in full-time mothering during the child’s
earliest years, and indeed this does seem to be the
most usual way of ensuring adequate responsiveness
and continuity. I acknowledge that satisfactory
supplementary mothering arrangements can and have

been made by a not inconsiderable few. Had I myself
had the children for whom I vainly longed, I like to
believe that I could have arrived at some satisfactory
combination of mothering and a career, but I do not
believe that there is any universal, easy, ready-made
solution to the problem.

CRITICAL RESPONSE
The field observation techniques of Mary

Ainsworth were perhaps the most unorthodox, and
thus most criticized, aspect of her research among
contemporaries. In fact, after her Baltimore study,
Ainsworth had difficulty getting a grant for another
longitudinal study of the same type because most
funding entities considered her original sample size
too small and her clinically focused interview tech-
nique too far afield.

Ainsworth was also initially taken to task for
“non-objective” language in case reports describing
mother-infant interaction. Descriptive terms such as
“sensitive” and “tender” were considered too subjec-
tive by many scientists, who believed that there was
only value in concrete, measurable phenomena.

Unlike other research psychologists of her era,
Ainsworth looked at all of her observational data in
context in order to uncover its meaning, and sought to
identify relationship patterns. That is, instead of
counting the number of infant smiles and steps
towards the mother and using this “frequency” data as
a barometer of the level and nature of attachment, she
analyzed all of the situational information with each
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Children who cried during separation, shown as a
percentage. Note the differences between babies of
different cultures. (Courtesy Thomson Gale.)



event (e.g., maternal and infant mood, physical sur-
roundings, and larger issues such as cultural and social
influences). Student Mary Main points out that this
tendency was likely a result of the value Ainsworth
placed on psychoanalysis. In Ainsworth’s own words
from Patterns of Attachment:

We do not consider measures of the strength of prox-
imity and contact seeking—let alone measures of the
frequency of smiling, vocalization, or looking—as
measures of the strength of attachment. The very fact
that there is such a shift in the nature and intensity of
attachment behavior under different conditions and
levels of activation suggests that the strength of
attachment behavior reflects the situational intensity
of activation rather than some postulated underlying
strength of the bond between infant and attachment
figure. We . . . have had difficulty in convincing
others—so ingrained in various current psychologi-
cal paradigms is the notion that any construct such as
attachment must have a high-low dimension of
strength or intensity.

Ainsworth also made a point of seeking out answers
for those cases that did not “fit the pattern” that the rest
of the group fell into, a tendency that was out of charac-
ter for the research psychology field at the time. When a
number of her mother-infant dyads in her Baltimore
study group did not neatly fit preconceived behavioral
patterns, she continued to analyze and re-analyze the data
until she could construct sub-categorizations that
explained every case in her study sample. This commit-
ment to accounting for individual differences instead of
going with the group trends was considered peculiar by
some of her contemporaries.

Behavioral learning theorists also took issue with
Ainsworth’s conclusion, gathered from the Baltimore
data, that mothers who responded sensitively to their
children’s cries in the first few months of life had a
better and more secure relationship with the infant
throughout the first year. They believed that attending to
a crying child only served to reinforce the crying behav-
ior and perpetuate it. Ultimately, Ainsworth’s findings
would have a major impact on parenting theory and
parental attitudes towards letting an infant “cry it out”
versus responding to their needs.

Among more modern theorists, developmental
psychologist Jerome Kagan is a vocal opponent of
attachment theory. Kagan endorses the temperament
view of mother-infant interaction, espousing that a
secure or insecure attachment is not the product of
maternal attention, but instead of genetic predisposition
that forms infant temperament or personality. In other
words, babies are born already pre-coded for the type
of attachments they will form.

Although researchers have brought Ainsworth’s
strange situation protocol to Germany, Israel, and other

countries, several studies have demonstrated that the
strange situation does not necessarily apply across all
cultures. This may be due to differences in parenting
styles and family values, or (perhaps more accurately)
attributable to the fact that the attachment classifica-
tions resulting from the test may reflect a Western bias.

THEORIES IN ACTION
Ainsworth’s strange situation technique is still

used in child development research today. Research on
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CHRONOLOGY
1913: Mary Dinsmore Salter born in Glendale, Ohio.

1929: Enters the University of Toronto at age 16.

1939: Receives her Ph.D. from University of Toronto.

1942: Enters the Canadian Women’s Army Corps.

1945: Serves as Director of Women’s Rehabilitation
at Veteran Army Services Hospital.

1946: Returns to University of Toronto to teach.

1950: Marries Leonard Ainsworth.

1950: Moves to London; meets John Bowlby at
Tavistock.

1954: Moves to Africa; starts Uganda mother-infant
studies.

1955: Hired as lecturer at Johns Hopkins in Baltimore.

1960: Divorces Leonard Ainsworth; begins psycho-
analysis.

1962: Begins Baltimore replication study of mother-
infant dyads.

1967: Publishes Infancy in Uganda.

1975: Leaves Johns Hopkins for University of Virginia.

1978: Publishes Patterns of Attachment.

1984: Retires from the University of Virginia
Professor Emeritus.

1998: Receives APA Gold Medal Award for Life
Achievement in the Science of Psychology.

1999: Dies in Charlottesville, Virginia.



her classifications of secure and insecure attachments
has been carried out with older children, adolescents,
and adults.

Research
As a teacher, Ainsworth drew a remarkable

number of talented graduate and undergrad students
into her orbit, many of whom have gone on to make
substantial contributions to the field of attachment
research themselves—including Sylvia Bell, Mary
Blahar, Inge Bretherton, Jude Cassidy, Patricia
Crittenden, Alicia Lieberman, Mary Main, Robert
Marvin, and Everett Waters, to name just a few.

Ainsworth’s students and colleagues went on to
refine her organizations of attachment. After conduct-
ing their own longitudinal studies on Bay Area infant-
mother dyads, Berkeley professors Mary Main and
Judith Solomon added a fourth classification—
disorganized/disoriented—to Ainsworth’s original
three. The disorganized category, also called class D,
represents those infants that have conflicted reactions
to their mother (such as reaching out and then pushing
away). Disorganized attachment is thought to be a
result of maternal behavior that is inconsistent (i.e.,
sometimes loving, sometimes threatening).

Ainsworth’s students also went on to broaden the
field of attachment research in other ways. Marvin
performed the first study of attachment in preschool-
aged children; Pat Crittenden designed the Preschool
Assessment of Attachment (PAA); Main researched
the strange situation technique with fathers; Waters
developed a Q-sort for home observations; and Blehar
did work on attachment and daycare.

Main also developed the Adult Attachment
Interview, which asks parents to recall interactions with
their own parents. Studies have shown that an infant’s
performance on the strange situation test is highly
correlated with the parent’s personality and family rela-
tionships in childhood as recalled on the AAI.

Other research has studied dimensions of mater-
nal-infant attachment throughout the lifespan. Klaus
and Karin Grossman of the University of Regensburg,
colleagues and friends of Ainsworth, embarked on a
replication study of Ainsworth’s Baltimore project in
1975. Their longitudinal study of mother-infant pairs
from Bielefeld, Northern Germany, confirmed many of
Ainsworth’s findings, as did a second longitudinal
study of Regensburg infants who were followed up on
as six-year-olds. The Grossmans also performed
follow-up studies on their original Bielefeld children as
young adults, analyzing their behavior and language
and gathering narrative data on their adult relationships

to determine how their early attachments impacted
them in the long term.

Interestingly, the Grossman study is most well
known for its finding that half of the infants in the
sample were classified as “avoidant,” and two-thirds of
the infant subjects were insecurely attached. The
Grossmans attributed this to the fact that German culture
values independence at an early age (see Japanese
attachment theory sidebar).

Other noted international psychologists that con-
tributed to attachment theory included the temperament
researcher Joan Stevenson-Hinde, Avi Sagi (who
studied infant attachment in the communal childcare
environment of the kibbutz), and adult attachment
researcher Philip Shaver. All consulted with Ainsworth
during their career, and she offered her feedback and
insights on their attachment research directions.

Another fertile testing ground for attachment
research is the University of Minnesota, where
researchers embarked on the Parent-Child Interaction
Project, a long-term study beginning in 1975 follow-
ing high-risk (e.g., chaotic home life, low socioeco-
nomic status, no supportive partner) mothers and their
infants from birth to adulthood and has contributed a
rich body of research on how infant attachment affects
relationships later in life. Long-term University of
Minnesota studies on these women and their children
has found that “anxiously attached” infants frequently
grew up to have behavioral and emotional problems,
and those that were securely attached had a better
quality of social interaction with their peers and better
skills at forming friendships, more empathy, and
higher self-esteem and self-reliance.

New focuses of attachment research include the
development of preventive programs designed to break
the intergenerational cycle of insecure attachment by
raising parental awareness of attachment issues.

Case studies
While her early work with Uganda infants

described each home setting and mother-infant dyad
in detail, Ainsworth took particular care to maintain
the confidentiality of her Baltimore study subjects,
blinding (i.e., removing names and identifying data
and assigning each case with a number for identifica-
tion purposes) all the data to even her own students. In
Patterns of Attachment, Ainsworth describes several
Baltimore and Uganda infant reactions to separation
from their mother, and how the infants differed in their
reactions based on home experience:

[O]ne child in Sample I could not tolerate separation
in the strange situation. Throughout the first year he
had been left by his working mother with a responsive
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housekeeper. Until he was about 10 months old, he
accepted his mother’s departures in the morning, but
then began to protest them. In the strange situation, the
moment his mother got up to go at the end of Episode
3 he was undone. Ganda infants . . . showed more
intense distress in everyday separation situations at
home than did the American babies of our Sample 1.
Most of them had been left with other caregivers every
day for four hours or more while their mothers worked
in the garden, whereas when the mother was at home
she tended to take the baby with her as she moved
from room to room. It would seem that when the
Ganda mother did leave the baby behind, this signified
to him a much longer absence than that expected by
most of our American sample babies when the mother
left the room. Similarly, we found . . . that children in
full-time day care, having been previously home
reared, showed significantly more distress in the sepa-
ration episodes of the strange situation than home-
reared age peers—a finding that may be due to their
having become sensitized to separation by their
frequent, long absences from home. On the other
hand, it would seem likely that these same day-care
children might have left the mother’s side voluntarily
in order to approach other children when introduced to

a new play group, as Ricciuti (1974) found with a
sample of young children who had been reared in a
daycare center.

Relevance to modern readers
Mary Ainsworth’s theories of attachment develop-

ment have stood the test of time, and researchers still
use them as a basis for further research. Today, thanks
to the work of attachment pioneers Mary Ainsworth,
John Bowlby, and James Robertson, hospitals recog-
nize the importance of letting parents room-in with
sick children. Infants that used to be routinely whisked
away from their mothers at birth to spend those crucial
first days in a hospital nursery are now able to stay in a
room with the mother.

The attachment parenting movement also owes a
debt of gratitude to Ainsworth and Bowlby. Pediatrician
William Sears, who coined the term “Attachment
Parenting,” advocates infant care practices such as
emotional responsiveness to infant cues, skin-to-skin
contact, bed sharing, breastfeeding, avoiding separation,
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FURTHER ANALYSIS:
Japanese attachment theory

Research involving the strange situation method
in other cultures has yielded some surprising results.
German mothers, for example, were found to encour-
age early independence and separation. At the other
end of the spectrum, traditional Japanese families
valued interdependence and ongoing togetherness
throughout childhood and into adulthood. Infants and
children stayed physically as well as emotionally
close to their mothers, and separation was uncommon.

The Japanese concept of amae, first introduced
by Japanese psychiatrist Takeo Doi in his book The
Anatomy of Dependence, describes a love relationship
of deep emotional dependence. In terms of the infant-
mother bond, it is often called “indulgent love.” Infant
amae is complete dependence and reliance on the
mother, and maternal amae is meeting the infant’s
needs in a comprehensive and selfless way. Unlike
Western societies, which encourage independence as
a child grows older, the amae mother-child bond stays
strong in traditional Japanese families.

Several strange situation studies with Japanese
infants and their mothers illustrate the difference

between Western and Eastern values in child rearing. A
study by Takahashi found a large percentage of infant
subjects were classified as insecure and resistant. But
because Japanese infants raised in traditional households
rarely separate from their mothers, much less spend time
with a complete stranger, their reaction to Ainsworth’s
strange situation procedure was understandably stress-
ful. Ainsworth herself designed the test with an
American audience in mind, although colleagues and
other developmental researchers have applied the test to
other cultures. For example, scoring assessments that
take into account such differences and define normative
standards for different individuals (called attachment Q-
sets or Q-sorting) may be useful in accounting for vari-
ances in certain population groups and cultures.

However, some Japanese attachment studies have
reached an attachment classification distribution
similar to those done in America. One interesting
similarity that seems to span cultures is the finding
that those mothers who feel more supported by their
spouse or partner were more likely to have a secure
attachment with their child.



and what Sears calls “babywearing” (i.e., carrying the
child everywhere in a body sling).

Complex child development issues such as adop-
tion, foster care, daycare, and grief have been made
clearer by the advent of attachment theory. Child
service agencies now have a better understanding of
how removal from the home impacts attachment
processes at different ages. In the United States, long-
term foster care is now preferred over group care
settings whenever possible. In many places, foster
parents receive training on how to be most effective in
promoting attachment relationships and how to respond
to the foster child’s needs sensitively to become a
secure base for the child.
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BRIEF OVERVIEW
Anne Anastasi (1908–2001) became synonymous

with psychometrics—the measurement of human char-
acteristics—by the 1950s. As the long-touted “Test
Guru,” Anastasi remained the key influence for anyone
who had ever administered or taken an achievement,
intelligence, aptitude, personality, or creativity test.
Even at the time of her death in 2001, Anastasi’s 1954
textbook, Psychological Testing, remained the standard
for students and professionals alike doing research in
the design and analysis of psychological tests.

What made Anastasi unique among her contem-
porary research and professional community members
was her keen interest that went beyond test results. She
found a way to seek the underlying cause of behaviors,
and to explain statistics in the simplest way possible.
This gave her students a grasp of the complex princi-
ples that could prove an obstacle to understanding the
crucial essence of evaluations. Anastasi’s approach
was that of a generalist who paid attention not only to
a psychological test’s results, but how results might be
interpreted in regard to the influences of a person’s life
history, intelligence, and other variables. When evalu-
ating hospitalized psychiatric patients, for instance,
Anastasi looked to the content of their drawings as
well as the statistics that might have been gleaned from
her testing. The psychometric measures that emerged
meant little to Anastasi without looking at their
psychological content, their relationship to other
psychometric tests in consideration of other areas of
psychology, and the social context of the testing.

1908–2001

AMERICAN PSYCHOLOGIST, UNIVERSITY
PROFESSOR

BARNARD COLLEGE, NEW YORK, B.A., 1928;
COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY, Ph.D., 1930

Anne Anastasi
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Anastasi was revolutionary for her time. In 1937
when she published her first book, Differential
Psychology, Individual and Group Differences in
Behavior, what she offered the professional psycho-
logical community as well as the individual student
cut through the complexity of the work that had
already been done—work that was virtually incom-
prehensible to the average layperson. Her approach
was presented as just one way of understanding
behavior and was not intended to outline an entirely
separate field of psychology. Her first paragraph noted
that with differential psychology, it was “apparent that
if we can explain satisfactorily why individuals react
differently from each other, we shall understand why
each individual reacts as [he] does.”

Anastasi found her way through the line of earlier
experimental psychologists such as Charles Edward
Spearman and Wilhelm Wundt. She established her own
place in that tradition by expanding on the knowledge of
early researchers in order to help her shape human study
within the context of a broader human history. Her
research and experimentation gave her the message that
people were not mechanisms reacting, or not reacting,
to certain stimulus. She understood that each individual
was a product of a combination of factors that included
genetic, hereditary, and environmental influences. These

created an equally unique profile to be considered when
creating or interpreting psychological tests.

Anastasi’s work has remained especially relevant to
modern questions in education and psychological evalu-
ations because of the intensity with which she penetrated
the issue of cultural bias, or fairness in testing. Anastasi
seriously questioned whether or not tests could be
created without cultural bias. During the 1960s and
1970s, others argued that a test could be created that was
totally fair to all individuals, crossing cultural lines. She
insisted that no such test could be produced.

Anastasi consequently became renowned for her
work with the interaction between biology and envi-
ronment. She was a critical participant in the “nature
versus nurture” arguments that significantly occupied
the psychological scene of the later twentieth century.
Because of her work in applied psychology, such
fields as industrial and consumer psychology were
given a boost in prestige at a time when few academic
or theoretical psychologists dealt with the practical
issues of human interaction.

BIOGRAPHY
Anne Anastasi was born of Sicilian heritage in

New York City on December 19, 1908. Her parents
were Anthony Anastasi, who worked for the New York
City Board of Education, and Theresa Gaudiosi
Anastasi. Her father died when Anastasi was only a
year old, and the child and her mother became
estranged from her father’s family. She would never
get to know them. Instead, her grandmother and
mother’s brother would form with Anastasi and her
mother a unique family—her grandmother would be
responsible for her home schooling during the first
nine years of her life, and her uncle would become a
father figure to her. Both he and her grandmother were
educated and had graduated from college—but her
uncle was not skilled in such a way to earn a living.
That was left to Anastasi’s mother. After her husband’s
death, she learned bookkeeping and founded her own
piano company. When that company failed, she went
to work at the Italian newspaper, Il Progresso, one of
the largest foreign newspapers in the United States, as
office manager, and supported the family through her
years of hard work until her retirement.

Anastasi’s grandmother reportedly did not approve
of the “boisterous children” she had witnessed in the
nearby schoolyard. She deemed public education would
be inappropriate for her granddaughter. Instead, the
decision was made to school Anastasi at home with the
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benefit of her grandmother’s “interactive, dramatic, and
glamorous” approach, according to the Anastasi biogra-
phy published in the online series Women’s Intellectual
Contribution to the Study of Mind & Society. The family
eventually hired a local public school teacher as a
private tutor for Anastasi. Because she was such an
excellent student, the teacher persuaded the family to
allow Anastasi to attend the neighborhood public
school. At nine she entered the third grade. In only two
months she was skipped to the fourth grade. Problems
arose as she was seated in the back of the class and had
a difficult time seeing the blackboard, and suffered the
interference of a crowded and noisy classroom. She
resumed her studies at home for a period when it was
determined that she needed glasses. Anastasi then
returned to school and entered the sixth grade. She
stayed on to graduate from P.S. 33 in the Bronx, receiv-
ing the gold medal for excellence. That fall she entered
Evander Childs High School but grew restless after only
two months. The school was overcrowded, and Anastasi
felt that she was not being properly challenged. At that
time a family friend suggested she consider applying to
college early. In anticipation of that, she attended
Rhodes Preparatory School—a school primarily
attended by adults who want to pursue a college
degree—and was accepted at Barnard College within
two years, entering at age 15.

Anastasi had an early interest in mathematics,
having taught herself spherical trigonometry as a teen-
ager. At Barnard her focus shifted to a major in psychol-
ogy. Her mathematical skills would prove to be an
asset in Anastasi’s statistical calculations for her
psychological research. While she was still intending
to major in math, the work of Charles Edward Spearman
that changed her mind. Spearman (1863–1945), a
renowned British psychologist, began his career as a
student in Wilhelm Wundt’s (1832–1920) famed exper-
imental laboratory in Germany at the end of the nine-
teenth century. He was a statistician known for his
work on correlation coefficients, and the development
of the “two-factor” theory of intelligence. According
to Patricia Lovie and A. D. Lovie, writing a biographi-
cal profile of Spearman for the Biographical Dictionary
of Psychology, that theory predicted a “common, or
general, intellective function underlying every mental
ability to some degree, as well as a function specific to
the task in hand.” One of Anastasi’s professors, and
later a colleague, Harry Hollingworth, influenced
Anastasi once she was securely settled into psychol-
ogy. She would later recall that it was a chance meeting
in a pedestrian crossing zone a few years later during
which Hollingworth would offer Anastasi an instructor
position at Barnard, her first professional teaching
position.

Anastasi graduated from Barnard at the age of 20,
going on to complete her Ph.D. from Columbia
University only two years later, in 1930. There she had
studied under the supervision of H. E. Garrett. She
stayed at Barnard as an instructor from 1930 until 1939.
During that time, in 1937, she published her first major
text, Differential Psychology. In his introduction to the
volume, Hollingworth wrote that

No topic has greater significance for the organization
of lives among human beings than that of the nature
and basis of the individual differences among those
human beings. Except for individual differences among
us there would be no such distinctions as right and
wrong; just and unjust; health and illness. There would
be no laws, no courts, no systems of ethics, no politics,
and no need of government. Individual differences are
responsible for such institutions as education, for such
episodes as wars, and probably, if the truth were
known, for culture, for science, for the church, and for
nearly everything else that is characteristically human.

What was so groundbreaking in Anastasi’s early work
defining the importance of differential psychology was
the very recognition of the human differences of which
Hollingworth spoke. The field of experimental psy-
chology was still relatively young in 1937. Anastasi
was not yet 30 and had already begun to make her
mark in the history of psychological evaluation.
Hollingworth noted:

It was a special privilege to introduce such a volume
in the form of the present book by one whose 
psychological studies I have observed from their
beginning; by one whom I was earlier honored to
know as a student in my own classes, and am now
pleased to know as a colleague of long standing.

Anastasi left Barnard to join the psychology faculty
at Queens College. She left there in 1947, having served
as the chair of the department by the end of her tenure.
When she moved to Fordham University, a Jesuit insti-
tution back in her home territory of the Bronx, first as an
assistant professor, it would be her final move in acade-
mia. She remained at Fordham through to her retirement
in 1979 as a full professor and having served from
1968–74 as chair of the department. Upon her retire-
ment Anastasi was named professor emeritus.

Personal success
While at Columbia, Anastasi met the man who

would become her husband, industrial psychologist
John Porter Foley, Jr. (1910–1994). Their marriage in
1933 would mark not only a domestic partnership, but a
professional partnership as well. With Foley, Anastasi
would broaden her own interests in applied psychology
to match what he was discovering in his field. Only a
year into their marriage, the marriage was severely
tested. With the discovery that Anastasi was suffering
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from cervical cancer, the two faced the challenge
brought by such a diagnosis. Radium treatments
successfully treated the cancer with a prognosis for
survival—but they also left her infertile. In an American
Psychological Association (APA) tribute in the Summer
2002 issue, The Legacy of Anne Anastasi, Agnes N.
O’Connell, who considered Anastasi a lifelong mentor,
noted that when Anastasi would later recall this difficult
time in her life, she said that the “response to misfortune
can vary from self-pity, depression, and even suicide, to
enhanced motivation and a determination to show the
world that it can’t keep you down.”

With the Depression in full force and jobs scarce,
Foley was forced to take a job in Washington while
Anastasi held her position at Barnard. He would later
accept a job with the Psychological Corporation in
New York City. They stayed in New York throughout
the rest of their marriage until Foley’s death in 1994.

Anastasi’s and Foley’s New York City home was a
six-story townhouse on East 38th Street. Her mother
Theresa lived with them until her death. Though she
was unable to have her own children, a former student,
Oliva J. Hooker, also speaking in the Anastasi tribute,
noted that:

In teaching or mentoring, Anne had few peers. Every
student was made to feel as if his/her career was of
primary concern. Whenever a candidate needed an
emergency meeting, she made time even if it meant
having the student appear in the sanctity of her
Manhattan home at 10 p.m.

In her daily life, Anastasi was noted for both her
brilliance and her absentminded involvement with the
more practical aspects of daily life. In her May 2001
obituary of Anastasi for the New York Times, Erica
Goode related an incident told by Dr. Mary Procidano,
then chair of the psychology department at Fordham.
“Once, Dr. Procidano said, she heard a shriek coming
from Dr. Anastasi’s office. Running to see what was
wrong, she found Dr. Anastasi trying to pry a plug out
of an electrical outlet by using a metal letter opener,”
wrote Goode. When Dr. Procidano asked her if she got
a shock, with the letter opener still in her hand,
Anastasi replied, saying “How fascinating. How did
you know it was a shock?”

Anastasi was known as a tireless friend, teacher,
and colleague who in many ways was ahead of her time.
Harold Takooshian wrote for the tribute that, “as early
as 1937 her integrated model for cross-cultural psychol-
ogy actually surpasses the Procrustean [a method named
for Procrustes in Greek mythology, by which conform-
ity was sought at any cost—including through ruthless
or drastic means] models we are evolving today.”
Hooker also noted that, “No one who had the privilege
of working with Dr. Anastasi was ever bored. Her
diverse interests and firm convictions defied easy
prediction.” Jonathan Galente, whose father was
Anastasi’s colleague and who would become a psychol-
ogy professional himself, recalled a lifetime of experi-
encing her as friend and mentor. He had spent many
hours with his father working right in her townhouse
office, and enjoying her company with his family 
at holidays. According to Galente, Anastasi was
“gracious, amusing, opinionated, frugal, hard-working,
dedicated to the scientific psychology, totally unpre-
dictable in some ways and highly predictable in others,”
as well as a “master at telling stories.”

Professional achievement While maintaining her
teaching career and family life, Anastasi continued
her research, writing, and lectures. She became the
third woman to be elected president of the APA—the
first in 50 years at the time of her 1972 election.
Procidano told Goode that, “Every psychologist has
heard of Anastasi. She really defined the field.” Her
interest in cultural diversity was evident throughout
her many writings, extending throughout her profes-
sional life. From her first work in 1937, to her next
major publication, Psychological Testing, first
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published in 1954—Anastasi was acutely aware of
how group differences with variations in age, gender,
family, anatomy, race, and ethnicity would affect the
results of psychological tests. In her lifetime, Anastasi
published more than 150 scholarly books, mono-
graphs, and articles. Dr. Robert Perloff, a distin-
guished service professor emeritus of psychology at
the University of Pittsburgh, according to Goode, said
that Anastasi had “brought to the issue a balanced,
deeply rational perspective and an insistence on solid
science,” and a consideration of how both biology and
environment as a crucial part of human character
formation. In one series of studies, Anastasi examined
creativity in elementary and high school students. Her
research interests were widely varied. According to
her friends and colleagues, Anastasi was in constant
contemplation of human behavior, ever fascinated by
it, and continually attempting to understand it better.

In addition to Differential Psychology and
Psychological Testing, Anastasi’s other major publi-
cations included Fields of Applied Psychology, 1964;
Individual Differences, 1965; Testing Problems in
Perspective, 1966; and Gap Between Experimental
and Psychometric Orientation, 1991.

Anastasi’s professional honors and awards
included: the APA Distinguished Scientific Award,
1971; Recipient award for distinguished service to
measurement from the Educational Testing Service
(ETS), 1977; distinguished contribution to research,
American Educational Research Association, 1983;
APA E. L. Thorndike Medal, 1983; Gold Medal for life-
time achievement, American Psychological Foundation,
1984; National Medal of Science, the nation’s highest
award for scientific achievement, 1987; and the James
McKeen Cattell fellow of the American Psychological
Society, 1993. In 1946 she was elected to the presidency
of the Eastern Psychological Association. Later
Anastasi would serve both the Psychonomic Society and
the APA on the board of directors, in addition to her role
as APA president. Among the schools that awarded
Anastasi honorary doctorates were: La Salle University
in Philadelphia; University of Windsor, Canada;
Villanova University; Cedar Crest College; and
Fordham. She was also a member of the honor societies
of Phi Beta Kappa and Sigma Xi. In the Spring 1987
issue of Psychotherapy in Private Practice, Eileen A.
Gavin reported the findings of a study of the world’s
most prominent women psychologists. Anastasi
emerged first among 84 possible choices.

Anastasi died on May 4, 2001, in New York, at the
age of 92. Friends and colleagues noted that the always-
dignified, bright woman remained so even to her death.
In the profile of Anastasi for the Biographical

Dictionary of Psychology, Colin Cooper wrote that
Anastasi, in her generalist approach, did not “become
mesmerized by psychometric minutiae,” but paid atten-
tion instead to the “psychological content of psychome-
tric measures, the link between psychometric tests and
other areas of psychology, and the social context of
mental testing.” He went on to say that:

Her books tell a compelling story of how properly
constructed, well-validated, and psychologically well-
founded mental tests can prove valuable in both theo-
retical and applied fields; provided that the underlying
sociocultural, developmental, and cognitive processes
are well understood. Through them she has made a
real and substantial contribution to the science of
psychometrics and to good testing practice.

THEORIES
Anastasi’s interest in experimental psychology

expanded to include her research and work in the areas
of differential psychology, psychological testing, and
applied psychology. Her focus revolved around the
questions of heredity versus environment, and the
value of psychometrics. She spent her life of research
examining and reexamining her experiments and their
results. The outlines of her texts provide not only her
students, but anyone reading her work, a careful inves-
tigation of her theories. The basic premise of her
pursuit remained the same throughout every single step
she took in unraveling human behavior. The premise
was that human beings were different from each other,
each unique for a variety of reasons. As she begins her
very first book in 1937, Anastasi says that:

Man has always been aware of differences among
his fellow-beings. He has, to be sure, entertained
various theories, beliefs, or superstitions regarding
the causes of such differences, and has interpreted
them differently according to his own traditional
background, but has at all times accepted the fact of
their existence.

With this premise she gradually built an entire
approach that helped determine testing methods for
the next several generations of the human race. In any
statistical analysis, report, or investigation, for Anastasi
the key was in remembering that statistics had names,
families, and a host of factors that influenced their
behaviors.

Heredity and environment: Original theory
Main points On September 4, 1957, Anastasi pre-
sented a paper to the division of General Psychology of
the APA, in her address as president of that division.
She said that, “Two or three decades ago, the so-called
heredity-environment question was the center of lively
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controversy. Today, on the other hand, many psycholo-
gists look upon it as a dead issue. It is now generally
conceded that both hereditary and environmental
factors enter into all behavior.” Her contention was that
many of the “traditional investigations,” as she called
them, had been inconclusive even after the controversy
subsided. Whether either of those factors were consid-
ered together, or separately, or calculated for the
percentages of what their contribution to the human
behavior were determined to be, Anastasi found that
much of the research was not successful. What she
noted as a more viable hypothesis highlighted the
demonstrated results of geneticists and psychologists,
showing that the two factors were not an additive
proposition—heredity plus environment equals charac-
ter—but the interaction of the two components. For
Anastasi, whose research had focused on individual
differences and the question of heredity and environ-
ment from the beginning, neither was that explanation
viable. “Small wonder,” she exclaimed, “that some
psychologists regard the heredity-environment question
as unworthy of further consideration!”

In her 1937 book, Anastasi had laid out the
groundwork for understanding the role that both
heredity and environment played in individual human
differences. As previously noted, that concept was
controversial. Through extensive research, for
instance, she determined at that time, that it was
“obvious that any attempt to identify psychological
characteristics, and especially such a manifold and ill-
defined phenomenon as ‘intelligence,’ with unit char-
acters,” Anastasi suggested, was “entirely inconsistent
with the concepts and data of genetics.” She criticized
the early mental tests that attempted to quantify intel-
ligence. For her and other experimental psychologists,
the work being done in genetics was crucial in under-
standing that there were an infinite number of gene
combinations possible when considering hereditary
issues in human development—with the exception of
identical twins—with ongoing studies into the natural
genetic phenomenon into the twenty-first century.
Anastasi sought to clear up two issues of heredity at
the outset.

The two major misconceptions regarding the
manifestations of heredity, as expressed by Anastasi
in 1937, are:

• Inheritance is indicated only by resemblance to
parents or immediate ancestors.

• Hereditary factors that influence structure mean a
particular behavior will occur.

Explanation Anastasi explained the flaws of these
two myths with scientific theories known at the time.

With the first myth, Anastasi argued that the “germ
plasm” was continuous, from generation to genera-
tion, and not dependent simply on the two parents.
(Although the theory of germ plasm in not recognized
today, Anastasi saw that people inherit qualities asso-
ciated with extended family members.) With the
second myth, Anastasi explained that though a certain
inherited structure, or lack of one, might be the under-
lying factor for the development of certain abilities,
such structures do not mean that the activity will 
occur simply because of such a structure’s presence 
or absence.

Examples As can be easily witnessed, for example,
two parents might be very short yet produce a very tall
child. Barring an accidental factor or disease that
could cause such height, it is likely that the gene
producing it emerged from a member or members of
other generations. In the same vein, by virtue of
height, that child might be better able to perform
certain athletic or physical behaviors—but such activity
will not necessarily occur simply because the height 
is present.

Anastasi took other factors into consideration. 
A serious scientist, she looked to experimental data to
support her theories. She also addressed those issues
that presented a possibility of variations. The four
other factors that she examined were:

• prenatal environment

• experimentally produced variations in behavior

• human children reared in abnormal environments

• differences among social or occupational groups

Heredity and environment: Theory refined
Main points By 1957, Anastasi was continuing the
particular exploration of the influence of heredity and
environment and their interaction by suggesting that
researchers had been asking the wrong questions. 
She noted:

The traditional questions about heredity and environ-
ment may be intrinsically unanswerable. Psychologists
began by asking which type of factor, hereditary or
environmental, is responsible for individual differences
in a given trait. Later, they tried to discover How much
of the variance was attributable to heredity and how
much to environment. It is the primary contention of
this paper that a more fruitful approach is to be found
in the question, ‘How?’

Explanation Anastasi explained that her contempo-
rary colleagues engaged in research had emerged with
various techniques of answering the question of
“How?” that offered much promise to the investiga-
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tion. Some hereditary factors influencing behavior,
she explained, were isolated from environmental
factors in what they might produce. She used the
example of such conditions as phenylpyruvic amentia
and amaurotic idiocy—both considered at the time as
irreversible birth defects. In the early twenty-first
century, with medical advances that might eliminate
those or other such genetic complications for mental
capacity or direction, the issue would remain that with
those genetically produced alterations, certain behav-
iors could not be influenced by environmental factors
because of an innate lack of capability due to that so-
called “defect.” But Anastasi used other examples to
illustrate how hereditary issues can directly affect
such issues as intelligence.

Examples Anastasi pointed out that in the situation
of hereditary deafness, there was an initial possibility
that intellectual growth might be stunted due to the
interference that lack of hearing might cause with
social interaction, language development, and school-
ing. This, of course, was 1957—still a time when
advances in the education of the hearing-impaired
lagged behind the development and change of
thought that would come by the end of the century.
As late as the early twentieth century, hearing- and
sight-impaired people—due to their inability to
communicate with people who had no such impair-
ment—were sometimes branded as mentally insane
or learning-challenged and relegated to insane
asylums and other institutions. Anastasi did indicate
that once adaptations occurred, such “retardation”
would not be an issue.

Another example Anastasi offered was that of
being susceptible to certain illnesses or diseases due
to heredity. Combined with genetic susceptibility,
environmental factors might indeed trigger an illness,
with the possibility of various behavioral effects. As a
more specific example, Anastasi explained that

Intellectually, the individual may be handicapped by
his inability to attend school regularly. On the other
hand, depending upon age of onset, home conditions,
parental status, and similar factors, poor health may
have the effect of concentrating the individual’s ener-
gies upon intellectual pursuits. The curtailment of
participation in athletics and social functions may
serve to strengthen interest in reading and other seden-
tary activities.

Other circumstances that surround the situation might
further alter the influence that an illness might have on
personality development. In severe cases, such as grave
disfigurement of the face or other parts of the body, the
physical affliction could also alter the social environ-

ment and isolate a person to the point of a psychiatric
breakdown.

The case of the latter circumstance, or any inher-
ited physical characteristics, most certainly affects
human behavior—by the beginning of the twenty-first
century, evidence exists that a woman who is deemed
beautiful is more likely to be assisted in a roadside
emergency than one who is considered unattractive.
Given the possible dangerous consequences facing a
woman in such a situation—from other humans,
animals, or daunting weather conditions—it is possible
that even the genetic or hereditary component of physi-
cal attractiveness of a person could affect his or her
behavior as it reacts to positive or negative response to
the individual.

Indirect relationship The important distinction in
this discussion for Anastasi was the reminder that any
link of heredity on behavior was always an indirect
one. No psychological trait, she explained, was ever
inherited. “All we can ever say directly from behav-
ioral observations is that a given trait shows evidence
of being influenced by certain ‘inheritable unknowns’,”
Anastasi reminded her audience. “Psychological traits
are related to genes by highly indirect and devious
routes,” she emphasized. Geneticists and psycholo-
gists both recognize the wide range of possible vari-
ants when examining the compound of factors linking
heredity, environment, and behavior.

Environmental factors
Main points Environmental variations can be
organic or behavioral. Of those that are classified as
organic, the environmental factors that are indicated
would be those that produce actual organic effects that
might consequently influence behavior. Those consid-
ered behavioral would indicate that they serve as a
direct stimulus for one or more particular psychologi-
cal reactions.

Explanation Environmental influences that are
organic bear a similarity to hereditary factors. They
can be set along a continuum of how much they
directly or indirectly affect behavior. Those that are
behavioral are considered to have a direct influence
on behavior; those that are organic are considered
indirect. A different sort of continuum measure the
breadth of indirect influences.

Examples As an example of an organic cause indi-
rectly affecting behavior, Anastasi offered the actual
example of the stereotypical young female secretary,
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usually unnoticed due to her “mousy brown hair,” who
becomes a glamorous blonde through the use of cultur-
ally available techniques. The possibility that others
would have a different reaction to her, and that her own
self-concept would change as a result of that social
response, is very likely. The broader indirect result 
of such a response could lead to a different social poise,
or perhaps even a drop in her clerical accuracy should
the attention she receives cause an interference 
to her job.

Anastasi used the example of social class member-
ship as a behavioral environmental factor. “Its influence
upon behavior development,” she determined, “may
operate through many channels.” Social class can direct
intellectual pursuits, for example, depending on the
level of education and experience that has been
provided by individual families or communities. Such
influence could go even deeper as it affects consequent
factors as the extent of formal schooling their financial
status might afford, access to cultural diversions or
lessons, and even access to medical care.

Another example of a behavioral environmental
influence is language, especially in the case of bilin-
gualism, or multilingualism. An adult who moves to a
country where the natives speak a different language
could experience communication difficulties until
some proficiency in the new language is gained.
Anastasi believed such difficulties did not have a long-
lasting effect, and any problems were easily over-
come. She did contend that bilingualism in children
had in some cases had a negative effect on learning or
communication. With scholastic problems brought on
by language issues, other behavior brought on from a
feeling of frustration might lead further to academic
discouragement or a dislike of school. She cited the
example of a group of Puerto Rican children in 
New York City. As Anastasi explained that, she noted:

In the case of certain groups, moreover, the child’s
foreign language background may be perceived by
himself and his associates as a symbol of minority
group status and may thereby augment any emotional
maladjustment arising from such status.

The marked difference of an example from the early
twenty-first century could be that of a young minority
who might be well-spoken with no dialect. The young-
ster wants to fit in, though, and deliberately alters
language to include the more acceptable slang or
grammar of the desirable group.

Anastasi provided an elaboration of the issue
following these examples, saying, “There is clearly a
need for identifying explicitly the etiological (meaning
the cause assigned) mechanism whereby any given
hereditary or environmental condition ultimately leads

to a behavioral characteristic—in other words, the
‘how’ of heredity and environment.”

Methodological approaches
Main points The methodological approaches to
understanding the “how” of the hereditary-environment
question, could be counted at seven, according to
Anastasi. They were:

• extension of selective breeding investigations to
permit the identification of specific hereditary
conditions underlying the observed behavioral
differences

• exploration of possible relationships between
behavioral characteristics and physiological vari-
ables which may in turn be traceable to hereditary
factors

• prenatal environmental factors

• investigation of the influence of early experience
on the eventual behavioral characteristics of
animals

• comparative investigation of child-rearing prac-
tices in different cultures and subcultures

• research on somatopsychological relationships—
the way physical traits might influence behavior

• adaptation of traditional twin studies

Explanation: Selective breeding Anastasi discussed
the background for her advocacy of the extension of
selective breeding investigations recalling that early
selective breeding investigations indicated that the
“maze learning ability” was inherited. What researchers
would eventually learn from such experimentation was
not that the actual ability had been inherited, but that
the ability was being transmitted from genes. In 1957,
Anastasi was years ahead of her time in believing that
the actual chemical properties of the genes might ulti-
mately explain such specific behavioral characteristics.
What in fact was key to Anastasi’s entire premise was
the careful delineation of research methods, and ques-
tions that would cover thoroughly the questions of
heredity and environment.

Examples Anastasi cited ongoing research that was
then current. L.V. Searle, following the work of R.C.
Tryon in determining the ability of rats to undergo
mazes, used rats with the strains of maze-bright and
maze-dull that Tryon had developed. He was able to
demonstrate that the “two strains differed in a number
of emotional and motivational factors,” according to
Anastasi, “rather than in ability.” That experiment
represented the next step in determining the link
between maze learning and genes.
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Explanation: Physiological variables Anastasi’s
second proposed approach in the discussion was that
of discerning relationships between behavioral charac-
teristics and physiological variables that could be
traced to hereditary factors. Anastasi said that certain
research—that on EEG, autonomic balance, metabolic
processes, and biochemical factors—was an illustra-
tion of that approach.

Examples The example that Anastasi provided was
that of the research that traced the metabolic disorder
phenylpyruvic amentia. This research process uncov-
ered the causal chain from the defective gene,
through metabolic disorder and the resulting cerebral
malfunction, to the feeblemindedness and other
symptoms.

Explanation: Prenatal environmental factors Based
on the research available, Anastasi believed that prena-
tal environment factors could show that a link existed
between socioeconomic factors, complications of
pregnancy, and poor nutrition to the psychological
disorders of the offspring.

Examples As an example, Anastasi cited research that
had been conducted among samples of whites and
blacks in Baltimore. The research showed that prenatal
and infancy disorders were directly related to the level
of mental defects and psychiatric disorders. Another
study focused on prenatal nutrition that was observed
through monitoring pregnant women in low-income
groups whose diets were otherwise seriously lacking,
but were given supplements through pregnancy and
nursing. This control group was compared with a similar
group given placebos. The control group that received
the supplements produced offspring that showed signifi-
cantly higher intelligence quotient ratings than the group
receiving placebos.

Explanation: Early perceptual experiences Animal
studies of the time showed the crucial link of early
perceptual experiences on later performance. Anastasi
believed that some of these observations were also key
to understanding human behavior.

Examples Some tests were more traditional in tying
an individual’s maturity level and learning to behavior
development. Other tests were designed to determine
particular psychoanalytic theories based on the discus-
sion of experiences in infancy. German biologist
Konrad Lorenz’s experiments with birds were also
cited. He had studied early social stimulation of birds,

with a particular view to “imprinting”—the way that
behavior was learned by the young observing the
mother, in many cases.

Explanation: Child-rearing practices The research
of child-rearing practices offered a way to determine
their relationship to personality development in chil-
dren from various cultures.

Example A study by Judith R. Williams and R.B.
Scott conducted in 1953 observed the relationship
between socioeconomic level, permissiveness, and
motor development among black children. Esther
Milner conducted a study of the relationships
between reading readiness in grade one school chil-
dren and the patterns of parent-child interaction.
Milner found that lower-income children lacked two
advantages that middle-class children did not. The
first factor was described as “a warm positive family
atmosphere or adult relationship pattern” already
recognized as a motivational prerequisite. The other
was involved the opportunity to verbally interact with
adults in the family.

Explanation: Somatopsychological relationships
Anastasi was unable to cite specific research available
at the time on the influence of the body on psychologi-
cal development (somatopsychological), but suggested
that there could be many ways in which physical traits,
both hereditary and environmental, might influence
behavior.

Explanation: Twin studies Twin studies have contin-
ued to offer ever-evolving understanding of certain
psychological traits in the hereditary versus environ-
ment discussion. Anastasi was an advocate of pursuing
such investigations in order to scientifically determine
what the results might indicate about all human behav-
ior, and not simply that of twins.

Examples Some of the most interesting twin studies
conducted since Anastasi’s early work have involved
those identical twins separated at birth and raised in
very different environments. These twins frequently
have similar psychological or personality traits. She
cited F. J. Kallmann’s research, Heredity in Health
and Mental Disorder: Principles of psychiatric genet-
ics in the light of comparative twin studies. Kallmann
found that the hereditary factor in schizophrenia was
identical between dizygotic twins (fraternal twins
born from two separate eggs, as opposed to identical
twins) and other siblings. Earlier findings of other
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research had shown that intelligence test scores varied
less with dizygotic twins than they did with other
siblings.

Anastasi concluded the summary of this particu-
lar address by reminding her audience that

Such approaches are extremely varied with regard to
subjects employed, nature of psychological functions
studied, and specific experimental procedures
allowed. But it is just such heterogeneity of method-
ology that is demanded by the wide diversity of ways
in which heredity and environmental factors interact
in behavior development.

Psychometrics
Main points Anastasi spent her career defining
psychometrics. In a 1991 article for the Journal of the
Washington Academy of Sciences, “The Gap Between
Experimental and Psychometric Orientations,” she
began by saying that

One of the inevitable consequences of the rapid
growth of psychology is an increasing specialization
in the training and functioning of psychologists.
Specialization is obviously needed if one is to attain
sufficient depth of knowledge and expertise to make
an effective contribution to either research or practice.
At the same time, specialization creates hazards which
are becoming increasingly apparent in psychology.
There is the likelihood of losing contact with neigh-
boring specialties that may be relevant to one’s work.
And there is the danger that the methodological focus
becomes too circumscribed to provide an adequate
picture of so complex a phenomenon as human behav-
ior. As a result, one’s data may be incomplete and
one’s conclusions incorrect.

Anastasi had expressed a concern for years that the gap
was widening between psychometric and experimental
orientations in research. The main issue was that scien-
tists were becoming so involved in the development of
the test and the techniques, that the reason behind such
tests—the behavior they were supposed to be measur-
ing—had gotten lost.

Explanation Psychometrics can be defined as the
design and analysis of research, resulting in the meas-
urement of human characteristics. Anastasi further
explained that psychometrics included psychological
testing and statistical analysis, encompassing the
“nature and sources” of psychological differences, as
in differential psychology. Psychometrics represents
the statistics of the variability of human behavior—
with variability providing the essence of investigation.
Such methodology was developed in order to find a
place for the variability discovered in research and
experiment. When any data regarding human behavior
is analyzed (the wide variations of people exhibiting

that behavior as well as the widely varied specific
response indicators), a valid interpretation can come
only through factoring in all of the variables. Random
variability in response can reflect the variables that can
alter individual performance on tests over short periods
of time. That would likely include changes in physical
and psychological status, as well as external changes.

Anastasi pointed out that experimental psychology
initially ignored any forms of random variability. The
variations were considered “errors” and were seen as
restricting how the general findings might be used.
According to her, nineteenth-century psychologists in
the early years of experimentation were simply looking
for general cases of human behavior, with no focus on
real, individual human behavior. As a consequence,
terminology that was indicated as “standard error,” or
“error variance,” and other such terms, were derived
from that disposition. Psychometricians see only vari-
ance, not error, because all facts of human behavior are
deemed as accountable and crucial to any investigation.
Such variation that is gained by sampling errors and
errors of measurement is not the only matter with which
psychometrics is concerned. The standard deviation (a
measure of variability) of the whole distribution of
statistics is inextricably linked to the analysis of find-
ings—as well as the “standard error.”

Examples One example Anastasi gave was that of
seeking the range of individual variation that was
appropriate to consider for a particular purpose. Using
the standard deviation to cover the middle 95% of the
group is one way to analyze the varition. Another is to
look at a wider, or perhaps, narrower range. Another
example is to look at the data provided by the correla-
tion coefficient, a measure a variation in more than one
variable. This is because the relation between any two
variables can vary between any two people observed.
“If the same relation between two variables held for all
persons, such that each person occupied the same rela-
tive position in both variables, the correlation between
the two variables would be +1.00 and we would not
need to compute it,” Anastasi explained. But in fact one
person might be high in both variables, another person
high in one and only mediocre in another, with still a
third person offering another variation. If only one test
was given, a whole picture would not be possible either
of the individual, or of how that individual compared
with a group.

Experimental methodology
Explanation In further understanding the nature of
psychometrics and how it can merge with experimen-
tal methodology, Anastasi offered a story that, she

A n n e  A n a s t a s i

P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s2 4



noted, was a common occurrence in the lives of many
young researchers:

The investigator in the story has been busy collecting
an extensive body of data in the effort to test one or
more hypotheses. Faced with an overabundance of
numerical data, the investigator decides to consult a
well-known statistician for expert advice on how to
analyze the data. The statistician tried to do the best
that he or she can to help, but with a sad shake of the
head remarks, ‘I could have been of real help if you
had contacted me before you gathered your data.’ This,
of course, is the question of experimental design,
which is closely linked to statistical considerations.

Examples There are three key examples of the link
between statistical and experimental methodology.

The three examples as outlined by Anastasi are:

• analysis of variance

• structural equation modeling

• factor analysis

An analysis of variance is a concept also known as
ANOVA. R.A. Fisher was chief statistician at the
Rothamsted Experimental Station, a British agricul-
tural research center, when he introduced ANOVA. It
has been used in experimental psychology and statisti-
cal methodology. Experimental design constituted an
important premise in Fisher’s treatment of ANOVA.
When it was introduced to psychological researchers
and adopted by them for their experimental use, it was
primarily implemented to assign individuals to a group
so that the effects of specific variables on them could
be identified. The typical simple use of this theory is
the experimental-control groups method of research.
What it offered, more importantly, was to allow simul-
taneous study of the effects of several independent
variables. An example of that is to use both sex and
socioeconomic factors when analyzing the results of a
mechanical aptitude test. Variables can also be manip-
ulated within the experiment.

Structural equation modeling was an innovation
from the last decades of the twentieth century. This
method used what is known as regression equations to
predict the dependent from the independent variables
in cross-lagged correlation—for instance, when an
attempt to measure the influence of an individual’s
attitude and ability on a math test in comparison to
performance at various points in time. In structural
equation modeling, all the intercorrelations among the
variables are used in the measurement, with both
measurement and sampling errors taken into account.
Provision is made to calculate any possible additional
or unmeasured causal variables, as well. When calcu-
lating a student’s attitude toward math, for instance,

several of the indicators would be used to define a
“construct” of the individual’s attitude toward math,
useful in predicting future achievement in the subject.
A construct represents a person’s entire relationship to
a subject that involves a complexity of variables.

Using factor analysis in research to determine the
organization of human behavior comprises the third
example of the merging of statistical and psychometric
approaches. In factor analysis, the principal object of
the technique is the simplification of data. This is
accomplished by reducing the number of necessary
variables, or dimensions. Anastasi explained that if, for
instance, five factors were deemed sufficient to account
for all of the common variance in a battery of 20 tests,
five scores could be substituted for the original 20 in
most cases without any loss of crucial information. By
the end of the twentieth century, computers served the
function necessary in such analysis—but Anastasi
emphasized the importance of understanding the back-
ground of the analysis.

Summary
Anastasi’s work in differential psychology, applied

psychology, psychometrics, and psychological testing
was carried through completion by a common thread:
her desire for true scientific investigation, with its thor-
ough and exhaustive approach, in uncovering both
common and not-so-common human behavior. The
testing was not an end in itself. Anastasi sought to make
understanding human beings and the applying that
understanding less complicated. She concluded her
thoughts for the journal article in 1991 by saying that:

When dealing with human behavior, in any form and
from any angle, you will encounter variability—
extensive and pervasive variability. If you ignore this
variability, it will come back to haunt you in the form
of incorrect conclusions in basic research and wrong
decisions in applied research and practice. Equally
serious are the consequences of becoming totally
immersed in the statistics of variability, while ignor-
ing the psychological content and context of the
behavior itself. The experimental and psychometric
approaches are not only intrinsically compatible but
also mutually interdependent. Each depends upon the
other for effective functioning in research design, in
data analysis, and in the interpretation of results.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
Anastasi and her work represented only the third

generation of experimental psychology since Wilhelm
Wundt opened his laboratory in Germany in 1879. His
work paved the way for others, including James Cattell
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and William James, to create all that would be embod-
ied in modern psychological practice and theory. It was
only 50 years after Wundt that Anastasi began her own
professional career—inspired by Charles Spearman,
and based still on what he and those other nineteenth-
century psychologist pioneers had begun to organize.
The field was still foreign to all but a very particularly
educated population. Even to educated classicists and
philosophers, the language of psychology still repre-
sented anything but scientific validity. Only slowly was
psychology merged into the study of human history as
a valid academic pursuit.

Anastasi was born into a family of Sicilian immi-
grants in New York City in 1908. It was a time of class
struggles among newly arrived immigrants to the
United States and a culture that was a not unlike the
blending of the psychological variables she would
utilize to analyze human behavior throughout her life.
The prejudice against “non-Americans” represented an
obstacle to many immigrant families as they struggled
to survive economically and work toward a better life
through education. Many stereotypes of these immi-
grants designated them as mentally less fit or capable
than their American counterparts. Ironically, many of
the prejudices would be battled with the triumph of
scientific evidence that Anastasi would help support
against those stereotypes. The country was still young,
really—a little over 125 years old—compared with the
ancient culture of her own ancestors.

As she began her career, the horrors of the First
World War were visible throughout the United States
and Europe, not only in the loss of lives and the destruc-
tion of countryside, but in the scarred faces and bodies
of soldiers who were the first to experience modern
bombings and chemical attacks. Faces were burned
beyond recognition, yet new medicinal techniques saved
the soldiers who might have died in previous wars.
These soldiers were left with lives that created new
forms of recognized psychological trauma. Europe,
especially Germany, was economically ravaged.

While Anastasi was preparing her dissertation,
Wall Street experienced the collapse of the stock
market on October 29, 1929. The world was plunged
into a depression that would last nearly a decade.
People struggled with their identities as they were
often forced into lives they never would have expected
to endure. Farmers in the Midwest would experience
the drought of the “dust bowl” and head to California
in record numbers, forming a whole new kind of
immigration. Even Anastasi and her husband would
be forced to live lives between two cities in order to
support themselves; her husband could find work only
in Washington while she had to be in New York.

Theirs was an experience repeated by thousands of
others. In fact, families were torn apart when fathers
and husbands left their homes to find work in massive
numbers, creating a whole new class of vagabonds.
They hopped on trains and walked miles simply to
earn enough money for food, often just enough for a
day. What was going on in the academic enclaves was
not divorced from what was going on in the country
outside the university walls.

The new discipline of psychology found a new
role in those early years as both observer and some-
times crusader, helping to form a new consciousness
of what it meant to be human. Just as the Great
Depression reached a conclusion, the world was
dragged into another war that would have even more
dire consequences for the previously provincial
people of all countries—and particularly of the United
States. Farm boys would travel not only out of state
for the first time, but out of the country to face the
tragedy of war in a foreign landscape. Jewish people
and others who had escaped to the United States and
elsewhere from the horrors of Nazi Germany were
themselves creating a new brand of American. Many
educated and brilliant people were a part of this group,
who would also begin to redefine many American
universities with their own background of research
and experience.

Anastasi published her first major work in 1937,
when the refugees from Europe were entering the
United States because a madman had an idea of devel-
oping a “perfect” race of people. In the APA tribute to
Anastasi, Fordham colleague Takooshian noted the
greater significance of Anastasi in view of the Nazi
rise to power. He commented that:

At precisely the time when Nazi and continental
researchers were vigorously developing a race science
to emphasize group differences based on genetic
factors, Anne’s 894-page tome casually dismissed
such efforts in a few crisp words: “The array of evi-
dence in support of this [Aryan supremacy] is incom-
plete and one-sided at its best and fantastic and 
mythical at its worst.”

When Anastasi published her first edition of
Psychological Testing in 1954, yet another phenome-
non was changing the country. The post-World War II
“baby boom” generation was just eight years into its
18-year reign. Suburbs were being developed at
record levels to accommodate a growing population—
and with them, public education was expanded to a
level before unseen. Returning GIs had also taken
advantage of the GI Bill for education in record
numbers, and the number of college graduates in
America was growing as well. Parents who had not
been able to graduate from high school because of the
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hard years of the Depression were now preparing their
own children for higher education, beginning as early
as kindergarten. American education and conse-
quently American labor were becoming the “equaliz-
ers.” Old class structures were revised, and a new
middle class was defined.

Prosperity also meant that greater attention could
be given to both medical and psychological problems.
Medications such as penicillin meant that adults and
their children were not as likely to succumb to infec-
tions. Life expectancies rose as a consequence of these
new medications, along with less physically demanding
lifestyles for the average family. Although old racial
and cultural prejudices might have been slow to
subside, there was still a promise of a modern life that
was coming with many technological miracles—and
some new anxieties. Psychologists became standard
fixtures on the landscape of America. Whether it was
study after study of the impact of the baby boomers
on the future, or simply determining what could be
done to increase children’s ability to learn, psychol-
ogy had gained prominence that would never again be
questioned.

Anastasi’s life and legacy was embroiled in a time
of great change in the social and physical sciences.
Her contribution to those changes was represented by
the position she chose to take professionally. She not
only served as vital observer and analyst. Anastasi
was a pioneer who helped in the move toward greater
understanding of human behavior, embracing the
good news that this understanding would bring for
society as a whole.

CRITICAL RESPONSE
Anastasi was rather quiet in her revolution of

ideas. She was one of many psychologists teaching
and making discoveries at roughly the same time
through their research. She had been inspired by her
love of mathematics, and from the career of Charles
Edward Spearman, whose hard work in experimental
psychology and psychometrics brought about the
opening of the first psychological research center in
Britain. James McKeen Cattell began his work defin-
ing differential psychology in the early twentieth
century. This experimental psychologist who met
Francis Galton after leaving Wundt in Leipzig was
inspired by Galton’s work on individual differences.
Anastasi is a descendent of those who first defined
differential psychology.

The simple fact that Anastasi’s texts remain the
standard for students of psychological testing, and that

all of her books have gone into several revised
editions, shows that her work has achieved critical
success. She was in a different situation than some
other psychologists might have been. Anastasi was a
tenacious and determined researcher while also being
a devoted and gifted teacher. She functioned as a
messenger as well, relating and responding to as much
of the work of her contemporary researchers as possi-
ble. Her own ideas were continually evolving. As
research became available that might have changed
what she had deemed true, Anastasi let valid scientific
evidence change her perspective.

In his introduction to Differential Psychology,
Hollingworth called attention to the necessity of the
work she was doing. He wrote that the tale of human
diversity needed “constantly to be rewritten.” Anastasi
was doing that.

Especially it needs now to be written by one who can
hold prejudice at a minimum, who is equipped with
technical tools and native endowment to know and to
expose sources of error, to evaluate reported data in
terms of the recent refinements of statistical and
mathematical method, and who has, by virtue of orig-
inal contributions to this field, demonstrated a compe-
tence therein and achieved contemporary authority.

Hollingworth had more or less hand-picked his former
student for her first teaching position at Barnard College
of Columbia University. Although he was also her
friend, he was a professional who viewed Anastasi with
careful and critical consideration regarding what she
brought and would continue to bring to the field of
differential psychology.

What is evident in the discussion of Anastasi’s
work is the praise she received, especially following her
death. John Hogan, of St. John’s University, recalled in
his tribute that, “For Anastasi, there was nothing myste-
rious about psychological tests. They were simply
tools, and their effectiveness depended on the skill and
integrity of the examiner.” Anastasi herself had objec-
tions to the way some testing was done, and the way
results might have been interpreted. According to
Takooshian, “Far more than other psychometricians,
Anne consistently emphasized the limitation of psycho-
logical tests, their environmental and cultural contexts,
and the value of qualitative information.”

Anastasi was still in her 20s when she entered into
a debate with L.L. Thurstone (1887–1955) on the
subject of personality traits. The first president of the
Psychometric Society, Thurstone was a well-known
psychometrician and psychologist, and almost 50 at the
time. He was educated as an electrical engineer and had
been offered a job with Thomas Edison in developing
his motion picture techniques. However, psychology
interested him enough to abandon engineering and 
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establish himself in a whole new career. He rejected
the stimulus-centered approach in experimental psy-
chology that many others believed was the way to
conduct research. He is best known for his multiple
factors theory, and his theory of the seven elements
that best examine intelligence. Those included verbal

comprehension, word fluency, number facility, spatial
visualization, associative memory, perceptual speed,
and reasoning.

Anastasi’s Psychological Testing was not only
received well in this country in its many revised
editions, but was translated around the world. In 1954,
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BIOGRAPHY:
James Cattell

James Cattell (1860–1944) became known in the
early years of the second generation of experimental
psychologists because he worked to establish the quan-
titative methods and techniques that would become
recognized as the basis for all psychological study.
Among his psychological testing machines, the Hipp
Chronoscope would become synonymous with Cattell
and his advanced methods of scientific investigation.

James McKeen Cattell was born on May 25,
1860, in Easton, Pennsylvania, to his mother Elizabeth
and his father, William, president of Lafayette
College. Cattell received his bachelor’s degree from
Lafayette in 1880 and decided to travel to Europe to
study philosophy. He ended his journey at the Leipzig,
Germany, laboratory of Wilhelm Wundt, the father of
modern experimental psychology. Eager young men
from around the world, particularly Americans, were
eager to study this new science with such a prominent
scholar. In addition to Wundt, he also studied with
philosopher Rudolf Lotze at Göttingen and wrote a
paper on him that led to a fellowship in philosophy at
Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore when he
returned to America in 1882.

At Johns Hopkins, Cattell completed investiga-
tions of his own regarding the timing of various psycho-
logical processes. In 1883 he returned to Leipzig to
work with Wundt as his first research assistant, and
stayed for three years. Cattell worked well with Wundt,
but veered significantly from Wundt’s theoretical
stance. Whereas Wundt used introspection as a control
variable in his reaction time experiments, Cattell
doubted this process of utilizing such subjective
controls. When he later conducted his own psychophys-
ical studies, his approach focused on the importance of
accurate observations under different conditions.

Cattell left Leipzig and studied with Francis
Galton in England. Galton was known for his work in
establishing the basis for the discipline of differential

psychology. With Galton as his mentor, Cattell
conducted a long series of scientific investigations into
the nature of individual differences. One of his devoted
students at Columbia University, H. H. Hollingworth,
would eventually become a mentor for Anne Anastasi
in her own pursuit of differential psychology.

Cattell developed a method of ranking used in
psychophysics, aesthetics, and value-judgments. He
used this method to create his 1906 publication,
Directory of American Men of Science. Cattell also
gained some prominence indirectly related to his posi-
tion as a university professor. On October 1, 1917, he
was fired from the post he had held at Columbia
University since 1890. Cattell expressed his objec-
tions to World War I in letters to several members of
the United States Congress, also advocating that men
not be drafted into service. The controversial position
got the already disliked professor fired. The newly
formed union of the American Association of
University Professors took up Cattell’s cause as one of
academic freedom. He was eventually restored to his
former position, and his case has stood as a landmark
decision in the area of academic freedom.

Cattell was married to Josephine Owen, who saw
him through frequent bouts with depression. His other
academic position was as a professor at the University
of Pennsylvania, holding the first chair of psychology
established at any university in the world. He served
as the president of the American Psychological
Association in 1895. Among the journals he served as
editor were the Psychological Review, 1894–1903;
Popular Science Monthly, 1900–1915; Science,
1904–1944; American Naturalist, 1907–1944; School
and Society, 1915–1939; and Scientific Monthly, from
1915–1943. Cattell also founded the Psychological
Corporation in 1917 and served as its president; and
served as president of the Ninth International
Congress of Psychology in 1929.



the middle of the Cold War, its translation into Russian
for study there was highly unusual for such textbooks.
One of her colleagues remarked that it was even trans-
lated in Persia (now Iraq)—and that its translator was
executed afterwards. The fact that the text was consid-
ered by academic colleagues as the best text for 47
years was another remarkable testimony of how well
she was received among her peers.

At a time when few women gained prominence or
even received much attention in many professional
areas, Anastasi was recognized as an expert. “She was
an enormously central figure in the whole area of the
measurement of human abilities,” offered Eva Baker,
director of the University of California at Los Angeles
(UCLA) Center for the Study of Evaluation. Baker
also told Elaine Woo of the Los Angeles Times on
Anastasi’s death, that, “Her contribution is all the
more astounding given that she was working in a field
that is quantitatively oriented and not well-populated
by women.” Woo also wrote that, “Her success was
owed, in part, to her ability to write lucidly about
complex topics. Colleagues said her forthright
approach to sensitive issues also contributed to her
authority in the testing world.”

The field of applied psychology was an area
where Anastasi ventured when few in her academic
circle would do so. At the time she first published
Fields of Applied Psychology in 1964, the idea that
psychology could have an impact on the diverse
worlds of consumer advertising, the industrial work
place, and perhaps international affairs was still held
in suspicion by professionals and laypeople alike. As
long as it struggled in its identity as a science, all of
psychology was sometimes held apart from “real
medicine” or “real science.” That would change. Due
in large part to people such as Anastasi and her
husband, America and the rest of the world was on the
verge of a big step into a whole new frontier. In her
preface, Anastasi explained that, “Although applied
psychology has undergone explosive development
during and since World War II, it did not originate at
that time.” She simply stated her reason for producing
the book.

The primary aim of this book is to bring together
what the well-educated person needs to know about
the professional activities of psychologists in busi-
ness, industry, advertising and marketing, education,
clinical practice, law, government, and the military
services. The book does not presume to give advice
on how to treat neuroses, bring up children, handle
employees, or live one’s life. It seeks rather to give a
comprehensive view of the work of applied psycholo-
gists, that is, all psychologists other than those
engaged primarily in teaching or basic research within
an academic setting. Although directed principally to

the college student, the book is also appropriate for
beginning graduate students in psychology, as well
as for students in schools of business and possibly in
schools of law and medicine. It should likewise be of
special interest to personnel workers, advertisers, and
businessmen in general who want an overview of
what psychology has to offer in practical contexts.

In the era before language changed to reflect a
modern society, Anastasi’s use of the word, “business-
men” in that original edition is worth noting. This book
was written in the early days of what would come to be
known as the “sexual revolution,” a few years away
from the publication of MS magazine in the early
1970s, when a woman’s role in the professional world
became more pronounced. Up to that time in America,
few women held the positions that men held in busi-
ness, government, or higher posts in academia.
Anastasi held to a quiet and conservative pace in her
work, slowly introducing and reflecting the concepts
that were emerging onto the social context of a latter
twentieth-century perspective. Anastasi represented a
new era in psychology. Leaders within the APA
attempted to simplify its divisions, leading away from
clearly defined specialties. By 1964 such distinctions
were being abandoned.

Anastasi’s legacy
Anastasi was known for her insight and her tireless

pursuit in scientific research. She is not only remembered
but revered as the person who organized crucial data and
kept pace with the constant alterations that had to be
made as psychological testing grew beyond anyone’s
imagination. Hers was the balanced view, stating in her
later years that, “Intelligence is not a single, unitary
ability, but rather a composite of several functions. The
term denotes that a combination of abilities required for
survival and advancement within a particular culture.”
Speculation might arise regarding just why criticism
against her work seemed virtually absent from her
colleagues and other professionals, especially in educa-
tion. Anastasi did the work that few others did, and made
known the work of other psychologists. As a generalist,
her main objective was to lift psychology into the scien-
tific realm of facts—and yet expand its possibilities to
create a better world.

In the early years of the twenty-first century,
testing—for intelligence and academic proficiency—
was a word, a concept, that made the headlines almost
daily. The accountability of educators often rested on
one or two tests, and served as the basis for the “No
Child Left Behind” federal legislation with the
reported intention of raising educational standards.
Anastasi said that no test could be a predictor of future
success, but only in some small part a measure of how

A n n e  A n a s t a s i

2 9P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s



a child, for instance, had reacted to the experiences up
to that point. For Anastasi, testing was a mere tool in
education and the workplace that was meant to help
define the best direction. Early in her career, she had
reached the conclusion that intelligence was a product
of the interaction of heredity and environment. Tests
supposedly given across cultural lines were to be eval-
uated, contended Anastasi, within the context of the
group taking the test as well as with a view to the
broader perspective. Standardized tests were valid
only if they were seen as part of a process, not as an
end-product. In terms of intelligence tests alone,
Anastasi believed they served three purposes.

• They permit a direct assessment of prerequisite
intellectual skills demanded by many important
tasks in our culture.

• They assess availability of a relevant store of
knowledge or content also prerequisite for many
educational and occupational tasks.

• They provide an indirect index of the extent to
which the individual has developed effective
learning strategies, problem-solving techniques,
and work habits; and has utilized them in the past.

According to Anastasi, “Intelligence can be
improved at any age, but the earlier one begins the
greater will be the return from one’s efforts.” How to
best measure that intelligence would be another issue.

Using psychological testing Anastasi’s strict stan-
dards for investigation remained her trademark long
after her death. What she brought to the world of
testing was the demand that statistical evaluation be
precise when interpreting tests. What must precede
that, of course, was the soundness of the test itself, and
of its administration under the strictest standards. As
she began the first chapter of her 1961 edition of
Psychological Testing, she offered that

Anyone reading this book today could undoubtedly
illustrate what is meant by a psychological test. 
It would be easy enough to recall a test the reader
[himself] has taken in school, in college, in the armed
services, in the counseling center, or in the personnel
office. Or perhaps the reader has served as a subject in
an experiment in which standardized tests were
employed. This would certainly not have been the case
50 years ago. Psychological testing is a relatively
young branch of one of the youngest of the sciences.

Anastasi reminded her readers and students of the
common ground they shared. This was indicative of the
way in which she moved—slowly and methodically.
She set out to explain each step, a subtle reminder to
her audience that there were no quick and easy answers
when examining such a complex matter.

Anastasi provided some examples of how careful
the professional tester must be. In order to accomplish
the goal, she encouraged the ethical safeguards that had
been adopted by the APA to ensure against misuse.

Some of Anastasi’s proposed examples of test
misuse, based on real incidents, were:

• “May I have a Stanford-Binet blank? I’d like to
find my little sister’s I.Q. The family thinks she’s
precocious.”

• “Last night I answered the questions in an intelli-
gence test published in our newspaper, and I got an
I.Q. of 80—I think psychological tests are silly.”

• “My roommate is studying psych. She gave me a
personality test and I came out neurotic. I’ve been
too upset to go to class ever since.”

Anastasi’s point was that psychological tests could
be misused in those and other ways that would make
the test worthless. The greater consequence of such
misuse would be that the supposed results of a test
under the wrong circumstances could do great harm to
an individual or group. She quoted two statements from
the Ethical Standards of Psychologists that helped illus-
trate the potential hazards of unethical testing.

The two statements read as follows:

• “The psychologist who asks that an individual
reveal personal information in the course of inter-
viewing, testing, or evaluation, or who allows
such information to be divulged to him, does so
only after making certain that the person is aware
of the purpose of the interview, testing, or evalua-
tion and of the ways in which the information
may be used.”

• “The psychologist in industry, education, and other
situations in which conflicts of interest may arise
among varied parties, as between management and
labor, defines for himself the nature and direction
of his loyalties and responsibilities and keeps these
parties informed of these commitments.”

Almost 50 years after Anastasi first proposed that
such ethics be strictly followed, questions arise. The
early twenty-first century represented an era of the
“tell-all” talk show with celebrity psychologists. Many
popular magazines offer personality “tests” monthly in
order to determine everything from the success of a
marriage to child-raising to career direction. Certainly,
her interest in spreading the value of applied psychol-
ogy and the benefits of psychological testing has been
served. Whether or not the commercial marketplace
heeded her admonitions remains another issue.

Modern issues in testing The question of the market-
place in the creation, administration, and interpretation
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of intelligence tests was an issue addressed by Robert
Sternberg in his own theory of intelligence. Frank R.
Yekovich, in a 1994 paper prepared for the Educational
Resources Information Center (ERIC) in cooperation
with the Office of Educational Research and
Improvement, Washington, D.C., discussed Sternberg’s
theories, as well as those of Howard Gardner and John
L. Horn. Yekovich noted in Current Issues in Research
on Intelligence that the general consensus by the end of
the twentieth century was that intelligence was a
composite of factors, not one concept. Each of the three
scholars represented distinct views, however.

Sternberg’s work (1985) revealed his theory of
intelligence was composed of three subtheories. They
were: context, indicating that the definition of intelli-
gence was found within a given culture or context; expe-
rience, representing the amount of experience within a
class of particular tasks—with the more unfamiliar the
task tackled and successfully performed indicating
higher intelligence; and, cognitive components of infor-
mation processing, with the idea that structure plus
processes equaled intelligence. Sternberg also differen-
tiated between various kinds of intelligence, such as
academic, practical, and other similar categories.

Gardner’s theory seems to have borrowed an idea
from Thurstone, in that he suggested seven components
in determining intelligence. Those components included
logical-mathematical, linguistic, musical, spatial, bodily-
kinesthetic, interpersonal, and intrapersonal.

Horn, who developed his theory in concert with
another well-known psychologist, Raymond Cattell,
offered a two-part determination. One component was
the category of “fluid abilities,” meaning the reasoning
used in novel circumstances. The other was “crystallized
abilities,” indicating the extent to which an individual
has attained the knowledge of the culture.

Anastasi’s concerns were well-represented in
these, and other contemporary concerns of intelli-
gence tests, at the end of the twentieth into the twenty-
first. Intelligence was not seen as a category into
which a person was to be classified. Rather, profes-
sionals determined that intelligence testing was to be
used as a measure of how heredity and experiences
combine to provide a diagnostic tool.

In 1992, Sternberg was one of many in the profes-
sional community expressing misgivings about the
current state of testing. The popularization of intelli-
gence and personality tests were made available to
anyone with Internet service, a television, radio, book-
store, or magazine stand. The easy access to both
sound and unsound tests was a dictate of the market-
place, Sternberg said. Clearly, money was to be made
in testing, and that would likely remain true for years

to come. Even in academic circles, the demand for
standardized proficiency tests was not always seen in
the best interest of improving educational standards.
Some would argue that tests were often being created
more with an eye to profitability rather than the
intense and plodding determinations to be carefully
examined, for instance, when considering the future
of a child’s education.

Anastasi provided a standard against which
psychological testing was to be measured. She gave
credence to the relatively modern field of applied
psychology, helping to provide guidance for creating
a better workplace, school system, and government.
What others would carry into the future with that
legacy remains  to be seen.

THEORIES IN ACTION
From the beginning of her days as a student in

experimental psychology, Anastasi had an awareness
of the necessity of creating the highest scientific stan-
dards. She quickly moved from the simple stimulus-
response form of testing into one that represented a
more highly individualized form. It was testing
wherein the exceptions to the general concept became
as crucial to the results as to the initial hypothesis. Her
research included both animal experiments and human
testing and surveys. She relied on the methods of all
credible researchers. In order to understand behavior,
Anastasi knew that it was important to build from the
most basic realities of physiology and biology before
proceeding to the more difficult aspects of determin-
ing human behaviors.

Research
Simply stated, Anastasi encouraged research most

obviously in the constancy of attention she gave both to
her students and fellow professionals. She was a mentor
to at least two generations of future psychologists and
other students. Never did she waiver from the devotion
to the truth that she inspired in her own academic
community, and the larger one outside of it. Though not
the initiator of the heredity versus environment theories
of differential psychology, her 1937 work was a herald
of what was to come. It was a forerunner of the long
discussion that would never seem to reach a conclusion.
She asked the important questions and challenged other
researchers to delve deeper in the attempt to unravel the
mysteries of human behavior. Anastasi carefully exam-
ined research results in a tireless effort to determine what
was valid and what was inconclusive. She was a cham-
pion of the hard-working researchers who advanced
psychological testing, as well as their most sincere critic.
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A vast array of intelligence, aptitude, and person-
ality tests emerged, particularly after World War II,
and Anastasi was often called to evaluate them. By the
end of the 1950s, when she spoke, the psychological
and academic worlds listened. In the late 1960s when
proponents of so-called “culturally fair” testing came
forth, Anastasi was there to argue that no totally unbi-
ased tests existed. She usually represented the voice
of caution when the professional community was
deciding such matters too hastily. Anastasi provided a
grounding of lofty philosophical and psychological
theories with real-world situations that required prac-
tical problem-solving.

Case studies
Some of Anastasi’s case studies and research are

interesting as much from a historical perspective as a
scientific perspective. She helped to develop and
clarify experiments and testing methods. The research
results fill volumes over the expanse of her 50-year
academic career. Her work with intelligence tests in
particular encompassed groups of individuals rather
than focusing simply on the individuals themselves.
The tool of testing would ultimately extend to under-
standing an individual and how best to determine
intelligence or behavior. But the importance of
Anastasi’s work was based in obtaining a complete
picture of how each individual fit into a culture or
group, and how that would inform a study of human
behavior. Those examples that follow represent only a
small portion of the significance of her studies.

Individual differences Anastasi presented the
results of a learning test as early as the second chapter
of Differential Psychology. She introduces the section
by explaining that:

Since individual differences have been found to be
quantitative, we may now ask how the varying
degrees of each trait are distributed among people.
Are individuals scattered uniformly over the entire
range or do they cluster at one or more points? What
are the relative frequencies with which different
degrees of a trait occur?

As the basis for this evaluation of difference,
Anastasi used the scores of 1,000 students on a simple
learning test. The scores ranged from eight to 52 and
were grouped into class-intervals (representing each
score) of four points. She first organized the scores into
a table revealing the data. She then was able to
construct a graph in order to show the distribution
curve. Such a curve was helpful in determining how to
treat the results, and identify any possible trends in
learning distribution.

The results of the sampling within 12 class-inter-
vals were as follows, with each scoring range followed
by the number of students who scored within that range:

• 52–55: 1

• 48–51: 1

• 44–47: 20

• 40–43: 73

• 36–39: 156

• 32–35: 328

• 28–31: 244

• 24–27: 136

• 20–23: 28

• 16–19: 8

• 12–15: 3

• 8–11: 2

The total of 1000 students were then distributed
along a curve, called a frequency polygon. The results
represented a norm wherein the majority of students
fell within a median. The curve concept, according to
Anastasi (writing in 1937), was an old one in statis-
tics. What Anastasi was able to do was to create other
kinds of distribution curves that revealed samplings
and statistics of various kinds—all with the purpose
of providing a simple understanding on which to build
in the statistical gathering of information.

Differences among social or occupational groups
In her 1937 discussion of heredity and environment on
intelligence and behavior, Anastasi cited one study 
on the effect of the home environment and schooling on
intelligence as measured by H. Gordon as early as
1923, in London, England. Gordon served as the offi-
cial Inspector of Schools and based his report on his
findings in that capacity, observing those known as the
“canal-boat children” and those of the Gypsy children.
(In twenty-first-century America, Gordon might have
similarly studied homeless children, or those of the
groups known as the “Irish travelers” who move their
extended families to various communities often
throughout the course of a year.) The actual results
were based on the Stanford-Binet intelligence tests
and educational test scores of various groups of chil-
dren whose schooling was deficient. This was in the
early days of a developing awareness that such factors
as stability of home life and good health could seri-
ously affect the academic performance of a child.
Such a notion had not always been prevalent. In any
case, Gordon’s results of the canal-boat children came
from the two special schools that were open for the
purpose of educating such children. Their only chance
to attend school was during the time that the canal
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boats were docked for loading or discharging. The
average child attended school about 5% of the time.
Most of them only attended school on a monthly
basis, for a one or two consecutive half-day period.
Their home life was not intellectually stimulating,
though health and cleanliness usually met appropriate
standards. Most of the adults were illiterate, with
families living isolated lives, and not engaging in
much social interaction, even among themselves.

The number of canal-boat children was 76. The
average IQ was 69.9, a score considered to be “border-
line” in 1923. A few of the children were considered
“feeble-minded,” which was a term used at the time
for individuals of a low intelligence. (Modern-day
terminology often offers profile in such instances that
is not so negative in its connotation.) The correlation
that Gordon calculated between age and IQ within the
group was a negative .755. Such a calculation indi-
cated that the older children were more likely to score
a lower IQ than the younger children. Results should
have indicated the opposite, with the older children
representing more advancement. The results were
interpreted in terms of specific negative environmen-
tal influences. The younger children were not too far
below the normal children, a difference from their
older siblings. Anastasi wrote that:

The high negative correlation with age is corrobo-
rated by analysis of individual scores. In 22 cases,
two or more children from the same family were
tested. With only one or two exceptions, there was
found a consistent drop in IQ from the youngest to
the eldest child within each family. Most of the
youngest children had IQs between 90 and 100,
which would place them within the normal group;
among the eldest, on the other hand, were several
whose IQs were low enough to make them appear
distinctly feebleminded. A further corroborative fact
brought out by this analysis is that the mental ages of
children within a single family tended to be very
similar, even though their chronological ages
differed. Such a mental age might well represent the
limit of intellectual development which was made
possible by the available educational opportunities
and the type of home environment furnished within
the given family.

Gordon’s findings among the Gypsy children
were similar. Though these children attended school
at a higher rate than the canal-boat children—34.9%
of the attendance of the average child—similar results
of decreasing IQ among the older children prevailed.
The average IQ score was 74.5, with those attending
school more often more likely to score higher.

What emerged from such early studies was the
necessity to gather the facts based on scientific
methods rather than making presumptions about an

outcome. Anastasi gathered information in such a way
to demonstrate that a whole new area of knowledge
was opening up in areas where preconceived notions
had been considered sufficient.

Cross-cultural testing Of the many forms of testing
Anastasi discussed in her textbook, one was the non-
language test, designed to test individuals raised in
different cultures or subcultures. Some non-language
tests, as Anastasi pointed out, were still inadequate at
times due to the presupposition of knowledge that
such tests often embody. As early as 1954, Anastasi
was adamant in her argument that culturally fair tests
were impossible to design. Still, one such cross-
cultural test example that she offered was the Leiter
International Performance Scale, by R. G. Leiter. The
Leiter is a series of tests that was developed in Hawaii,
using both elementary and high school students.
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CHRONOLOGY
1908: Born on December 19 in New York City, to

Anthony Anastasi and Theresa Gaudiosi Anastasi.

1928: Receives a bachelor’s degree from Barnard
College, New York.

1930: Awarded a Ph.D. from Columbia University.
Hired as instructor of psychology at Barnard.

1933: Marries John Porter Foley, Jr., an industrial
psychologist.

1937: Publishes her first major work, Differential
Psychology, through Macmillan Publishing, 
New York.

1939: Appointed assistant professor of psychology,
and department chair, Queens College of the City
University of New York.

1947: Joins the faculty at Fordham University as asso-
ciate professor, where she would be appointed to
a full professorship in 1951.

1954: Publishes Psychological Testing, Macmillan,
New York.

1979: Named professor emeritus at Fordham.

2001: Dies on May 4.



Another researcher, S. D. Porteus, eventually applied
it to African groups, in addition to other national
groups by a few other investigators. A revised version
in 1948 was based on testing of American students, as
well as Army recruits during World War II.

The most significant feature of the test is its lack of
instructions, either verbal or through signs. Each of the
tests begins with a simple task that resembles similar
tasks throughout the rest of the test battery. The subject’s
ability to comprehend the task is a part of the test itself.
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BIOGRAPHY:
Hans Eysenck

Hans Eysenck (1916–1997) was one of the best-
known psychologists of the twentieth century. The
enormously prolific writer produced more than 1,000
publications in his lifetime, and was known for his
popularization of psychology for the general reader. In
spite of his respected theories, he gained notoriety as
well with his 1989 article for Psychology Today, in
which he suggested that attitude was more deadly than
cigarettes in causing lung cancer and contributing to
heart disease.

Hans Jurgen Eysenck was born in Berlin,
Germany, on March 4, 1916. Both of his parents were
actors who divorced when he was only two years old.
The Catholic grandmother who raised him would fall
victim to Nazi terror and die in a concentration camp
during World War II. Eysenck himself fled Nazi
Germany when he was only 18 to study physics at the
University of London. He was a Jewish sympathizer
whose life would be in danger. His scorn for Nazi
philosophies motivated him to abandon his native
country. When he found out that he did not have the
prerequisites to study physics, he turned to another
available option, that of psychology. In 1938 he grad-
uated with honors, and two years later received his
Ph.D., also from the University of London where he
had studied with Sir Cyril Burt.

From 1946 until 1983, Eysenck served as the
director of the Psychological Department of Maudsley
Hospital, having gone there after his first post-war
appointment at Mint Hill Hospital to study abnormal
psychology. Maudsley enjoyed the reputation as the
foremost psychiatric institute in England. Throughout
his years at the hospital, Eysenck developed an aversion
to many of the established methods of psychology,
particularly psychoanalysis and clinical psychology. His
theory of personality, based in physiology and genetics,
established the controversial psychologist as a key
figure the studies of temperament. His primary contri-
bution was considered to be his “conceptualization of

personality as a small number of dimensional traits,”
according to W. S. Terry, writing for the Biographical
Dictionary of Psychology in 1997. He derived the two
major factors of neuroticism—stability, and extraver-
sion-introversion—by utilizing the methods of factor
analysis.

Eysenck developed several standardized tests,
including the Maudsley Personality Inventory, 1959;
the Eysenck Personality Inventory, 1963; and, the
Eysenck Personality Questionnaire, 1975, with his
wife, Sybil B. G. Eysenck. These tests have been used
extensively throughout the world. His theory of
certain personality types being more prone to particu-
lar types of psychopathology was carried through to
his later theory of suggesting a person’s possible
predisposition to such diseases as lung cancer.

Eysenck was honored with numerous awards that
included the APA Presidential Citation in 1993 for his
outstanding contributions to Psychology. Included
among the more than 60 books and an estimated 1,000
journal articles he published are Dimensions of
Personality, 1947; “The Effects of Psychotherapy: An
Evaluation,” for Journal of Consulting Psychology,
1952; The Great Intelligence Debate, 1980; and Genes,
Culture, and Personality: An Empirical Approach, 1989.
He was named as the most-cited British psychologist,
and as the second most-cited living psychologist (after
Piaget) in the mid-1970s. In a 1991 survey of historians
of psychology and department chairs, Eysenck was
named as one of the top 10 contemporary psychologists.
His work has inspired a large number of graduate and
postdoctoral students to the extent that a proliferation of
scientists and scholars in psychology worldwide by the
end of the twentieth century was often referred to as the
“Eysenck Commonwealth,” according to Terry.

Eysenck died on September 4, 1997. His son
Michael is continuing his father’s work in personality
theory within a context of cognitive and memory
research.



The materials include a response frame with an
adjustable card holder, to which response cards can be
attached. The cards each contain a printed picture. The
subject chooses the blocks with the proper response
pictures and puts them into the frame. The test was
created in order to cover a wide range of functions,
much like those found in verbal tests. Some of the tasks
included: matching identical colors, shades of gray,
forms, or pictures; copying a block design; picture com-
pletion; number estimation; analogies; series comple-
tion; recognition of age differences; spatial relations;
footprint recognition; similarities; memory for a series;
and a classification of animals according to habitat.

The test was arranged in year levels, from two to
18. Each test is administered with no time limit.
Scoring is done in terms of mental age (MA) and IQ,
with no guarantee that the IQ remains constant in its
meaning at different ages—which in fact, data showed
did represent significant variation in the standard devi-
ation of the IQs at different age levels. The test find-
ings were shown to have high correlations as reported
by some teachers with their ratings of intelligence,
and other intelligence tests, including the Stanford-
Binet. The correlations range from the latter was .64
to .81. They were results obtained from heterogeneous
groups, so that figure might be different were the
groups of a more homogeneous composition.

Anastasi, as mentioned by her colleagues and
admirers, was extremely thorough in her textbooks,
particularly in Psychological Testing. Her survey
included hundreds of tests used for various study or
experimental purposes. She presented information on
tests that included various intelligence tests, especially
the Stanford-Binet; various industrial screening tests
for adults; performance and non-language tests; testing
for physically challenged; a variety of tests for infants
and preschool children; the Wechsler Scales and other
clinical tests; various aptitude test batteries; and a
number of personality profile tests. Her text in applied
psychology represented applications in various areas
that included personnel development; psychology to
study engineers; consumer psychology; clinical appli-
cations; counseling therapy; and the use of psychology
in the fields of education, medicine, law, and govern-
ment settings. Anastasi supplied dozens of cases of
tests that were ultimately responsible for the changes
that occurred in the workplace and even in the super-
market in the latter half of the twentieth century.

Relevance to modern readers
Anyone who has ever taken or administered a

psychological or intelligence test of any kind is
likely to have Anastasi to account for it. Even with
the issue of the modern “pop culture” personality

tests haphazardly given or taken, all modern psycho-
logical testing owes its reliability to Anastasi.
Taking tests has long been a fact of life, not unlike
death or taxes. Aptitude tests are taken for early
placement in college. Psychological profiles are
given in clinical settings to better serve those with
mental health issues. Consumer products—every-
thing from toothpaste to microwavable sandwiches
to television shows—are tested among control popu-
lations that are determined as representative of the
average citizen.
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Hans Eysenck using a machine for measuring 
eye blinks. (Hulton Archive/Getty Images. Reproduced by permission.)



In less than 100 years since the first psychological
tests and experiments were conducted, Anastasi made
tremendous advances in testing to the greater advantage
of others. Some tests have not been reliable. Some have
had faulty interpretations of their results. Many of these
issues affected such areas as racial equality, economic
standing, and whether or not parent were fit to raise their
own children. Prejudices and ideas without scientific
basis were often too successful in dismissing a person to
a life that was less than desirable. People such as the
famous writer and personality Helen Keller, without the
faculties of sight or hearing, were cast out of normal
society. They were admitted to mental institutions and
left to deteriorate without regard for investigation into
what their intelligence might be. In fact, the advances in
medical science throughout the twentieth century helped
to concur with what the advances in psychological
testing indicated. One often served the other in the quest
for human understanding. During the early years of the
twenty-first century, society is not so far removed from
the time when people were judged on the basis of a
perceived deficit, without knowing the true nature of
their abilities.

Anastasi said that when examining intelligence:

Not only does the nature of one’s antecedent experi-
ences affect the degree of differentiation of “intelli-
gence” into distinct abilities, but it also affects the
particular abilities that emerge, such as verbal, numer-
ical, and spatial abilities. Thus, experiential factors
affect not only the level of the individual’s develop-
ment, but also the very categories in terms of which
[his] abilities may be identified.

During a modern age of bombardment with stimuli
such as television commercials, music videos, or 
elaborate Internet Web sites, Anastasi has something
relevant to impart. Because of her scientific rigor,
average individuals—if they exist—have been offered
an alternative to superstition, prejudice, and faulty
thinking in getting to know themselves better. People
should not imagine that there are tests that will
absolutely justify their actions or who they think they
are. Instead, Anastasi has offered generations of indi-
viduals a way to manage society’s ills, for instance,
by understanding human behavior. She stood for
nothing less than exacting scientific data to represent
the widely ranging variety of humans and their abili-
ties. Her intention was not to categorize people, or
stereotype them by their abilities. She wanted to use
her work as a tool to discover what those abilities
could mean.

Anastasi also serves as an important reminder
to young women of the twenty-first century. She
might not have said she struggled in a man’s world
as many of her generation might have said. She

seemed content enough to satisfy her intellectual
curiosity and fit into her research and academic
niche without regard to her gender. But Anastasi did
successfully utilize her assets to transcend any barri-
ers due to her gender—in addition to those barriers
that could have befallen her due to an unusual,
nontraditional family, or her inability to bear chil-
dren at a time when that often proved to be a social
stigma for a married woman. In so doing, she took
great strides for other women as well. Her ability to
turn the worst or saddest circumstance into one of
fortune is an example that was not lost on her
friends and colleagues. Perhaps she was born with a
gene for such ability. Or perhaps she, too, was the
product of heredity, environment, and a wealth of
experiences enough to transform an entire discipline
into one of the most valuable assets available to
modern individuals—the chance to know themselves
and others.
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BRIEF OVERVIEW 
When people first try a new sport, they often know

what they need to do before ever stepping onto a
playing field or court because they’ve watched other
people play. Albert Bandura recognized the importance
of this process, called observational learning or vicari-
ous learning, in which people learn to do something
without actually performing the behavior themselves or
being directly rewarded or punished for it. The advan-
tage of this kind of learning is that it lets people learn
from the experience of others, without having to rein-
vent the wheel every time they do something new. 

In a series of classic studies, Bandura and his
colleagues looked at the way observational learning
affects aggressive behavior in children. Some children
were shown a film in which an adult punched,
hammered, and kicked a plastic inflatable doll, called
a Bobo doll. Those who viewed the film were later
more likely to act aggressively themselves when given
a chance to play with the doll. Furthermore, seeing the
adult in the film be rewarded for aggression increased
the likelihood of aggression in the children even more,
while seeing the adult punished had the opposite
effect. However, just watching the aggressive behav-
ior was enough for the children to learn it, regardless
of whether rewards or punishments were given. The
Bobo doll experiments became some of the best-
known studies in psychology. 

Yet, as important as observational learning is,
Bandura also stressed that people have self-control

1925-
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over which behaviors they copy and which they do
not. This self-control is exercised through cognitive,
or thought, processes. Bandura’s other major contri-
bution to psychology has been the description of one
key cognitive process, called perceived self-efficacy.
People’s perceived self-efficacy refers to their beliefs
about how capably they will be able to perform a
behavior in a particular situation. 

These two central themes in Bandura’s work—
observational learning and self-efficacy beliefs—have
been brought together with other factors under the label
“social-cognitive theory.” According to Bandura’s
social-cognitive theory, the outer world and the inner
person—including that person’s beliefs, thoughts, and
feelings—combine to determine an individual’s actions.
The results of those actions, in turn, help shape the
person’s future beliefs, thoughts, and feelings. In this
way, a cycle is established, in which the outer world, the
inner person, and the person’s behavior all act on and
feed off each other. However, this does not necessarily
have to be a vicious cycle. In fact, by changing his or her
self-efficacy beliefs, a person can potentially break free
of an old, negative cycle and establish a new, positive
one. This theory is the culmination of Bandura’s lifetime
of study and research. 

In 2002, a psychologist named Steven Haggbloom
and his colleagues published a paper in which they

attempted to rank the 100 most eminent psychologists
of the twentieth century. They based their ranking on
six different variables: citations in journals, mentions
in introductory psychology textbooks, a survey of
American Psychological Society members, election as
president of the American Psychological Association
(APA) or receipt of the APA Distinguished Scientific
Contributions Award, membership in the National
Academy of Sciences, and use of the psychologist’s
surname to identify a particular theory or school of
psychology. Bandura ranked number four, right behind
B.F. Skinner, Jean Piaget, and Sigmund Freud. 

BIOGRAPHY 
Growing up in a remote village in Canada, Bandura

attended a small school where teachers and textbooks
were in short supply. Perhaps because of these limita-
tions, Bandura became a self-motivated and independ-
ent learner. His curiosity and independence would serve
him well throughout a long and productive career. 

Childhood in Canada 
Bandura was born on December 4, 1925, the

youngest child and the only boy of six children. His
parents were both immigrants who had come to Canada
from Eastern Europe as adolescents. His mother was
originally from the Ukraine, and his father, from Poland.
Neither had a formal education, but they valued learning
highly. For example, Bandura’s father taught himself to
read three languages: Polish, Russian, and German. 

Bandura grew up in Mundare, a tiny community
in northern Alberta, Canada, about 50 miles (80 km)
east of Edmonton. There, he attended the only school
in town. The little school was woefully short on both
teachers and supplies. Two teachers taught all the high
school classes, and the high school math class had
only a single textbook for everyone, including the
teacher, to share. As a result, the students were left
largely to their own devices. One might expect that
this situation would produce students who were ill-
prepared for the larger world. Instead, it seems to have
pushed the students to take charge of their own educa-
tions, and many of them went on to attend universities
around the globe. As Bandura was later quoted on an
Emory University Web site in his honor, “The content
of most textbooks is perishable, but the tools of self-
directedness serve one well over time.” 

The college years 
When it came time for college, Bandura headed

for the University of British Columbia in Vancouver.

Albert Bandura. (Archives of the History of American Psychology.

Reproduced by permission.)
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Once there, he stumbled onto psychology by chance.
Bandura was carpooling to school with a group of
other students who were early risers. He signed up for
an introductory psychology class just to fill the early
morning time slot, but he quickly became fascinated
with the subject. Within three years, in 1949, he had
graduated with a prize in psychology. Years later,
Bandura discussed how personal actions often place
people in situations where fortunate events can then
shape the future course of their lives. 

For graduate school, Bandura settled on the
University of Iowa. At the time, the psychology depart-
ment there was a hotbed of research and scholarly
activity. Among the distinguished faculty members
were Kenneth Spence and Kurt Lewin. Spence was
known for his research on learning and conditioning.
Earlier, Spence had studied with Clark Hull, a leading
figure in behaviorism, a school of psychology that
posits that organisms can be trained, or conditioned, to
respond in specific ways to specific stimuli. At Iowa,
Spence extended Hull’s theories and research in an
effort to come up with a precise mathematical formula
to describe the learning of behavior. The two men’s
research on learning became known collectively as the
Hull-Spence theory. 

Lewin, on the other hand, had a rather different
approach to the study of human behavior—an approach
he called field theory. Lewin held that a person’s behav-
ior arises from complex interactions among psycholog-
ical factors inside the person, environmental factors
outside the person, and the relationship between these
inner and outer worlds. Lewin proposed his field theory
as a method for analyzing these kinds of causal rela-
tionships. 

It must have been a very exciting time and 
place for Bandura. As he later recalled in a book by
Richard Evans:

I found Iowa to be intellectually lively, but also very
supportive. . .At Iowa we were imprinted early on a
model of scholarship that combined high respect for
theory linked to venturesome research. It was an
excellent beginning for a career.

Bandura also found time for nonacademic interests.
One day, while golfing with a friend, he found himself
playing behind a pair of female golfers. Eventually, he
wound up in a sand trap with one of the women, Virginia
Varns, who was on the teaching staff at the College of
Nursing. The two struck up an acquaintance that blos-
somed into a lifelong romance. Bandura and Varns were
married in 1952, the same year Bandura finished his
PhD in clinical psychology. The couple went on to have
two daughters: Mary, born in 1954, and Carol, born 
in 1958. 

Career at Stanford 
In 1953, Bandura took a job as an instructor in the

psychology department at Stanford University. He has
remained at Stanford ever since, becoming a full
professor in 1964. In 1974, Stanford awarded Bandura
an endowed chair, a high honor in the academic world,
and he became the David Starr Jordan Professor of
Social Science in Psychology. The intellectual climate
at Stanford has served Bandura well, providing
eminent colleagues and bright students with whom to
conduct research and exchange ideas. 

Perhaps the first prominent colleague to influence
Bandura at Stanford was Robert Sears, who was chair-
man of the psychology department when Bandura
arrived. Among other things, Sears was studying child-
rearing patterns that led to aggressiveness and depend-
ency in children. Following this line of work, Bandura
and his first graduate student, Richard Walters, began
studying the family backgrounds of very aggressive
delinquents. They discovered that one factor affecting
aggression among teenagers was whether or not the
teens’ parents were hostile or aggressive. In 1959, 
Bandura and Walters published a book titled Adolescent
Aggression, which described their research on this
subject. 

Bandura was struck by the seeming influence of
parental role models on teenagers’ aggressive behavior.
He wanted to study this effect in more depth experi-
mentally, but first he had to come up with a workable
study design. The result was the now-famous Bobo doll
experiments, which Bandura conducted with Dorothea
Ross and Sheila Ross. In 1963, the findings from this
research were summarized in a second book with
Walters, titled Social Learning and Personality Devel-
opment. Few areas of psychological research have ever
captured the public imagination as well as the Bobo
doll studies did. As Bandura told Evans, “When I’m
introduced at invited lectures at other universities, the
students place a Bobo doll by the lectern. From time to
time I have been asked to autograph one. The Bobo doll
has achieved stardom in psychological circles.” 

Of course, it was Bandura himself who was really
the rising star. In 1964, in addition to being made a
professor at Stanford, he was elected a Fellow of the
APA. During the 1969–70 school year, he was awarded a
fellowship at the Center for Advanced Study in the
Behavioral Sciences, a center near Stanford that brings
together scientists and scholars from around the world
who show exceptional accomplishment or promise in
their fields. In 1969, Bandura published Principles of
Behavior Modification, the first important book in cogni-
tive behavior therapy. In 1974, Bandura received his
endowed chair at Stanford, and, during the 1976–77
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school year, he served as chairman of the psychology
department there. 

Meanwhile, Bandura continued his ambitious
research program. In 1977, he offered a theoretical
framework for his findings in Social Learning Theory.
This book had a dramatic impact on psychology. 
It heralded a great upsurge in interest in social learning
theory among other psychologists during the 1980s. 

By this time, however, it was already growing
apparent to Bandura that something was missing from
his theory. In a 1977 paper, titled “Self-Efficacy:
Toward a Unifying Theory of Behavioral Change,” he
identified the missing piece as self-beliefs. Soon,
Bandura had broadened his social learning theory to
include a wide range of self-beliefs and self-control
abilities. He described a system in which a person’s
beliefs, thoughts, feelings, and physical responses

interact with both the environment and the person’s
behavior. He then renamed his expanded theory 
the “social-cognitive theory,” both to distinguish it
from other social learning theories of the day and to
stress the central importance of beliefs and thoughts.
In 1986, Bandura published Social Foundations of
Thought and Action: A Social Cognitive Theory,
which set forth his new theory of human functioning. 

The linchpin of social-cognitive theory is self-
efficacy. In the last few decades, Bandura has contin-
ued to explore this concept and its many practical
applications. Researchers around the world have taken
up the torch as well. In 1993, a scientific conference
was held in Germany on young people’s beliefs about
their personal efficacy to meet the demands of a
rapidly changing world. Bandura later edited a book,
titled Self-Efficacy in Changing Societies, containing
papers presented at the conference. Then, in 1997, he
published Self-Efficacy: The Exercise of Control, in
which he set forth his detailed ideas about the causes
and effects of self-efficacy beliefs. 

Lifetime of achievement 
Over the years, Bandura has collected numerous

awards and honors. These include a Guggenheim
Fellowship (1972), the APA Distinguished Scientific
Contributions Award (1980), the APA William James
Award (1989), the APA Thorndike Award for Distin-
guished Contributions of Psychology to Education
(1999), and the Lifetime Achievement Award from the
Association for the Advancement of Behavior Therapy
(2001). He is a member of the Institute of Medicine of
the National Academy of Sciences. He has also received
14 honorary degrees from universities around the world.

In return, Bandura has given generously of his time
and energy to the field of psychology. He has held a
number of offices in scientific societies, including
serving as APA president in 1974 and being named
honorary president of the Canadian Psychological
Association in 1999. He has also sat on the editorial
boards of some 30 journals. In addition, he has authored
seven books and edited two others. Several of his books
have been translated into languages such as Polish,
Spanish, Portuguese, German, Japanese, Russian,
French, Italian, and Korean. Today, Bandura’s name and
ideas are familiar to psychologists and psychology
students worldwide. 

In his late seventies, at a age when most people
have long since retired, Bandura continues to publish
and make contributions to psychology. His most recent
interests include the psychological impact of electronic
media, the means by which people affect their own
motivation and behavior, the way people view their
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self-efficacy to influence events in their lives, and the
source of stress reactions and depression. 

THEORIES
Perhaps the most notable aspect of Bandura’s

long career is the number of significant contributions
he has made through the decades. In the 1960s, he
published classic research on observational learning
and modeling. In the 1970s, he expanded upon these
findings to develop an influential theory of social
learning. In the 1980s, this evolved into a social-
cognitive theory of human functioning. And in the
1990s, Bandura further refined his ideas about self-
efficacy. In recent years, his followers have found
widespread practical uses for self-efficacy theory in
education, mental health, physical health, sports, busi-
ness, and politics. 

Observational learning and modeling 
Main points Behaviorism, the dominant school of
psychology when Bandura was a student, holds that
people are conditioned, or trained, to respond in certain
ways by rewards and punishments. Bandura soon real-
ized that this could not be the whole explanation for
how people learn. It would take several lifetimes to
learn all the complicated responses that people need to
know by rewards and punishments alone. Bandura
suggested that there must be a way that people can
learn simply by watching others, thereby removing the
need to learn everything by tedious trial-and-error. 

This process of learning by watching others is
called observational learning or vicarious learning. It
is closely related to the concept of modeling, in which
people fashion themselves after the image of another.
According to Bandura, people do not just mindlessly
mimic whatever they see. Instead, although people
may learn a multitude of behaviors by observation,
they consciously decide which ones to actually copy. 

Explanation One powerful factor influencing
whether or not a behavior will be copied is the expected
outcome. Bandura’s research showed that people are
more likely to copy behavior that they expect will lead
to a positive outcome. However, this expectation is not
rooted only in the actual rewards and punishments that
people have seen. It is also based on anticipated conse-
quences; in other words, on people’s beliefs about what
will happen. 

Several other factors may also affect the likeli-
hood that an observed behavior will be imitated:

• Characteristics of the person being observed—For
example, studies have found that the person’s age,
sex, similarity to the observer, status, skill, and
power may all be important.

• Characteristics of the observer—For example, re-
search has shown that people with low self-esteem,
those who are more dependent, and those who have
been rewarded in the past for imitative behavior 
are more likely to copy someone else. In addition,
the observer obviously must have the necessary
mental and physical skills to carry out the task.

• Characteristics of the behavior—For example,
behavior that is simple or admired is more likely
to be imitated.

Examples In the famous Bobo doll experiments,
Bandura and his colleagues showed some children a film
in which an adult hit, hammered, and kicked the inflat-
able doll. These children were more likely than ones who
had not seen the film to later hit and kick the doll them-
selves when given a chance to play with it. This tendency
was strengthened if the adult in the film was rewarded
for aggressive behavior, and the tendency was weakened
if the adult was punished. However, just seeing the
aggressive behavior was enough for the children to learn
it, even when no rewards or punishments were given. 

Of course, Bandura was not the first person to note
that people often learn by copying others. Anyone who
has spent time around young children, for instance, has
undoubtedly noticed how they mimic their parents.
Two decades before the Bobo doll experiments, Neal
Miller and John Dollard had published the first schol-
arly book about observational learning, titled Social
Learning and Imitation. Miller and Dollard’s work was
still in the behaviorist mode, but they construed condi-
tioning more broadly than had earlier theorists. They
emphasized not only personal and social rewards, but
also factors such as motivations and drives. Bandura
took these ideas a step further. More than any other
psychologist, Bandura built a solid foundation of
scientific evidence about how observational learning
actually occurs, with or without rewards and punish-
ments. In so doing, he helped the study of observa-
tional learning truly break free of behaviorism. 

At the same time, Bandura’s findings also ran
counter to another major strain in psychology: psycho-
analytic theory. According to the psychoanalytic concept
of catharsis, when people are given an opportunity to
safely release feelings of aggression, it relieves those
feelings and reduces the impulses associated with them.
Based on this theory, watching the adult model pummel
the Bobo doll should have drained the children’s aggres-
sive feelings and reduced their violent behavior. In fact,



it had the opposite effect. Bandura’s studies soundly
refuted the notion that watching aggressive behavior
might offer a healthy catharsis for the observers. 

Social learning 
Main points Before Bandura, psychologist Julian
Rotter had put forth his own theory of social learning.
In a 1954 book, titled Social Learning and Clinical
Psychology, Rotter held that people choose which
behaviors to perform based on two factors: reinforce-
ment value and outcome expectancy. Reinforcement
value refers to the degree to which an individual
values the expected reinforcement, or reward, for an
action. Outcome expectancy refers to how strongly the
individual expects the action to have a positive result.
Clearly, Rotter laid the groundwork for much of
Bandura’s thinking. He also served as a crucial bridge
between behaviorism and Bandura’s more modern
version of social learning theory. 

In his theory, Bandura stressed the importance of
observational learning and modeling. However, like
Rotter, he also emphasized the role of expected
outcomes. Bandura held that, even when people have
observed and learned how to perform a behavior, they
will only actually do it if they believe their action will
lead to a desirable outcome. 

Explanation Bandura believed that the imitation of
someone else’s behavior was not a passive process.
Instead, it was an active choice involving four different
mental functions:

• Attention—This factor was affected mainly by
characteristics of the person being observed and
the situation.

• Retention—This factor was affected mainly by
the observer’s ability to mentally process the
observed behavior and store it in memory.

• Motor reproduction—This factor referred to the
observer’s ability to turn the stored memory into
physical action. It also included the person’s
capacity for mentally rehearsing the behavior.

• Motivation—This factor referred to the observer’s
desire or drive to copy the behavior. Of all the
factors, this one had the greatest influence on
whether an observed behavior was actually imitated.

Bandura believed that people are capable of self-
reinforcement. In other words, they can teach them-
selves to act in a certain way by thinking about the
potential consequences of the action. Eventually,
Bandura expanded this into a broader concept: self-
regulation, or self-control. According to Bandura, self-
regulation is the sum of a person’s goals, planning, and

self-reinforcement. As part of the self-regulation
process, people set their own internal standards of
behavior, against which they judge their own success
or failure. The standards can be picked up by observa-
tional learning, and especially from watching key role
models, such as parents and teachers. However, the
standards can also be based on the person’s own past
behavior, which is used as a yardstick against which to
measure future actions. 

Examples Bandura studied self-regulation in several
ways. For example, along with student Carol Kupers,
he conducted research in which children watched
either an adult or another child play a bowling game.
The models had a supply of candy, from which they
rewarded themselves based on either a high perform-
ance standard or a low one. Then the children who had
been observing were given a chance to play the game.
They, too, were provided with candy, and they were
allowed to dole out their own rewards according to
whatever standards they chose for themselves.
Children who had watched a model set a high standard
were more likely to adopt a strict standard as well. The
reverse was true for children who had watched a
model set a low standard. 

Bandura has always been interested not only in
theory, but also in practice. Based on his research, he
developed the use of modeling as a therapeutic tool.
Modeling has been used most often in the treatment of
phobias, or irrationally intense fears. The client watches
a model come into contact with the feared object, then
is encouraged to imitate the model’s behavior. At first,
this is done under relatively nonthreatening conditions.
As therapy progresses, though, the threat level is gradu-
ally raised. Eventually, the client confronts the feared
object on his or her own. 

Social learning and aggression 
Main points Aggression is one of the most troubling,
yet pervasive, aspects of human existence. It is no
wonder, then, that a number of theories about the nature
and causes of aggression have been proposed over the
years. For example, Sigmund Freud explained aggres-
sion as a death wish that is turned outward onto others
through a process called displacement. Dollard, Miller,
and their colleagues proposed that aggression is a
response to the frustration of some goal-directed behav-
ior. And several ethologists who studied animal behav-
ior, such as Konrad Lorenz, have argued that aggression
is a natural instinct common to both humans and 
other animals. 

Among these many theories, Bandura’s theory of
aggression as a socially learned behavior remains one
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of the most influential. In his early work with Walters,
Bandura found that very aggressive teenagers often
came from homes where the parents modeled hostile
attitudes and aggressive behavior. Even when the
parents would not tolerate aggression at home, they
often demanded it of their sons when settling disputes
with other boys. The parents were hostile toward both
the school system, and the students who were blamed
for harassing their sons. To Bandura, it seemed clear
that the teenagers in these families were imitating the
hostility and aggression of the parents. 

Bandura explored this idea further in the Bobo
doll studies. These studies showed the key role that
observational learning plays in aggressive behavior.
As Bandura later told Evans:

If there is any behavior where observational learning
is important, it is aggression, because ineffectual
aggression can get one disfigured, maimed or killed.
One cannot afford to learn through trial and error. So
most aggressive patterns are transmitted through
modeling.

Examples In the Bobo doll experiments, children
watched a short film of an adult behaving violently
toward the doll. The adult model not only punched the
doll, but also engaged in some unusual aggressive
behavior that the children were unlikely to have seen
elsewhere. At one point, the model laid the doll on its
side, sat on the doll, and punched it repeatedly in the
nose. Then the model stood the doll back up and struck
it on the head with a mallet. After that, the model threw
the doll up into the air aggressively and kicked it
around the room. The children were then turned loose
in a playroom filled with toys, including the Bobo doll.
Many who had watched the film did indeed imitate the
aggressive behavior they had observed. 

From this finding, it was only a short jump to
wondering how media violence might be affecting
millions of viewers, especially young ones. The Bobo
doll studies attracted the attention of activists and
politicians as well as a Presidential Commission on
Violence in the Media. Bandura himself testified at
congressional hearings on the subject. He also wrote
about the widespread influence of media violence in a
1973 book, titled Aggression: A Social Learning
Analysis. Bandura believed that public hearings and
self-regulation by the entertainment industry were of
little practical use in curbing media violence. Instead,
he championed the cause of viewer demand for less
violent alternatives. 

In the early years of the twenty-first century, the
effect of television has only become more pervasive.

Its global reach has changed the world in many
ways—not least of which, by greatly increasing the
kinds of behaviors that children have a chance to
observe. As Bandura wrote in an article in European
Psychologist: 

In the past, modeling influences were largely
confined to the styles of behavior and social practices
in one’s immediate community. The advent of televi-
sion vastly expanded the range of models to which
members of society are exposed day in and day out.
By drawing on these modeled patterns of thought and
behavior, observers transcend the bounds of their
customary environment.

Explanation Of course, not everyone who grows up
with an aggressive parent or who watches a violent
television show goes on to copy what he or she has
seen. According to Bandura, there are two major trig-
gers for aggression. One is stress, or frustration, as it
is called in Dollard and Miller’s theory. However,
Bandura notes that stress produces general emotional
arousal, not a specific drive to act in a certain way.
Some people may express that arousal through aggres-
sion, but others may express it by asking for help,
becoming withdrawn, or escaping through alcohol or
drugs. And still others use the arousal to motivate
themselves to take positive steps. 

The other major trigger for aggression is the
expectation of benefits. This explains why some
people behave aggressively even when they are not
emotionally aroused. For example, some children
learn that, if they act like bullies, the other children
will let them have their way. Therefore, aggression
can serve many purposes. As Bandura put it:

Some people will resort to aggression to get material
benefits. Others behave aggressively because it gains
them status and social approval. Still others rely on
aggressive conquests to build their self-esteem and
sense of manliness. Some people derive satisfaction
from seeing pain inflicted on those they hate. And in
many instances, people resort to aggression to termi-
nate mistreatment.

Social-cognitive theory 
Main points Bandura’s work on self-regulation shed
new light on how people understand their own motiva-
tions and control their own actions. It also aroused
Bandura’s interest in how people exercise control over
the nature and quality of their own lives—a capacity he
refers to as human agency. Writing in the Annual Review
of Psychology, Bandura explained the concept of agency
this way: “To be an agent is to intentionally make things
happen by one’s actions.” This capacity involves not
only self-regulatory skills, but also other abilities and
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belief systems that play a role in self-directed change. 
It allows people to adapt to changing circumstances, 
and it gives them a means of self-development and 
self-renewal. 

In Bandura’s view, agency has certain core
features that cut to the very heart of what it means to 
be human:

• Intentionality—Agency refers to acts that are
done intentionally, and this implies the ability to
make future plans.

• Forethought—In addition to making plans,
people think about the future in other ways. They
set goals, anticipate the likely consequences of
different actions, and choose a course of action
that is likely to produce positive consequences
and avoid negative ones.

• Self-reactiveness—Once people have formed an
intention and created an action plan, they still
have to put the plan in motion. Therefore, people
also must be able to motivate themselves and
regulate their own behavior.

• Self-reflectiveness—People are not only agents
of action, but also of thought. They have 
the ability to reflect on their own thoughts, 
motivations, and values as well as the meaning of
their lives.

Giving an address as honorary president of the
Canadian Psychological Association, Bandura
explained why human agency holds such an important
place in his social-cognitive theory:

People have the power to influence what they do and
to make things happen. They are not just onlooking
hosts of brain mechanisms orchestrated by environ-
mental events. The sensory, motor, and cerebral
systems are tools people can use to accomplish
things that give meaning, direction, and satisfaction
to their lives.

Explanation In the 1980s, Bandura gathered all the
diverse strands from his earlier research into a single
theory, which he dubbed social-cognitive theory. This
theory sees human functioning as the dynamic 
interplay of personal, environmental, and behavioral
factors. (Personal factors include an individual’s
beliefs, thoughts, feelings, and physical responses.)
Each of the three factors influences the others and 
is influenced by them in turn. Therefore, people are
not only products of their environment, but also
producers of it. 

This broader view of human functioning led
Bandura to realize that there might be wider possibili-
ties for promoting change. Within the social-cognitive

view, a change at any point in the three-part system
can lead to changes in the other parts. The implication
is that a therapy or social program can be aimed at a
variety of targets and still succeed. It can be aimed at
instilling positive beliefs, thoughts, feelings, and moti-
vations. Or, it can be aimed at decreasing undesirable
behaviors and increasing desirable ones. Or, it can be
aimed at changing the social conditions under which
people live, work, and go to school. In other words,
there is more than one path to the same destination. 

Examples Consider the example of an educational
program aimed at improving the academic performance
of students. Teachers might address personal factors by
encouraging a positive attitude toward school and
instilling a realistic sense of confidence in the students.
They might address behavioral factors by teaching
students the academic skills and good work habits that
are needed to do well in school. Or, they might address
environmental factors by asking the school board for
funds to buy better books and supplies. 

In recent years, the trend in psychology has been
to shy away from grand, comprehensive theories.
Bandura’s social-cognitive theroy is a notable excep-
tion to the rule. By bucking the trend, Bandura has set
himself apart, drawn attention to his ideas, and left his
mark on fields ranging from psychology and education
to healthcare and business. As he told Evans, “I have
tried to analyze human lives from a broader social
perspective that transcends the arbitrary boundaries of
academic disciplines.” 

Self-efficacy 
Main points The centerpiece of social-cognitive
theory is self-efficacy. Bandura defines perceived self-
efficacy as people’s beliefs about their capability to
produce desired results through their own actions.
According to Bandura, people with a high sense of
self-efficacy approach difficult tasks as challenges to
be met, rather than threats to be avoided. They also set
challenging goals for themselves, and they maintain a
strong commitment to achieving them. When faced
with a setback, they quickly recover their confidence
and simply redouble their efforts. Bandura states that
this type of outlook leads to personal successes while
reducing stress and decreasing the risk of depression. 

In contrast, people with a low sense of self-effi-
cacy avoid difficult tasks, which they view as personal
threats. They rarely push themselves to excel, and they
have a weak commitment to any goals they do decide
to pursue. When faced with an obstacle, they dwell on
their personal weaknesses and the potential for failure
rather than looking for solutions. If a setback occurs,
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they are quick to give up and slow to recover their
confidence afterward. It takes relatively little for such
individuals to lose faith in themselves. As a result,
they easily fall prey to stress and depression. 

In an article in European Psychologist, Bandura
explained why self-efficacy beliefs are so crucial to
his social-cognitive theory:

Among the mechanisms of self-regulation none is more
central or pervasive than beliefs of personal efficacy.
This belief system is the foundation of human agency.
Unless people believe they can produce desired
outcomes and forestall undesired ones by their actions
they have little incentive to act or to persevere in the face
of difficulties. Whatever other factors serve as guides
and motivators, they are rooted in the core belief that
one has the power to produce changes by one’s actions.

Explanation According to Bandura, people’s moti-
vations, thoughts, feelings, and actions often have
more to do with what they believe than with what is
really true. He posits that self-efficacy beliefs have
such a strong impact because they affect four major
psychological processes:

• Cognitive processes—Most courses of action are
first organized in thought. Often, they revolve
around setting goals. The stronger people’s
perceived self-efficacy, higher the goals they are
apt to set for themselves, and greater their commit-
ment to achieving them. People who think of them-
selves as having high efficacy also tend to imagine
successful outcomes. These imagined scenes of
success help them plan and rehearse the steps they
need to take in order to succeed in real life. In addi-
tion, people with a strong sense of self-efficacy are
better equipped than those with low self-efficacy
to stay task-oriented in the face of pressures,
setbacks, and failures.

• Motivational processes—There are different theo-
ries about how people motivate themselves, but all
are consistent with Bandura’s concept of self-effi-
cacy. For example, in attribution theory, people
keep themselves motivated by attributing failures to
insufficient effort, rather than low ability. This kind
of thinking is typical of people with high perceived
self-efficacy. In expectancy-value theory, motiva-
tion is based on people’s expectation that a given
action will lead to a particular result, as well as on
the value they attach to that result. People who are
high in perceived self-efficacy are more likely to
expect that their behavior will lead to a desirable
outcome. On the other hand, people who are low in
perceived self-efficacy may not go after valued
goals, because they do not expect to achieve them.

• Affective processes—Affective states, or feelings,
are also closely tied to perceived self-efficacy. In
particular, people’s beliefs about their ability to
cope seem to have a significant effect on how much
stress and depression they actually feel in threaten-
ing or difficult situations. People who believe they
can control their own disturbing thoughts are less
likely to be overwhelmed by anxious or depressed
thinking. In addition, two common paths to depres-
sion are unfulfilled dreams and social isolation.
People with a low sense of self-efficacy are 
less likely to fulfill their dreams and attain their
social goals.

• Selection processes—While people can affect their
environment, the environment affects them in
return. Therefore, one final way in which perceived
self-efficacy can help shape people’s lives is by
influencing the kinds of environments in which
they put themselves. In a 1994 article, Bandura
gave the example of perceived self-efficacy affect-
ing career choice: “The higher the level of people’s
perceived self-efficacy the wider the range of
career options they seriously consider, the greater
their interest in them, and the better they prepare
themselves educationally for the occupational
pursuits they choose. . .”

Obviously, a strong belief in one’s own efficacy has
many benefits, based on Bandura’s theory. It follows
that knowing how to foster this self-belief would be very
helpful. Bandura has outlined four ways in which a
strong sense of self-efficacy can be developed. The first
and most effective way is through mastery experiences.
Simply put, past successes strengthen the belief that
future success is possible, while past failures undermine
it. After people become convinced they have what it
takes to succeed, they are more likely to stick with their
goals, even when problems arise. 

A second way to build strong self-efficacy beliefs
is through vicarious experience; in other words, by
watching other people perform the behavior. The
impact of modeling on perceived self-efficacy depends
largely on how much the observer sees himself or
herself as being like the model. The more similar the
model and observer, greater the effect. When people
watch someone similar to themselves accomplish a task
through sustained effort, they are more likely to believe
that they can do it, too. At the same time, they may
learn some of the skills they need to succeed by observ-
ing the successful model. On the other hand, when
people see someone fail despite great effort, they are
more likely to lose faith in their own abilities as well. 

A third way to instill self-efficacy beliefs is by
social persuasion; that is, by telling people that they can
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be successful. People who are persuaded by others that
they have what it takes to succeed are likely to try harder
and be more persistent than those who hold self-doubts.
Unfortunately, it is much harder to build up perceived
self-efficacy this way than it is to destroy it. Unreali-
stically positive messages may be quickly disproved,
leading to failure and demoralization. On the other hand,
overly negative messages may keep people from achiev-
ing as much as they could, by persuading them not to
attempt a challenging task in the first place or by
convincing them to give up at the first sign of difficulty. 

A final way that self-efficacy beliefs are reinforced
is through emotional and physiological reactions. When
people face a stressful or challenging situation, they
naturally experience emotional and physiological
arousal. Those who are high in perceived self-efficacy
may see this arousal as a sign that they are energized.
The energetic feeling, in turn, helps them perform their
best, which adds to their sense of self-efficacy in the
future. In contrast, people who are low in perceived
self-efficacy may see arousal as a sign of stress they are
helpless to control. The situation can quickly turn into a
self-fulfilling prophesy. For example, athletes who view
arousal before a game as a sign of fear or weakness are
unlikely to play their best. The poor performance, in
turn, further lowers their sense of self-efficacy. 

In sum, Bandura contends that perceived self-effi-
cacy is critical to success in almost any area. As he
wrote in his 1994 article, “the successful, the venture-
some, the sociable, the nonanxious, the nondepressed,
the social reformers, and the innovators take an opti-
mistic view of their personal capabilities to exercise
influence over events that affect their lives. If not
unrealistically exaggerated, such self-beliefs foster
positive well-being and human accomplishments.” 

Examples Everyday life is filled with obstacles and
difficulties. Bandura believes that people need a
strong sense of self-efficacy in order to take on a chal-
lenge or keep plugging away when problems arise. He
notes that when people vastly overestimate their own
abilities, this can lead to trouble. However, people
may need a somewhat optimistic view of themselves
in order to achieve great things. As Bandura wrote in
a 1994 article: “If efficacy beliefs always reflected
only what people can do routinely they would rarely
fail but they would not set aspirations beyond their
immediate reach nor mount the extra effort needed to
surpass their ordinary performances.” 

High perceived self-efficacy can help people keep
trying in the face of setbacks. As an example of this,
Bandura cites a number of great authors, artists, musi-
cians, and scientists who met with early rejection,

including James Joyce, Vincent Van Gogh, Igor
Stravinsky, and Robert Goddard. Without a strong
belief in their own capability to achieve something
worthwhile through their actions, these individuals
might have given up early in their careers, and the
world would have been the poorer for it. 

Bandura claims that groups of people can hold
beliefs about their collective self-efficacy as well. He
says that the strength of organizations and even whole
nations lies partly in the members’ belief that they can
improve their lives through their combined efforts.
Without this belief, people may not choose to work as
a group, or they may not put much effort into it. They
also may not have the determination to stick with their
goals if their joint efforts fail to produce fast results. 

How do different people come to see themselves
as having more or less self-efficacy? According to
Bandura, people’s experiences at key points in life can
affect the development of their perceived self-efficacy.
These are not firm stages that everyone must pass
through, however. Instead, they are merely typical
experiences that help shape many people’s views of
their own abilities and limitations.

• Infancy—Newborns have no sense of self, accord-
ing to Bandura. However, as babies grow, they
gradually develop an awareness of their ability to
produce effects by their own actions. They shake a
rattle to make a sound, for instance, or cry to bring
Mom into the room. Babies who get reliable results
from their actions start to become more and more
attuned to their own behavior and its effects. At the
same time, babies become increasingly aware of
their separateness from other people. Eventually,
they form an abstract idea of themselves as a
distinct self.

• Childhood and families—Young children continue
to test their abilities and learn from the results they
get. At this early age, children are adding new
physical, mental, social, and language skills almost
daily. If they are able to put these new skills to
good use, then they develop a sense of self-effi-
cacy. Bandura believes that parents can encourage
this process by being responsive to their babies’
behavior and providing a safe but rich environment
for trying out the new skills. For example, a toddler
might learn that every time he says “Momma,
look,” Mom appears and takes a few minutes to
talk to him. Or, a young child might learn that she
is able to create fascinating, colorful patterns by
moving a crayon across a sheet of paper. From
these kinds of daily experiences, children learn that
they have the power to control some of the things
that occur in their world.
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• Childhood and peers—As children grow, they
begin to learn from and compare themselves to
other children. Older children may serve as role
models, while children of the same age provide a
standard against which youngsters can compare
their own abilities. Because peers serve as impor-
tant influences, a lack of interaction with siblings
and friends can interfere with the development of
perceived self-efficacy.

• Childhood and school—As children reach school
age, school becomes the main place in which they
acquire and test their mental abilities. These abil-
ities are learned not only through formal educa-
tion, but also from observing how other students
use their thinking skills. Several factors affect
how children come to see their own abilities.
These factors include comparisons to other
students, comments from teachers, rewards for
progress, and the satisfaction of achieving goals.

• Adolescence—The teen years are a period of rapid
change. Teenagers need a strong sense of self-effi-
cacy to handle all the physical, mental, and social
changes in their lives. Tricky new issues may
arise, such as decisions about drug use and sexual
behavior. According to Bandura, teenagers who
are overly sheltered from making these kinds of
choices may not have a chance to learn good deci-
sion-making skills. On the other hand, teenagers
with a weak sense of self-efficacy may not be
prepared to stand up to peer pressure. During
these years, teenagers also must get ready for the
challenges of adulthood that lie ahead. This means
they need to master a whole new set of skills for
living in adult society. In addition, they must make
important choices about college and career, and
their beliefs about their own abilities are likely to
have a big impact on the choices they make.

• Early adulthood—As young adults, people need
to cope with many new demands, including
marriage, parenthood, and career. A firm sense of
self-efficacy can help them master the skills they
need. On the other hand, those who see them-
selves as low in self-efficacy are likely to find that
they are plagued by self-doubts and ill-equipped
to tackle new challenges. As a result, they may
fall victim to stress and depression.

• Middle age—In middle adulthood, people tend to
settle into stable routines, which helps them solid-
ify their sense of self-efficacy in key areas of their
lives. However, the apparent stability is an illu-
sion. It is always balanced by the need to keep up
with changes in society. At work, there is constant

pressure from younger competitors. Even in
middle age, then, people need to keep growing
and learning. A strong belief in their own efficacy
helps them accomplish this growth.

• Late adulthood—The major issues of late life often
revolve around retirement, illness, and the loss of
loved ones. As in earlier years, a firm sense of self-
efficacy helps. For example, people with high
perceived self-efficacy are better prepared to 
take up a new hobby or make new friends after
retirement. In addition, older adults with a strong
sense of self-efficacy are less likely to exaggerate
the decline in abilities that occurs with age. In
contrast, those with low perceived self-efficacy are
apt to see every small problem as a sign that they
are going downhill fast. This belief may keep them
from fully enjoying the last years of their lives.

A quick survey of any psychology journal from just
a few years ago will reveal that many of the studies and
theories published in these journals are already outdated.
Yet Bandura’s work over the span of more than 40 years
has remained remarkably fresh and timely. His first
important research dealt with modeling and aggression.
Much of his more recent work deals with the develop-
ment and importance of self-efficacy beliefs in a variety
of settings. Both lines of research are still very active
and relevant areas of study—a tribute to Bandura’s skill
as both researcher and theorist. 

Social-cognitive theory and moral 
disengagement 
Main points Bandura began his career by studying
aggression in children and teenagers. Near the end of
his career, the roots of aggression and violence are
still of great interest to him. He has extended his
research to include all kinds of moral disengagement;
in other words, the capacity for all types of antisocial
and immoral acts. In social-cognitive theory, the
capacity for self-control over moral behavior has two
functions. On one hand, it gives people the ability to
refrain from acting inhumanely. On the other hand, it
gives people the ability to behave in a kind and sensi-
tive manner. 

According to Bandura, people set standards for
themselves that guide their moral behavior. Most of
the time, these standards help people keep themselves
in line. People refrain from behaving badly, because
that would bring self-blame and guilt. Instead, they
usually prefer to act in a way that leaves them with a
sense of worth and self-respect. Sometimes, however,
people use tricks of thinking to let themselves off the
hook for violating their own standards. 
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Explanation The kinds of thoughts that lead to
moral disengagement include:

• Moral justification—To make bad conduct seem
more acceptable, people tell themselves that it
serves a worthy purpose.

• Euphemistic labeling—When discussing of-
fensive or upsetting behavior, people avoid
describing it bluntly and instead substitute harm-
less-sounding terms.

• Advantageous comparison—To make vile acts
seem less reprehensible, people compare them to
even worse behavior.

• Displacement of responsibility—To avoid
personal responsibility for their actions, people
view themselves as just following orders.

• Diffusion of responsibility—To reduce their own
responsibility for an act, people share the labor
and focus on just their part of it, which seems
harmless by itself.

• Disregard or distortion of consequences—When
people hurt others, they think about the conse-
quences in ways that ignore or minimize the harm.

• Dehumanization—To justify inhumane behavior,
people view the victims as being less than human.

• Attribution of blame—To excuse cruel or violent
behavior, people blame it on the victims.

Fortunately, just as people can use their thoughts
to justify immorality, they can also use them to moti-
vate moral behavior. As Bandura sees it, moral think-
ing helps stop immoral actions in part by helping
people control their angry feelings. Anger control, in
turn, is based partly on people’s belief in their ability
to handle their emotions; in other words, on their
perceived self-efficacy for emotional control. 

Social factors also play a big role in moral behav-
ior. Problems can arise when there is a conflict
between the moral standards people set for themselves
and the standards of society. At times, people may find
themselves being pressured by others to follow
courses of action that are at odds with their own moral
code. The response to this kind of pressure depends
on the relative strength of the personal and social
forces. In some cases, a moral tug-of-war can produce
principled dissent and social activism. In other cases,
however, it may lead to moral disengagement. 

Examples In recent years, Bandura has studied how
people reach the point of moral disengagement. For
example, in one study, Bandura and three colleagues
from the University of Rome studied 799 Italian
students in the sixth through eighth grades. The

students filled out several questionnaires designed to
assess their moral disengagement as well as other rele-
vant aspects of their thoughts, feelings, and behaviors.
The researchers found that students who reported lots
of morally disengaged thinking did indeed tend to
commit more aggressive and antisocial acts. 

Compared to students with a strong sense of
morality, those who were morally disengaged also
tended to be easily angered. In addition, they were
prone to thinking about revenge for past slights. These
feelings and thoughts just added to their propensity for
aggression. When the morally disengaged students did
act aggressively, they were not much bothered by
guilt. They also did not feel the need to make amends
for any harm they had caused. 

The flip side is that morally oriented thinking can
prevent many aggressive and antisocial acts. People
who take personal responsibility for their actions are
less likely to behave badly, even when provoked.
When such people have an aggressive impulse, one
way they keep themselves from acting on it is through
self-reproof. And if they occasionally fail to keep their
behavior in check, such people try to make amends to
those they have hurt. 

In these dangerous times, exploring ways to
promote a more humane society seems like a particu-
larly important use of social-cognitive theory. In
Bandura’s words, “At the social level, we need to
create control mechanisms so that social systems
support compassionate behavior rather than inhumane
activities.” 

HISTORICAL CONTEXT 
On an Emory University website devoted to

Bandura, there is a page that traces Bandura’s “profes-
sional genealogy” back through six previous generations
of psychologists. The line of descent goes like this:

• William James influenced

• James Rowland Angell at Harvard University,
who influenced

• John Watson at the University of Chicago, who
influenced

• Karl Spencer Lashley at Johns Hopkins
University, who influenced

• Carney Landis at the University of Minnesota,
who influenced

• Art Benton at Columbia University, who 
influenced

• Albert Bandura at the University of Iowa
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Although this is a lighthearted exercise, it has a
serious point: No scientist works in isolation. All
scientists, including Bandura, are heavily influenced
by the work of those who have gone before. In some
cases, Bandura built upon the ideas of his predeces-
sors. In other cases, he reacted against an idea by
proposing an alternative. 

Hull, Spence, and behaviorism 
At the time Bandura was in graduate school,

psychology was dominated by behaviorism, a theory
that holds that people can be conditioned to respond
in specific ways to specific stimuli. According to strict
behaviorism, people’s personalities are nothing more
than the sum total of the behaviors learned through
this conditioning process. Thus, with complete under-
standing of stimuli and responses, it should be possi-
ble to predict and control the behavior of individuals
and even entire cultures. 

One of the central concepts of behaviorism is rein-
forcement. Simply put, this is an event that strengthens
a behavior and makes it more likely to be repeated in
the future. Positive reinforcement produces pleasant
feelings, while negative reinforcement relieves unpleas-
ant feelings. Either way, the person feels better after
performing the behavior. Punishment, on the other
hand, is an event that decreases the likelihood that a
behavior will be repeated in the future. It produces this
effect by making the person feel worse after perform-
ing the behavior. Although punishment may make a
behavior less likely in the short term, it is usually not a
good way to get rid of a behavior permanently. In
general, its impact on behavior is not as powerful as that
of reinforcement. As the saying goes, you can catch
more flies with honey than with vinegar. 

In its purest form, behaviorism implies that
behavior is nothing more than a function of stimuli,
rewards, and punishments. By the 1930s and ’40s,
however, a number of experimental psychologists
were already starting to chafe at this notion. While
they still believed that external events were para-
mount, they also thought it was important to consider
internal states. Hull, a professor at Yale University,
was one of the most influential of these new-style
behaviorists. 

Hull did most of his research in white rats, rather
than humans. Like other behaviorists, he believed that
it was only logical to start by studying the simpler
stimuli and responses of lower animals. The informa-
tion gleaned from these animals could then be used to
understand complex human behaviors. Hull believed
that animals made responses in order to relieve an
internal drive. The responses themselves then became
stimuli, leading to more responses. This explained
how a rat presented with the stimulus of a maze could
make a whole series of responses to find its way to
food, which would reduce its hunger drive. 

Hull’s main contribution, however, was turning
attention onto the internal state of the animal while it
was learning. Other researchers built on this idea.
Among them was Kenneth Spence, who had studied
with Hull at Yale University. Spence believed that
reinforcement was not absolutely necessary for learn-
ing to occur. However, he still thought that reinforce-
ment was a very powerful motivator. Spence became
head of the psychology department at the University
of Iowa in 1942. When Bandura arrived there, Spence
was still the guiding force in the department, and the
University of Iowa was a major center of experimental
psychology. 

(Courtesy Thomson Gale.)
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Thus, Bandura was immersed in behaviorism as a
student. Right from the start, however, he was uncom-
fortable with some of its tenets. From the beginning of
his research career, Bandura argued against condition-
ing as the main method of learning new behaviors.
Instead, he argued for the importance of observational
learning and modeling. Of course, Bandura did not deny
that conditioning could occur, nor did he claim that
rewards and punishments were completely ineffective.
He simply suggested that the observation of models was
a more efficient way of learning in most situations. 

Bandura also stressed that, when reinforcement
had an effect, it was not a mindless process. In fact,
reinforcement worked by teaching people to expect
positive outcomes; in other words, by affecting the
way they thought about things. Therefore, while
behaviorism focused on outer stimuli and responses,
Bandura focused on the inner thinking that connected
the two. This was the cognitive part of his social-
cognitive theory. 

In addition, Bandura disagreed with the behavior-
ist focus on the control of human behavior through
outward rewards and punishments. Early on, he
emphasized the power of self-regulation. He believed
that people could control their own behavior by setting
personal standards and rewarding themselves for
meeting these self-imposed goals. Over time, this idea
evolved into the broader concept of human agency,
which holds that people can exercise some control
over the nature and quality of events around them. As
Bandura sees it, people are not just passive pawns of
their environment. On the contrary, they are active
directors of their own lives. 

Miller, Dollard, and social learning 
Miller and Dollard were also part of the group of

psychologists who had gathered at Yale in the 1930s
and ’40s and were influenced by Hull. Miller and
Dollard produced the first scholarly work on social
learning. As they saw it, social learning involved
habits, which were the associations between particular
stimuli and responses. These habits were built up by
way of a hierarchy of acquired drives. As an example,
say a boy was petting a dog, when the dog suddenly
attacked him. The boy would learn to avoid dogs
whenever possible in the future. Beyond that, though,
the boy would probably feel fear if a dog ran up to him
in the park. This learned fear, in turn, would be an
acquired drive that could itself lead to new behaviors
that reduced the fear. For example, the boy might learn
to always carry a stick for protection when walking
through the park. Or, the boy might learn to wear
headphones and play his favorite music. Of course, the

music would not do anything to protect him from the
dog, but it would reduce the acquired drive of fear. 

Miller and Dollard tried to use this concept of
acquired drives to show how a complex adult personal-
ity could be built up out of the simple drives and
responses of a baby. For example, if a baby is regularly
rewarded for smiling and cooing when being held and
fed, the baby may learn to be more socially active. Over
time, this could develop into an outgoing personality.
Miller and Dollard stressed that children’s personalities
were formed through social rewards. They also allowed
for inner drives and motivations. Yet ultimately, their
theory was still firmly rooted in conditioning. 

Bandura picked up where Miller and Dollard left
off. He, too, emphasized that children learn from
social situations. However, he suggested that rewards
were not necessary for this to occur. Bandura also
moved internal thought processes to center stage. For
Miller, Dollard, and the behaviorists before them, the
essence of personality was in people’s behavior. For
Bandura, it was in their thoughts and beliefs. 

Rotter and social learning 
Rotter was another graduate of the University of

Iowa, where he took classes with Lewin. However, he
had moved on before Bandura arrived. In 1954, Rotter
published Social Learning and Clinical Psychology,
in which he laid out his own theory of social learning.
Where Miller and Dollard’s work in this area had been
firmly grounded in conditioning and reinforcement,
Rotter’s work was a step further removed from behav-
iorism. Of course, this means it was also a step closer
to Bandura’s theory, which followed. In fact, Rotter’s
theory is often seen as a bridge between behaviorally
based social learning theories and Bandura’s cogni-
tively based ideas. 

Rotter believed that what we call personality is
really an interaction between a person and the environ-
ment. Personality does not exist within a person inde-
pendently of the environment in which that individual
lives. By the same token, though, personality also does
not consist of just a simple set of responses to stimuli.
Instead, the very nature of the environment that a
person responds to is affected by that individual’s past
learning experiences. To continue the earlier example,
say the person who had been attacked by a dog in the
past is walking with a friend when another dog
approaches. The first person will respond with fear.
However, if the friend has happy memories of a beloved
childhood pet, she will probably have an entirely differ-
ent response to the same dog. The difference in the two
individuals’ responses is based on their very different
set of expectations. 
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According to Rotter, the way people ultimately
act in a particular situation will be determined by two
things: outcome expectancy, or how strongly they
expect the behavior to have a positive result, and rein-
forcement value, or how much they value the expected
reward. In the 1960s, Rotter also began looking at
people’s expectations about whether they could affect
the rewards they received. Those who generally
expected that they could achieve desired rewards
through their own actions were said to have an inter-
nal locus of control. Those who believed that rewards
were due to fate or luck, and therefore out of their
hands, were said to have an external locus of control. 

Rotter thought that reinforcement had a big influ-
ence on human behavior. However, he also recognized
that people had long-lasting personal traits that were
quite important as well. He identified locus of control
as a trait that affected a whole range of behaviors in a
number of settings. Subsequent research has shown that
individuals do indeed seem to differ in locus of control,
and that this difference is relatively stable over time. 

It is easy to see the seeds of many of Bandura’s
ideas in Rotter’s work. Both men stressed that behav-
ior is the result of an interaction between the outer
world and the inner thoughts of an individual. In
particular, both men emphasized the importance of
outcome expectations. In addition, Bandura’s concept
of perceived self-efficacy bears a notable similarity to
Rotter’s locus of control. Each of these concepts deals
with people’s beliefs about their ability to get the
results they want through their own actions. 

Sears and childhood aggression 
At the time that Bandura began his career at

Stanford, Robert Sears was chairman of the psychol-
ogy department there. Sears was yet another member
of the group of psychologists who had been heavily
influenced by Hull at Yale, and who had gone on to
make their own mark in psychology. Sears was espe-
cially interested in studying child-rearing patterns. He
hoped to find observable behaviors that could be tied
to psychoanalytic concepts of personality develop-
ment. Psychoanalytic theory, originally developed by
Sigmund Freud, held that people’s behavior is often
the result of unconscious mental activity. According
to the theory, many adult emotional problems are the
result of unconscious conflicts that first arose during
critical stages of emotional development in childhood.

In an effort to find the childhood sources of
dependency and aggression, Sears compared chil-
dren’s personality traits to their mothers’ child-rearing
practices. There were some flaws in the way Sears
designed his study. For one thing, he relied on the

mothers’ self-reports of their practices, which may not
have been accurate. Nevertheless, Sears found that
more use of punishment by the mothers was related to
higher levels of both dependency and aggression in
the children. 

Sears was only one of many psychologists at the
time who were looking for a way to reconcile behavior-
ism, with its total focus on external behavior, and
psychoanalytic theory, with its opposite focus on inter-
nal experience. For example, Dollard and Miller had
also suggested that many emotional disorders might be
conditioned responses to parental punishments. This
idea received at least partial support in Sears’s research.

Like Sears, Bandura was interested in exploring
the childhood roots of aggressive behavior. However,
Sears believed that parents influenced their children to
become more aggressive through the use of punish-
ments. Bandura, on the other hand, stressed that
parents were role models for their children, who
learned to behave aggressively mainly by imitation. 

Television and aggression 
In the early 1960s, Bandura was just publishing

the results of his Bobo doll experiments. At about the
same time, television was in the midst of a great
boom. In 1945, there were probably fewer than 10,000
TV sets in the entire United States. By 1960, that
figure had soared to almost 60 million. Along with
TV’s explosive growth in popularity, there was also an
increase in criticism of the programs that were
offered. Critics accused the TV networks of promot-
ing antisocial and aggressive behavior by bringing a
steady stream of violence into American homes. 

As public debate began to heat up, researchers
started to look for links between televised violence
and the real thing. Bandura’s research on modeling
and aggression in children dovetailed nicely with this
trend. As with other behaviors, Bandura stressed that
merely observing violence and aggression on TV did
not necessarily translate into copying it. Yet some-
times it did, occasionally with tragic consequences.
As Bandura told Evans,

I draw the important distinction between the power
of the media to produce learning and its power to
affect action. The learning effects are rather uniform.
If children watch one hundred ways of killing people
hundreds of times they will learn one hundred ways
to kill people. But the effects on action are variable.
We need to explain the conditions under which
people are going to act on what they have learned.

A number of researchers have taken up this chal-
lenge. It has been estimated that more than 3,000
studies have now attempted to look for the links
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between televised and real-life violence. Nevertheless,
it is still unclear exactly how TV exerts its effects on
vulnerable individuals. In general, though, research
has shown that children who are exposed to TV
violence are more likely to behave aggressively. In
addition, they may become less sensitive to the pain
and suffering of others, and they may be more fearful
of the outside world. 

Humanistic psychology
Around the time that Bandura came on the scene,

other psychologists were starting to rebel against the
confines of strict behaviorism as well. In particular,
many were dissatisfied with behaviorism’s focus on
observable behavior. Instead, they preferred to focus
on inner experience, mental processes, and people’s
concept of self. In the 1960s, this led to the rise of the
humanistic movement in psychology. 

Humanists rejected the behaviorist view that
people’s behavior is nothing more than a set of
responses to environmental stimuli. They felt that this
took the humanity out of human behavior, reducing
people to the level of machines. At the same time,
humanists also rejected the psychoanalytic view that a
selfish desire for pleasure was at the heart of all
human behavior. Rather, the humanists emphasized
the innate potential of people and their ability to exer-
cise control over their own destinies. 

The self is a central concept in humanistic
psychology. Carl Rogers, one of the leaders of the
movement, believed that behavior problems were the
result of people’s failure to trust their own experience,
which led to a distorted view of the self. The goal of
therapy was to reduce this distortion by helping
people gain self-understanding and self-acceptance.
Abraham Maslow, another key figure in humanistic
psychology, wrote about people’s innate drive to
achieve self-actualization—a process of inner growth
in which they realized their potential. 

While not a humanistic psychologist, Bandura is
also very interested in the self. He has written about
something he calls the self-system—a set of cognitive
processes that people use to perceive, evaluate, and
control their own behavior. This self-system allows
people to adapt their behavior so that it is appropriate
for the situation at hand and effective for helping them
achieve their goals. 

Cognitive psychology
Another movement in psychology undoubtedly

played a big role in shaping Bandura’s opinions. In the
1950s, cognitive psychology began moving to the 

forefront of research and theory. This branch of psychol-
ogy sees human perception and thought processes as
being central to the human experience. Cognitive, or
thought, processes can involve language, symbols, or
imagery. Such processes include perceiving, recogniz-
ing, evaluating, imagining, and remembering informa-
tion. They are essential for attention, reasoning, 
planning, problem solving, and decision making. 

There are several reasons why cognitive psychol-
ogy became so popular in the mid-twentieth century.
One was the growing dissatisfaction with behavior-
ism. Another was the advent of modern linguistics,
which shed new light on how people learn and use
language. Yet another was the birth of computer
science, which led scientists to ponder the difference
between human thought and machine “intelligence.”
Around the same time, developmental psychologists
such as Jean Piaget aroused new interest in the way
human mental abilities unfold as children mature.
Meanwhile, innovative research on verbal learning
and memory gave rise to fresh insights about how
memory works. 

All of these developments helped focus attention
on the crucial role of thought processes. Of course, such
processes are at the core of Bandura’s ideas about how
people learn and function. In fact, he renamed his
theory social-cognitive theory to emphasize that very
point. As Bandura wrote in Social Foundations of
Thought and Action: “A theory that denies that thoughts
can regulate actions does not lend itself readily to the
explanation of complex human behavior.” 

CRITICAL RESPONSE 
Bandura’s ideas have met with wide acceptance

and have been very influential. Like any strong leader,
Bandura has inspired many followers. However, he
has also attracted his share of challengers and critics.
In fact, it is largely through give-and-take with
colleagues and competitors that scientific theories
such as Bandura’s are refined over the years. 

Newer cognitive approaches 
As its name implies, social-cognitive theory is at

its best when it comes to describing social and cogni-
tive factors. It does a particularly good job of explain-
ing the social situations in which complex behaviors
are learned and the cognitive processes by which
people decide whether or not to imitate those behav-
iors. Bandura and his followers argue that cognitive
processes are especially important to study and 
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understand, because they capture the very essence of
what it means to be human. 

Social-cognitive theory arose as a reaction to
behaviorism and, to a lesser extent, psychoanalytic
theory. Bandura was very successful at breaking free
from these earlier viewpoints. Yet critics argue that the
pendulum may have swung too far in the opposite
direction. Some claim that social-cognitive theory goes
too far in downplaying the role of reinforcement and
conditioning in affecting behavior. Others complain
that the theory ignores the emotional and unconscious
aspects of personality. 

Still other critics fault social-cognitive theory for
oversimplifying cognition as well. In recent decades,
cognitive psychology has been strongly influenced by
technological advances in both computer science and
neuroscience. This combination of cognitive psychol-
ogy and neuroscience has given birth to a brand-new
field: cognitive neuroscience. The hybrid field attempts
to unite the study of the mind with the study of the
brain. It looks at both psychological and physiological
aspects of memory, sensation, perception, problem
solving, language, motor functions, and thought. There
is even a subspecialty called social-cognitive neuro-
science, which looks specifically at the mind/brain
processes involved in social learning and interpersonal
communication. 

There are several reasons why cognitive neuro-
science has taken off so quickly. One is the develop-
ment of sophisticated brain imaging techniques, such
as positron emission tomography (PET) and functional
magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI). These techniques
allow scientists to peer into the human brain and
observe it in action as never before. For the first time,
the goal of identifying specific brain pathways linked
to particular thoughts, feelings, and behaviors seems
more like science than science fiction. It is little
wonder that scientists are excited. Today, many are
trying to develop psychological models of thought
processes that are consistent with what is known about
the structure and function of the nervous system. 

It could be argued that a cognitive theory without
a solid foundation in neuroscience is a bit old-fash-
ioned in this high-tech age. Yet cognitive neuroscience
is still in its infancy, and research has a long way to go
before it comes close to fully describing how a
thought is formed or how memory is stored. Even if it
becomes possible someday to break down a single
thought into a detailed series of connections within the
brain, however, this still would not explain how the
overall system of connections works. More impor-
tantly, it would not show how that system translates
into thought, emotion, or individual personality. 

Defining the terms 
Another point raised by some critics is that

Bandura’s concepts are not as precisely defined as
they could be. As a result, there is some room for
ambiguity. While this might be fine in everyday life, it
is a serious problem in science, where the goal is to be
as precise and accurate as possible. 

In an article in American Psychologist, William
Powers outlined concerns about Bandura’s use of the
word “belief” in a variety of contexts:

Bandura spoke of belief in ways that sometimes seem
to mean a kind of goal (as in a belief that one is justi-
fied in setting high goals), at other times seem to
describe perceptions (beliefs about one’s actual
effectiveness in achieving a given goal), and at still
others suggest imagination (rehearsing or imagining
achieving a goal without actually behaving.

Powers noted that the role played by a belief in affect-
ing behavior would be different, depending on which
of these meanings was intended. 

Critics have also charged that some of Bandura’s
terms are just new labels given to existing concepts.
For example, Bandura’s self-efficacy is similar to
Rotter’s locus of control. Not surprisingly, research
has indicated that there is some overlap between the
two concepts, based on statistical comparisons of
people’s scores on tests of both. 

However, this does not mean the two concepts are
identical. In a 1991 article, Bandura explained the
difference this way:

Perceived self-efficacy is concerned with people’s
beliefs about their capabilities to organize and
execute designated courses of action. Locus of
control refers to people’s beliefs that outcomes are
dependent on their actions or are the result of chance,
fate, or luck. Beliefs about whether one can produce
certain performances cannot, by any stretch of the
imagination, be considered the same as beliefs about
whether actions affect outcomes.

Bandura’s focus on outcome expectations is also
similar to Rotter’s outcome expectancy and reinforce-
ment value. In a 2003 article with Edwin Locke,
Bandura explained the difference as he sees it:

In expectancy-value theory, motivation is governed by
the expectation that given performances will produce
particular outcomes and the value individuals place on
the expected outcomes. However, people act on their
beliefs about what they can do as well as their beliefs
about the likely outcomes of performance.

Bandura notes that people may rule out behaviors on
self-efficacy grounds without bothering to think about
the expected costs and benefits. For example, a
student who sees himself as having low math self-effi-
cacy might rule out signing up for an advanced math
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class before even considering how much work the
class would require or whether it would help him get
into college. 

Power of self-efficacy 
None of Bandura’s ideas has had broader appeal

than the concept of self-efficacy. A search of
PsycINFO database, the APA’s bibliographic listing of
the psychological literature, found 3,453 journal arti-
cles with “self-efficacy” as the subject published from
1974 through 2003. Dozens of questionnaires for
assessing specific kinds of self-efficacy have been
developed for use in such studies. The particular types
of beliefs that researchers have tried to study include
self-efficacy for academic achievement, alcohol absti-
nence, arthritis self-care, chronic disease management,
computer use, controlling eating habits, diabetes 
self-care, dissertation completion, drinking refusal,
driving, foreign language learning, exercise, Internet
teaching, leisure time skills, mathematics, meeting
others’ expectations, occupational skills, problem
solving, science laboratory skills, self-assertiveness,
self-directed learning, social interactions, teaching, and
writing, to name just a few. 

As with any concept that is so widely used, the
results have varied in their nature and quality.
However, a substantial literature now exists on the role
of self-efficacy beliefs in educational and occupa-
tional success. Numerous studies have also looked at
the importance of perceived self-efficacy in determin-
ing whether people adopt healthy behaviors and how
well they manage the symptoms of chronic illness
when it occurs. Beyond this, Bandura has also
discussed the collective efficacy of groups. 

One key question is whether self-efficacy beliefs
really have as much impact on behavior as Bandura
claims. Bandura makes a strong case that they do. In a
2003 article, he points out that this question has now
been addressed using a wide variety of study designs
and statistical techniques. Nine large meta-analyses—
statistical analyses that combine the results of several
studies—have also been done. These meta-analyses
looked at diverse topics, including self-efficacy for work
performance, social functioning, academic achievement,
and sports performance. They involved children,
teenagers, and adults. Some included laboratory studies
where self-efficacy beliefs were altered experimentally,
while others included studies of self-efficacy in real life.
Two meta-analyses looked at the perceived efficacy of
groups of people working together. 

Bandura sums up the findings this way: “The
evidence from these meta-analyses is consistent in
showing that efficacy beliefs contribute significantly to

the level of motivation and performance.” Studies have
shown that groups of people with different levels of
perceived self-efficacy tend to behave differently. In
addition, studies have shown that it is often possible to
predict behavior changes within individuals as their
self-efficacy beliefs change over time. The fact that so
many different kinds of studies using different designs
have found evidence for the power of self-efficacy
makes Bandura’s claims that much more convincing. 

Of course, not every study has yielded positive
results. Also, critics have noted that many of the
studies that found a positive link between self-efficacy
beliefs and behavior had a correlational design. This
type of study can show the degree of association
between two variables, but it cannot show whether one
caused the other. Some studies with experimental
designs, which do indicate a causal effect, have found
support for Bandura’s theory. However, others have
not, and a few have even found that high perceived
self-efficacy was related to worse, not better, perform-
ance on a task. Overall, however, the research seems
to support the usefulness of self-efficacy beliefs. 

Accuracy of self-beliefs 
Bandura has argued that it may be most helpful if

people’s judgments of their own efficacy slightly
exceed their current ability level. This slight overesti-
mation may push people to increase their effort and ulti-
mately improve their skills. However, it seems likely
that there is a point where confidence becomes over-
confidence, and it starts to hurt rather than help people’s
performance. Such overconfidence might push people
to keep setting unrealistic goals and attempting tasks
for which they are completely unprepared. This kind of
mismatch between people’s beliefs and their true ability
is almost certain to lead to failure. One issue that
researchers still need to clarify, then, is the point where
high self-efficacy beliefs become too high. 

This is a real concern for managers, teachers,
therapists, and others who are interested in helping
people develop useful self-efficacy beliefs. Few
experts would suggest devising programs or therapies
specifically to lower people’s sense of self-efficacy.
However, it may be just as bad to try to overinflate
people’s notions of what they can do. A better alterna-
tive may be to help people understand exactly what
they do and do not know, so that they can more effec-
tively choose how to approach a particular task. 

While some people tend to overestimate their
own efficacy, others are prone to underestimation.
One well-known example is the difference between
male and female students. Girls, on average, perform
as well as boys on a variety of academic tasks.
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However, girls often see themselves as less academi-
cally capable, and this gap just widens the longer they
are in school. This belief may translate into choosing
less challenging classes, ruling out areas of study
without even trying them, putting less effort in
excelling, or giving up too quickly when problems
arise. Therefore, it is clearly just as important for
teachers and others to provide a reality check when
self-beliefs are too low as when they are too high. 

Self-efficacy and explanatory style 
Cognitive psychology continues to evolve. As

already noted, one research-oriented branch has
merged with neuroscience. Another branch, with
closer ties to clinical practice, has turned its attention
to the cognitive styles that characterize different
people. Explanatory style is the name usually given to
the set of cognitive variables that describe how a
person habitually interprets the events in his or her
life. One example of an explanatory style is optimism
versus pessimism. Although optimism is different
from high perceived self-efficacy, the two concepts
have some features in common. 

Martin Seligman has been a leading figure in this
area. In the 1960s and ’70s, he conducted studies in
which he showed how animals could develop learned
helplessness. In a classic set of experiments, Seligman
gave unpleasant electric shocks to dogs, who were
restrained so that they could not avoid or escape the
shocks. Later, the restraints were removed, and the
dogs were given shocks again. The dogs tended to stay
in place and suffer the consequences, even though
they could have easily escaped. It was as if the dogs
had given up trying to help themselves. Research with
people has shown similar results. If people learn that
they have no control over their situation, they tend to
stop trying to accomplish much, even when it might
be within their power. Over time, this can lead to
depression, stress, and apathy. 

More recently, Seligman has written about learned
optimism and pessimism. As Seligman describes them,
pessimists tend to believe that bad events will last a long
time, undermining whatever they do. They also think
that these bad events are their own fault. Optimists, in
contrast, have the opposite reaction when faced with the
same hard knocks. They tend to see problems as just
temporary setbacks with limited effects. They also
believe the problems are not their fault. Instead, the
problems are blamed on circumstances, bad luck, or
other people—not their own lack of capability. When
faced with a tough situation, optimists see it as a chal-
lenge and redouble their efforts to succeed. 

Seligman’s is only one of several theories that
look at how people explain successes and failures.
These theories, like Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy,
attempt to show what motivates people to act.
However, explanatory styles, such as optimism or
pessimism, tend to be generalized, affecting all areas
of life. Self-efficacy beliefs, on the other hand, tend to
be specific. It is quite possible for a person to see
herself as high in athletic self-efficacy but low in
academic self-efficacy, for instance. Yet that same
person may also have a general tendency to be an opti-
mist or pessimist in most situations most of the time. 

Self-efficacy at work 
A number of studies have looked at the way self-

efficacy beliefs influence people’s choice of career.
This research has shed light on how perceived self-
efficacy affect decision-making in general. In a 2003
article with Locke, Bandura summed up the findings
this way:

The findings of this substantial body of research
showed that the higher the perceived self-efficacy to
fulfill educational requirements and occupational
roles is, the wider are the career options people seri-
ously consider pursuing, the greater is the interest
they have in them, the better they prepare themselves
educationally for different occupational careers, and
the greater is their staying power in challenging
career pursuits.

Occupational self-efficacy may actually become
an issue long before people apply for their first job.
That is because students’ beliefs about their job capa-
bilities and preferences are formed at an early age,
based on studies that have looked at this subject. In
one study by Bandura and his colleagues, information
was gathered about a group of students when they
entered junior high school. The combination of self-
efficacy beliefs and social factors at that time
predicted the kinds of career goals that the same
students had by the end of junior high. This, in turn,
might have affected whether the students took the
classes they needed in order to reach their goals. 

Bandura has noted that the modern workplace is
demanding ever-greater self-efficacy of its workers.
The highly skilled nature of many jobs today means
that people must take the necessary steps to train for
their careers. The fast pace of change and the constant
flood of new information means that workers must
take an active role to keep their skills up-to-date.
Rather than settling into one job for life, most workers
also need the ability to adapt to various jobs and work
settings over the course of their careers. 

Bandura says that collective self-efficacy is
important for modern companies, too. Companies
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have to adapt to a rapidly changing global market-
place. They need to keep up with the latest technolo-
gies as well. A sense of self-efficacy as a group may
be a key ingredient of long-term success, if it allows
the company to successfully adapt and innovate. 

Self-efficacy at school 
In a knowledge-based society, school is more

important than ever before. According to self-efficacy
theory, the beliefs that students hold about themselves
are vital factors in their success or failure at school.
Such beliefs may influence why students pick some
classes and activities and avoid others. Self-efficacy
beliefs also may affect whether students make the
necessary effort to succeed. In addition, differences in
self-efficacy beliefs may explain why some students
are enthusiastic and confident, while others who are
equally talented are filled with dread and panic when-
ever they have to give a presentation or take a test. 

Several studies have now looked at perceived
self-efficacy in math and science. Not surprisingly, the
studies have shown that college students tend to
choose college majors and career fields in which they
feel most competent, and to avoid fields in which they
feel less competent. In many cases, young women
avoid math and science courses not because they lack
competence, but because they underestimate their own
capabilities in this area. This is a loss not only for the
young women, but also for society as a whole, which
needs more math- and science-trained workers. 

A second group of studies have shown that teach-
ers’ beliefs about their own efficacy affect how and
what they teach. This, in turn, affects what students
learn in their classes. Teachers with a low sense of
self-efficacy also tend to take a dim view of their
students’ motivation. The teachers focus on rigid
control of the students’ classroom behavior, and they
try to use rewards and punishments to get students to
study. In contrast, teachers with a high sense of self-
efficacy create opportunities for success. They know
that past successes strengthen the belief that future
success is possible, which may encourage students to
do what it takes to succeed. 

A third line of research has shown that academic
self-efficacy beliefs are associated with several other
aspects of motivation. These include observation
learning from role models, explanatory style, goal
setting, and self-esteem. Self-efficacy beliefs also
seem to be related to actual improvements in school
performance. The beliefs may have this effect by
influencing the amount of effort students put into their
schoolwork and the degree to which they stick with it,
even when problems arise. 

Self-efficacy and health 
A large body of research has also looked at the

relationship between self-efficacy beliefs and health.
In healthy people, a strong sense of self-efficacy can
help them adopt a lifestyle that promotes wellness and
prevents disease. In people with a chronic illness, self-
efficacy beliefs can help them manage pain and other
symptoms, reduce the stress associated with being ill,
and improve their overall quality of life. 

In a 2002 article, Bandura explained the benefits
for health promotion and disease prevention: “By
managing their health habits, people can live longer,
healthier, and slow the process of aging. To stay
healthy, people should exercise, refrain from smoking,
reduce the amount of dietary fat, keep blood pressure
down, and develop effective ways of coping with
stressors.” Of course, most people know about the
benefits of healthy lifestyle habits. Turning that
knowledge into action is not always easy, though.
High perceived self-efficacy helps people have the
confidence to make needed changes and the determi-
nation to stick with them. 

One interesting line of research has looked at
public health messages that are aimed at getting
people to make healthy lifestyle changes. There are
several possible approaches: giving people factual
information, instilling fear, changing people’s percep-
tion of the risks involved, or enhancing people’s
perceived self-efficacy. Research has shown that the
most effective messages increase people’s belief that
they have some control over their own health. Scare
tactics, on the other hand, do not seem to work as well.

Self-efficacy beliefs also may affect health by
influencing how people respond to potentially stressful
situations. When someone is faced with a threat—real
or imagined, psychological or physical—the threat sets
off an alarm in the person’s brain, which reacts by
preparing the body for defensive action. The pulse
quickens, breathing deepens, the senses become
sharper, and the muscles tense as the person prepares
to fight or flee. In a real emergency, this physiological
stress response can be a literal lifesaver. If the response
continues over a long period of time, however, it can
take a toll on the body, increasing the risk of depres-
sion, heart attack, stroke, various aches and pains, and
perhaps even cancer. This kind of chronic stress can
occur when people have trouble coping with long-term
pressures, such as family conflicts, work or school
demands, money problems, and the like. 

Social-cognitive theory views stress as the result
of a perceived inability to have any control over a
threatening situation. If people believe they can deal
effectively with a situation, it does not lead to stress. It
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is only when people believe they cannot control an
unpleasant situation that they get stressed out by it.
Therefore, the higher people’s sense of self-efficacy,
the less stress they are likely to feel, and fewer stress-
related medical problems they are apt to develop. 

For people who are already ill, a strong sense of
self-efficacy can help them better manage their symp-
toms and stick to their treatment plan. Studies have
shown benefits from perceived self-efficacy in a wide
range of medical situations, such as recovering from a
heart attack, coping with cancer, taking medication as
prescribed, sticking to a rehabilitation program, reduc-
ing cholesterol in the diet, controlling arthritis pain,
managing diabetes, and eliminating muscle tension
headaches. 

Such benefits are particularly relevant today,
when the burden of chronic disease is heavier than at
any other time in history. People are living longer than
ever, but this also means that more people are devel-
oping age-related chronic illnesses, such as heart
disease, osteoarthritis, type 2 diabetes, and cancer.
These illnesses are among the most common and
costly—but also most preventable—of all medical
conditions. 

According to the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, chronic diseases now cause major limita-
tions in activity for more than one out of every 10
Americans. They also account for more than 75% of
all medical care costs in the United States. Anything
that can reduce this burden is tremendously helpful to
individual patients, their families, and society at large.
High perceived self-efficacy is one factor that seems to
help, both by promoting health and by giving people
the confidence they need to cope with a disease. 

Collective self-efficacy 
Individuals are not the only people who hold

beliefs about their own efficacy. Organizations,
companies, and even whole nations have beliefs about
what they can and cannot achieve when their members
work together. These beliefs can profoundly impact
current actions and future success of the groups. As
Bandura wrote in Self-Efficacy in Changing Societies:

People’s beliefs in their collective efficacy influence
the type of social future they seek to achieve, how
much effort they put into it, and their endurance when
collective efforts fail to produce quick results. The
stronger they believe in their capabilities to effect
social change the more actively they engage in collec-
tive efforts to alter national policies and practices.

Bandura argues that many aspects of modern life
serve to undermine people’s sense of collective self-
efficacy. At the national level, a nation’s economic and

political welfare are often directly affected by events
halfway around the world. Unfortunately, it is hard for
people to feel they have much control over events that
occur so far away. Closer to home, the social structure
of modern society can also frustrate people’s efforts to
act as a group. Government is organized by bureau-
cracy, and large corporations are complex mazes of
subsidiaries, divisions, and departments. It can be
daunting to try to bring about change in such complex
social settings, and many people simply give up. 

However, even in today’s world, it is still possible
to make a difference through group effort. According
to Bandura:

People who have a sense of collective efficacy will
mobilize their efforts and resources to cope with
external obstacles to the changes they seek. But those
convinced of their collective powerlessness will
cease trying even though changes are attainable
through perseverant collective action.

THEORIES IN ACTION 
Bandura’s social-cognitive theory has inspired a

vast body of research as well as a large number of
practical applications. More than 40 years after
Bandura’s work on social-cognitive theory, it is still
giving rise to lively debates, active research programs,
and innovative treatment approaches. 

Research 
Bandura first became known for the clever design

of his Bobo doll experiments. His theorizing has
remained firmly grounded in research ever since. Over
the years, Bandura has published more than 240 journal
articles and book chapters, many of which describe
original research. In addition, Bandura’s concepts have
attracted hundreds of other researchers as well. 

As of 2004, an Emory University website devoted
to self-efficacy theory listed 83 researchers in the field
of educational self-efficacy alone. Even more impres-
sive, it listed 344 graduate students currently conduct-
ing self-efficacy research. Their research projects
involved self-efficacy beliefs as they related to a wide
range of topics, including academics, career, collective
action, computers and technology, creativity, gifted
education, language arts and literacy, leisure activities,
health, mathematics and science, music, motivation,
organizations and business, social and psychological
issues, special education, spirituality, sports and 
exercise, and teaching. 

The whole scope of this research would be impos-
sible to cover here. However, a few representative
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studies are described below. These studies provide a
small glimpse of the kinds of studies that are currently
being done on self-efficacy and social-cognitive theory. 

Study of occupational self-efficacy Bandura and his
followers claim that self-efficacy beliefs have a big
effect on how people actually do their jobs. Some of
the strongest evidence for this effect comes from
studies in which people’s opinions of their own abili-
ties are artificially raised or lowered. For example, in
a study published in the Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology in 1991, Bandura and a colleague
presented 60 graduate business students with a
computer simulation of a furniture-making business.
In the simulation, students were asked to play the role
of manager and make decisions based on information
about the manufacturing process, weekly orders, and
available employees. The goal of the activity was to
use goal setting, feedback, and social rewards to moti-
vate the “employees” and maximize production. 

The students were told that they would get feed-
back about how well they were doing at certain points
in the activity. Their score was displayed on the
computer screen along with another score that was
supposedly the average earned by other participants in
the study. The students’ own scores were based on
their actual performance, but the comparison scores
were bogus. Compared to the students’ scores, the
comparison scores were preprogrammed to be either
consistently similar, consistently lower, gradually
lower, or gradually higher. During the simulation, the
students were also asked to respond to computerized
surveys about their self-beliefs. 

When students were led to believe that they had
gradually surpassed the comparison group, they
reported an increase in their perceived self-efficacy.
They also outperformed the students in the other groups.
Within the simulation, they showed improvements in
using efficient thinking strategies, setting challenging
goals, and having positive emotional self-reactions to
their own performance. In contrast, when students were
led to believe that they had gradually fallen behind the
comparison group, their actual performance suffered.
Just changing how these students viewed their abilities
seemed to alter their behavior in a way that could spell
the difference between business success and failure in
the real world.

Study of educational self-efficacy Self-efficacy has
also been studied in schools. In one study published in
the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology in
1999, Bandura and his Italian colleagues looked at
282 children from two middle schools near Rome.

The children were asked to fill out several question-
naires that assessed their perceived self-efficacy,
depression, and other factors. Teachers and other
students also rated the children’s behavior and depres-
sion, and the children’s academic performance was
graded by their teachers. One to two years later, the
children’s depression was assessed again. 

The researchers found that children with a low
sense of their own academic and social efficacy were
more prone to depression than those with a high sense.
This was true at the time depression was first assessed,
and it was still true one to two years later. In the short
run, the children’s depression seemed to be related
mainly to their perceived lack of academic ability. In the
long run, low perceived self-efficacy seemed to keep the
depression going by way of poor academic achievement
and behavior problems, such as aggressiveness, hyper-
activity, anxiety, and withdrawal. A perceived lack of
social skills also had an impact on depression, but the
effect was stronger in girls than in boys. 

On the other hand, children with a strong belief in
their own abilities benefited in several ways. They were
able to better manage their schoolwork, which led to
higher grades. They also had good social skills and few
behavior problems. When it comes to school, Bandura
says that a strong sense of self-efficacy can motivate
students to do their best and help them bounce back
from occasional disappointments. It also seems to help
protect them from developing depression. 

Study of health self-efficacy One way in which self-
efficacy beliefs are thought to affect physical health is
by helping people take good care of themselves. When
people with high perceived self-efficacy do become
ill, they are better equipped to cope with their symp-
toms, which can reduce their stress and suffering in
the short term. If the disease lasts for the long term,
strong self-management skills can also help people
feel better, maintain a more active lifestyle, and stick
to their treatment plan. Over time, this kind of self-
care may also help halt or slow the worsening of their
disease and perhaps ward off serious complications. 

For the past two decades, Kate Lorig and her
colleagues at the Stanford University School of
Medicine have been studying the effects of a patient
education program for people with arthritis and other
chronic illnesses. Lorig’s program is based on self-
management education. Rather than simply providing
people with facts, it teaches them problem-solving
skills. The underlying concept is that teaching people to
cope with common disease-related problems enhances
their sense of self-efficacy. This, in turn, improves their
ability to adapt to the disease effectively. 
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Research has shown that Lorig’s self-management
program leads to better medical outcomes than ones
that simply provide information. For example, Lorig’s
program has been shown to improve pain control in
people with arthritis, enhance blood glucose control in
people with diabetes, and reduce disability in people
with a range of medical conditions. Some studies have
also found that the program can reduce medical costs. 

Empowerment programs Thousands of studies have
now shown the many benefits of high perceived self-
efficacy in a wide range of situations. The studies, in
turn, have spurred the development of both individual
therapies and group programs aimed at helping people
get a more accurate sense of their own abilities. In one
way or another, many of these approaches center
around empowerment. In other words, the goal is to
help participants become aware of their power to have
some control over the environment and other people as
well as to accomplish what they need to do. Of course,
these ideas are also at the heart of Bandura’s social-
cognitive theory, including his concept of self-efficacy. 

Employees can be empowered to take responsi-
bility for their personal work. In the same way,
students can be empowered to take charge of their
own learning, based on guidance from their teachers.
And medical patients can be empowered to accept
responsibility for managing their own conditions and
solving their own problems, based on information
from their doctors. One implication of this approach is
that people are active players in their own lives. 

Programs designed to increase empowerment
help people improve their problem-solving and deci-
sion-making skills. However, they also help people
develop the sense of self-efficacy they need in order to
put these skills to good use. Lorig’s chronic disease
self-management program is an excellent example of
a research-based empowerment program. It is also a
prime example of Bandura’s ideas about human
agency and self-efficacy put into practical use. 

Modeling therapy Bandura’s theories have also
been applied to individual therapy. The best-known
example is modeling therapy, in which someone with
a psychological disorder is given a chance to observe
a model cope with the same issues in a healthy way. In
particular, this idea has been used for the treatment of
phobias, or irrationally intense fears. With modeling
therapy, the client is given a chance to watch a model
interact with the feared object. 

Bandura’s early research in this area involved
people with an irrationally strong fear of snakes. The
client would look through a window into a laboratory

room. In that room, there would be a chair and a table,
on which sat a latched cage containing a clearly visible
snake. The client would then observe the person who
was serving as a model slowly approach the snake. The
model would act terrified at first, but then appear to
pull himself together and start over. Eventually, the
model would reach the point where he could open the
cage, remove the snake, sit down in the chair, and
drape the snake around his neck. All the while, the
model would be giving himself calming instructions. 

After the client had observed all this, he would be
invited to try it himself. The client would be aware
that the model was an actor, not a person with a true
phobia. Nevertheless, just seeing someone go through
the motions of overcoming a phobia was very power-
ful. Many clients were able to imitate the whole
routine after watching the model. 

One drawback to this approach is its complexity. It
requires not only a therapist, but also an actor, props, and
two rooms with a window between them. To simplify
the process, Bandura and his students have tested
versions of the therapy using recordings of actors. They
have also tried having therapists guide clients through
the process in their imagination. These methods proved
to be almost as effective as using live models. 

Research on media violence Bandura’s early work
on observational learning helped inspire a host of
studies on the influence of media violence. This
continues to be a timely topic. Studies have shown that
even children’s television shows contain about 20
violent acts each hour. It comes as no surprise, then,
that children who watch a lot of TV tend to think of
the world as a scary and dangerous place. 

Research has shown that children tend to behave
differently after watching violent programs on televi-
sion. Specifically, children who have watched violent
shows are more likely to strike out at playmates,
argue, and disobey authority figures than those who
have watched nonviolent programs. Children are also
less willing to wait patiently for things after viewing
TV violence. 

In addition, long-term research by Leonard Eron
and his colleagues suggests that the effects of televi-
sion violence may be quite lasting. The researchers
found that children who watched hour after hour of TV
violence while in elementary school tended to act more
aggressively as teenagers. They also were more likely
to be arrested and tried for criminal acts as adults. 

Findings such as these helped spur the develop-
ment of the V-chip, technology that lets parents block
television programming they do not want their 
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children to see. Most TV shows are now given a
rating, which is encoded into the program. The V-chip
technology reads this rating and blocks the TV set
from showing programs that do not meet whatever
rating standards have been selected by the parents. As
of January 1, 2000, the Federal Communications
Commission required all new television sets 13 inches
(33 cm) or larger that are sold in the United States to
contain V-chip technology. 

While the V-chip is helpful, it is far from a
complete solution to the problem. Not every parent

chooses to use the technology. In addition, violence is
also depicted in movies as well as video and computer
games. There are still plenty of opportunities for chil-
dren to learn violent and aggressive behavior by
watching role models in the media. 

Research on positive media effects If media images
are so powerful, why not put them to good use? That
is the question asked by other researchers who have
tried to use media role models to teach positive 
behaviors. Using social learning principles, these
researchers have developed long-running television
and radio series that have aired around the world. The
series have been aimed at social goals such as reduc-
ing the spread of HIV, slowing population growth,
preventing unwanted pregnancies, encouraging liter-
acy, and empowering women. 

The programs depict likable characters whose
positive actions bring about good results. There are
also unsavory villains whose negative actions have the
opposite effect. In addition, there are role models who
start out behaving badly, but who gradually adopt
more positive behavior as the show goes on. The aim
is to teach by showing the consequences of positive
behavior rather than by lecturing viewers about them.
The programs also give viewers information about
where to turn for real-world help if they need it. 

Research indicates that such “entertainment-
education” programs may really make a difference. 
For example, an organization called Population
Communications International airs television and radio
programs in countries such as China, India, Kenya,
Mexico, and Peru. The organization also conducts
controlled studies to track changes in audience behav-
ior. In Mexico and Kenya, dramas revolving around
family planning were associated with real-life increases
in new users of contraception. In Tanzania, a drama
about the spread of HIV was associated with a real-
world drop in number of sex partners. 

Bandura says that such results should teach
psychology a lesson. In a 2002 article in Monitor on
Psychology, Bandura was quoted as saying, “The
problem we have in psychology is that we don’t profit
from our successes. We construct theories and clarify
how they produce their effects, but we lack implemen-
tation models for translating theory into effective
practice.” When people do find creative ways to put
theory into practice, however, it is clear that the results
are often well worth the effort. 

Case studies 
Bandura is known mainly as a theorist and

researcher. However, he sometimes uses anecdotes to

CHRONOLOGY
1925: Born on December 4, 1925, in Mundare,

Alberta, Canada. 

1949: Receives a bachelor’s degree from the
University of British Columbia. 

1952: Receives a PhD in clinical psychology from the
University of Iowa. Married Virginia Varns. 

1953: Takes a job as a psychology instructor at
Stanford University.

1954: Birth of his daughter Mary. 

1958: Birth of his daughter Carol. 

1959: Publishes his first book, Adolescent
Aggression, with Richard Walters. 

1963: Publishes Social Learning and Personality
Development, which summarized his research on
observational learning and the Bobo doll experi-
ments. 

1964: Becomes a full professor at Stanford. 

1977: Publishes Social Learning Theory, which
aroused interest in social learning and modeling. 

1974: Serves as president of the American
Psychological Association. 

1986: Publishes Social Foundations of Thought and
Action: A Social Cognitive Theory, which de-
scribed his social-cognitive theory of human 
functioning. 

1997: Publishes Self-Efficacy: The Exercise of
Control, which set forth his ideas about self-
efficacy beliefs. 
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illustrate key points in his theories. For example, to
illustrate the difference between learning a behavior by
observation and actually imitating it, Bandura recalled
a boy who took part in the Bobo doll experiments:

There was this one child who had watched the modeled
aggression on film. In the experimental room, where
the children were tested for how much aggression they
would show spontaneously, he displayed very little
aggression. When I was walking back to the nursery
school with him, he said, ‘You know, I saw a cartoon
with Rocky, and Rocky sat on the Bobo doll and he
punched it in the nose.’ He ran off the entire aggressive
repertoire. . .What a striking demonstration of the
difference between learning and performance!

Fortunate events and chance encounters In addi-
tion, there is one area of interest in which Bandura has
relied more heavily than usual on anecdotal evidence:
the relationship between personal behavior and 

fortunate life events. Like so many other people,
Bandura has noticed that fortunate events and chance
encounters—such as signing up for his first psychology
class because it fit his schedule or meeting his wife
while golfing—have sometimes changed the whole
course of his life. 

Bandura also told of one incident in which he was
delivering an address about the psychology of chance
encounters and life paths. A man entering the lecture
hall as it was rapidly filling up grabbed an empty seat.
He wound up sitting next to the woman he would later
marry—a life-altering chance encounter that took
place at a lecture devoted to that very topic. 

Bandura has suggested that fortunate events are
just one more example of the environmental forces
that interact with personal and behavioral factors to
shape people’s lives. As such, he says the influence of

FURTHER ANALYSIS:
Personality theories 

Why does one child who watches a violent cartoon
hit a playmate afterward, while another plays peace-
fully? Why does one teenager abuse drugs and alcohol,
while another chooses a healthier lifestyle? Why does
one employee stay motivated to succeed, while another
falls prey to apathy and self-doubt? These are some of
the kinds of questions addressed by personality
psychology. 

Bandura’s social-cognitive theory is one example
of a personality theory, which attempts to explain what
makes people who they are. This type of theory also
explores how and why individuals differ from one
another. Over the years, a host of different theories have
focused on various aspects of personality, including:

• Social dimension—People’s ongoing interaction
and communication with other individuals 
around them.

• Cognitive dimension—The way that people think
about and actively interpret events in the outside
world.

• Ego forces—The conscious part of personality
that embodies a person’s sense of identity or self.

• Unconscious forces—The part of personality that
is not in moment-to-moment awareness, but is
still influential.

• Traits, abilities, and skills—The unique set of
predispositions and capabilities that a person
possesses.

• Conditioning and learning—The way people’s
behavior is shaped by their experiences and the
world.

• Biological dimension—The unique genetic,
anatomical, and physiological makeup of an indi-
vidual.

• Spiritual dimension—People’s inward sense of
connection to a higher power or meaning that
transcends the individual.

Research in this area ranges from laboratory
studies of the genetic and biological bases of individ-
ual differences to field studies of the social and
cultural bases of thoughts, feelings, and behavior.
Other studies use the numerous personality tests that
have been developed over the decades. And still others
are in-depth case studies of individuals or long-term
studies that follow a group of people for many years.
This is not only a broad area of psychology, but also a
deeply fascinating one. It is hard to imagine any
subject with more appeal than trying to figure out
what it really means to be a person. 



fortunate events could be studied in research like any
other kind of environmental variable. He believes that
psychology will never be able to predict chance events
before they happen. However, psychology can provide
a theoretical framework for understanding the impact
such events have on people’s lives once they have
occurred. 
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Similarly, people can learn to make chance work
for them. Bandura notes that people who are open-
minded, flexible, and venturesome are better able to
make the most of unexpected opportunities when they
arise. At the same time, those who are able to criti-
cally analyze a situation are better equipped to tell a
true branch in their life path from a dead end.
Therefore, the same kinds of mental abilities that
serve people so well at other times can also be quite
handy when good fortune comes along. 

Relevance to modern readers 
Bandura’s social-cognitive theory emphasizes

that people are capable of self-regulation, or control-
ling their own behavior. There are three parts to the
self-regulation process:

• Self-observation—This involves observing 
and tracking one’s own thoughts, feelings, and
behaviors.

• Judgment—This involves comparing oneself to
standards. The standards can be set either by
oneself or by others.

• Self-response—This involves giving oneself
rewards for doing well compared to the standards,
or punishments for doing poorly. In general, self-
rewards work better than self-punishments.

The three basic principles can be applied to
changing almost any undesirable thought or behavior
pattern. For example, if a person’s problem is an unre-
alistically low sense of self-efficacy when doing some
task, the following steps might help:

• Self-observation—The person should monitor her
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors when doing the
task in question. For example, if the problem is an
unreasonably low sense of self-efficacy for doing
math, the person might keep a journal in which she
writes down all her negative thoughts, feelings, and
physical reactions whenever she is called on in math
class, doing math homework, or taking a math test.

• Judgment—The person should make sure her
standards for the task are appropriate. If they are
too high, she may be setting herself up for failure.
If they are too low, on the other hand, she may be
shortchanging herself. For example, if the best
grade a person has received so far in math class is
a C, she might aim for a B on the next test.
Aiming for an A+ right off the bat might be too
difficult to attain, but aiming for a C+ might be
too easy to make much difference.

• Self-response—The person should find ways to
celebrate her successes when doing the task, not
dwell on her failures. When the person makes a B

FURTHER ANALYSIS:
Self-esteem 

Self-esteem is a concept that is closely related
to—and sometimes confused with—Bandura’s
concept of self-efficacy. Nathaniel Branden, a popular
theorist in this area, has suggested that a sense of self-
efficacy is actually one of two components that make
up self-esteem. The other is self-respect, or having a
sense of one’s value and right to a happy life. Added
together, these two components make up self-esteem,
which can be defined as the belief that one is both
capable of meeting life’s challenges and worthy of
enjoying happiness. 

Few people would dispute that high self-esteem,
defined this way, is a good thing. In recent years,
however, self-esteem has gotten a bad rap, partly
because some people confused it with simply feeling
good about oneself. Others confused it with arrogance
or conceit, which many psychologists say are actually
ways that people with low self-esteem try to bolster
their shaky confidence. 

Several possible methods of enhancing self-
esteem have been suggested. For example, affirma-
tions are brief, positive statements that have special
meaning for a person, such as “I accept myself as I
am” or “I believe in myself.” Individuals are often
counseled to repeat these statements to themselves
several times a day. A second strategy is to associate
with positive people who provide encouragement and
support. A third strategy is to make a list of past
successes, such as passing a difficult test or scoring a
goal in a game. This list can then be reviewed periodi-
cally as a reminder of the joy and satisfaction the
person felt at the time. 



on the math test, for instance, she should tell
herself what a great job she has done. She might
also give herself a little treat, such as buying a
new CD, going for a bike ride with a friend, or
watching her favorite movie again.

For students, a somewhat optimistic view of one’s
own abilities can make a world of difference. As
Bandura wrote in Self-Efficacy in Changing Societies:
“The higher the students’ beliefs in their efficacy to
regulate their own motivation and learning activities,
the more assured they are in their efficacy to master
academic subjects. Perceived academic efficacy, in
turn, promotes intellectual achievement both directly
and by raising academic aspirations.” 

Moreover, Bandura says that students “who have
a high sense of efficacy to regulate their own learning
and to master academic skills behave more proso-
cially, are more popular, and experience less rejection
by their peers than do [students] who believe they lack
these forms of academic efficacy.” Clearly, self-effi-
cacy beliefs can have wide-ranging effects. Bandura
has been the driving force in explaining what these
effects are and how they can be changed through self-
regulation.
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BRIEF OVERVIEW
Aaron Beck is one of the founders of cognitive

therapy, a form of talk therapy that incorporates an infor-
mation-processing model of human psychology rather
than one based on instinct, motivation, or biochemistry.
As of the early twenty-first century, cognitive therapy
has become the reigning model of short-term
psychotherapy in the United Kingdom as well as the
United States, supplanting both psychoanalytical and
behavioral approaches to the study and treatment of
mental disorders. Beck has enjoyed widespread success
and professional recognition. He was the only person, as
of 2004, to have received research awards from both the
American Psychological Association and the American
Psychiatric Association. His honors include the Sarnat
Award from the Institute of Medicine (2003), the Heinz
Award for the Human Condition from the Heinz
Foundation (2001), and honorary doctorates from
Brown University and Assumption College (1995). An
article that appeared in a French Canadian psychiatric
journal in 2002 named Beck as one of ten individuals
who “have changed the face of American psychiatry.”
He has also been listed as one of the five most influen-
tial psychotherapists since Sigmund Freud.

Beck’s cognitive therapy may be categorized as a
variant of constructivism, a term that has become
increasingly popular among academic psychologists
since the mid-1970s. Although theorists as otherwise
different as William James, Jean Piaget, George Kelly,
and Albert Bandura have been grouped together as
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Aaron Temkin Beck
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constructivists, it is possible to identify several recurrent
themes in their work. The psychotherapist M. J.
Mahoney has listed five such common themes:

• Humans are active agents with the power to effect
changes in their own lives. This theme stands in
contrast to the view that humans are passively
controlled by larger forces.

• Humans are actively engaged in ordering their
experiences through assigning emotional as well
as intellectual significance to them.

• These processes of ordering are primarily self-
referential; that is, they underlie a person’s sense
of selfhood or personal identity.

• On the other hand, humans are not isolated indi-
viduals; they cannot be understood apart from
their relationships to other people, larger commu-
nities, and symbol systems.

• Humans continue to grow and develop over the
entire course of their lifespan.

These themes are prominent features of Beck’s
work as well as the writings of other constructivists.

In terms of the history of psychotherapy, Beck’s
contribution is the development of an effective form of
short-term treatment well-suited to the age of managed
care, cost containment, and evidence-based medicine.
The future of cognitive therapy as a distinctive
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Aaron T. Beck. (Photo courtesy of Dr. Aaron Beck. Reproduced by permission.)

approach sharply set off from other forms of talk
therapy, however, is less certain. As the integrative
movement in psychotherapy continues to grow, the
theories and techniques of cognitive therapy may
simply be appropriated by therapists from a wide
variety of backgrounds.

BIOGRAPHY
Early years

Aaron T. Beck was born in Providence, Rhode
Island, on July 18, 1921, the youngest of five children.
Both of his parents were Russian Jewish immigrants
to the United States. Two of Beck’s siblings had died
before his birth, an older brother in childhood and an
older sister in the influenza pandemic of 1919. As a
result of these tragedies, Beck’s mother was chroni-
cally depressed for several years and became overpro-
tective of her youngest son. Beck came to think that
he was a replacement for his sister, and that his mother
was disappointed that he was not a girl. When Beck
was seven years old, he broke an arm in a playground
accident. The broken bone became infected, resulting
in a generalized septicemia (blood poisoning) that
kept him in the hospital long enough to miss promotion
into second grade. Beck recalled later that he came to
feel “stupid”: “I was held back in the first grade and I
always felt it was because I was dumb. Many years
later I asked my mother and she said it was because
I’d been sick a great deal.”

Beck missed his friends and didn’t like being a
grade behind them. With the help of some tutoring from
his older brothers, as well as his own determination,
Beck not only caught up with his former classmates but
ended up being promoted a year ahead of them. He
regarded his success as a psychological turning point:
“. . . it did show some evidence that I could do things,
that if I got into a hole I could dig myself out. I could
do it on my own.” Beck eventually graduated at the
head of his class from Hope High School and entered
Brown University in the fall of 1938.

Beck developed several phobias in the course of
his childhood. One was a blood/injury phobia, which
he related to his experience with surgery for his
broken arm at age seven. The surgeon apparently
began to make the incision before Beck was fully
anesthetized. During Beck’s medical training years
later, he had to fight anxiety and a tendency to feel
dizzy while assisting with operations. He dealt with
his blood/injury phobia by exposing himself gradually
to the sights and sounds of an operating room, and 
by keeping busy while he was assisting with surgery. 



“I wasn’t fazed at all as long as I was . . . doing some-
thing. I learned an awful lot from my own experience.
As long as you’re actively involved in something,
anxiety tends to hold back.”

A second phobia was fear of suffocation, which
was apparently caused by a bad case of whooping
cough, chronic childhood asthma, and an older brother
who used to tease Beck by putting a pillow over his face.
Beck’s fear of suffocation also emerged in the form of a
tunnel phobia; he would feel tightness in his chest and
have difficulty breathing while driving through a tunnel.
In addition he developed fears of heights and of public
speaking. He maintains that he was able to resolve these
fears by working them through cognitively. Beck also
drew from his own experiences when writing his first
book on depression, which he published in 1967. Beck
was mildly depressed while he was writing the book, but
regarded the project as a kind of self-treatment.

Beck’s childhood and adolescence also included
many positive experiences. He recalled during an inter-
view in 2001 that he “was largely interested in nature”
when he was growing up, becoming a bird watcher,
learning to identify plants and trees, and eventually
serving as a camp counselor and naturalist. Beck’s
parents encouraged his interest in science. He later
credited these early explorations with stimulating his
interest “in what makes people tick; particularly what
makes them happy or sad, and confident or insecure.”

Education
Beck was uncertain of his career plans during his

undergraduate years; he majored in political science
and English literature at Brown rather than chemistry
or another premedical major. He also served as associ-
ate editor of the campus newspaper, the Brown Daily
Herald. Because his scholarship did not cover all his
expenses, he delivered newspapers, worked in the
library, and sold Fuller brushes door-to-door in order to
make ends meet. Beck graduated from the university
magna cum laude in 1942. He won a number of honors
and awards as an undergraduate, including the Francis
Wayland Scholarship, the Gaston Prize for Oratory, and
election to Brown’s chapter of Phi Beta Kappa.

Following graduation from Brown, Beck went to
medical school at Yale University, where he completed
his degree in 1946. He was not interested in psychiatry
at that point in his career; after receiving his MD, he
served a rotating internship followed by a residency in
pathology at Rhode Island Hospital. Beck then decided
to specialize in neurology because he was attracted by
the degree of precision that the specialty demands of its
practitioners. While he was completing a required rota-
tion in psychiatry during his residency at the Cushing
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Veterans Administration Hospital in Framingham,
Massachusetts, he became interested in some of the
recent developments in the treatment of mental illness.
Beck then decided to become a psychotherapist.

Beck was originally trained in the theories and
techniques of classical psychoanalysis. After finishing
his residency in Framingham, Beck accepted a 
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two-year fellowship at the Austin Riggs Center, a 
small private psychiatric hospital in Stockbridge,
Massachusetts, which had been founded in 1919. The
Center provided Beck with extensive experience in
treating patients who needed long-term psychotherapy.
When the Korean War broke out in 1951, Beck moved
to Pennsylvania and accepted the position of assistant
chief of neuropsychiatry at the Valley Forge Army
Hospital. There he treated soldiers suffering from what
is now termed post-traumatic stress disorder, or PTSD.
Beck received his board certification in psychiatry in
1953, joined the Department of Psychiatry of the
University of Pennsylvania in 1954, and completed his
graduate training in psychoanalysis at the Philadelphia
Psychoanalytic Institute (which changed its name to
the Psychoanalytic Center of Philadelphia in 2001) in
1958. Beck remained at Penn until he retired from
active teaching in 1992, when he was appointed
University Professor Emeritus of Psychiatry. In addi-
tion to his teaching at Penn, he served as an adjunct
professor at Temple University and the University of
Medicine and Dentistry of New Jersey. He was also a
visiting professor at Oxford University in 1986.

Beck has published over 465 books and articles
as of early 2004. He has received funding for his
various research projects from the University of
Pennsylvania, the National Institute of Mental Health
(NIMH), and the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC).

Early depression studies Beck developed cognitive
therapy almost by accident in the course of his growing
discontent with Freudian psychoanalysis. As a practic-
ing therapist, Beck was aware that academic psycholo-
gists whose work he respected questioned Freud’s
account of depression because of the lack of supportive
evidence from well-conducted studies. In addition,
Beck had had difficulty with much of Freudian theory
since medical school. His dislike was reinforced by a
rebellious streak in his character and a self-acknowl-
edged need for control. Beck told an interviewer in
1990, “I thought [psychoanalysis] was nonsense. 
I could not see that it really fitted. . . . there was a rebel-
lious aspect [in me] I just couldn’t control. . . . Being
the youngest son probably had something to do with it.”
Beck initially dealt with his distrust of mainstream
Freudianism by moving in the direction of the so-called
neo-Freudians, a group that included Alfred Adler
(1870–1937), Karen Horney (1885–1952), Harry Stack
Sullivan (1892–1949), and Erik Erikson (1902–1994),
who had been one of Beck’s supervisors at Riggs. In
general, the neo-Freudians placed a greater emphasis
on social, interpersonal, and cultural influences in

human development, and downplayed the significance
of innate biological drives.

Freud had posited in Mourning and Melancholia
(1917) that depression results from anger turned
inward against the self, emerging outwardly as the
patient’s “need to suffer.” Beck decided to set up a
series of studies involving depressed patients, partly
to collect data to convince psychologists of the sound-
ness of Freud’s hypothesis, and partly to design a brief
form of psychotherapy that would target the core
symptoms of depression. He received a research grant
from Penn in 1959, and consulted two colleagues in
the psychology department, Seymour Feshbach and
Marvin Hurvich, for research methodology and statis-
tical analysis. Beck then analyzed the dreams of 
12 patients diagnosed with depression. The patients’
dreams did in fact contain such themes as losing
something of value, being prevented from achieving a
goal, or appearing ugly, damaged, or diseased.

When Beck gave the depressed patients verbal
conditioning and card-sorting tests, however, they
reacted positively to successful outcomes, gaining
self-esteem and performing better on subsequent tests.
If Freud’s theory of a “need to suffer” had been
correct, the patients should have been upset by their
successes. This discrepancy between psychoanalytic
theory and research findings led Beck to reappraise
his theoretical position. He went back to his dream
study and began to compare the material in his
patients’ dreams with the verbal content of their inter-
views. In Beck’s view, the comparison refuted Freud’s
notion of dreams as representing unconscious motiva-
tions and wish fulfillment. He recalled,

. . . it became clear to me as I went into it that the dream
themes were consistent with the waking themes. It
seemed to me a simpler notion about the dreams was
that they simply incorporated the person’s self-concept.
Well, if it is just a question of the person’s self-concept,
you don’t have to invoke the notion of the dreams being
motivated. . . . If you take motivation and wish fulfill-
ment out of the dream, this undermines the whole moti-
vational model of psychoanalysis.

Following this reevaluation, Beck then constru-
cted his first cognitive model of depression, which 
incorporated three specific concepts: the so-called
cognitive triad; schemas, or stable patterns of thinking;
and cognitive errors, or faulty information processing.
According to Beck, the cognitive triad encompasses a
depressed person’s view of himself, his ongoing experi-
ences, and his future, causing him (or her) to regard
present experiences or interactions with others as
defeats or failures, and to think of the future as one of
“unremitting hardship, frustration, and deprivation.”
This triad of negative cognitive patterns then generates
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the emotional disturbances and loss of energy or moti-
vation associated with depression. Next, Beck devised
an approach to therapy intended to identify a patient’s
thought distortions, test them against the rules of logic
and external reality, and help the patient correct the
distorted patterns of thinking.

Extension of cognitive therapy Beck was cautious
in extending his cognitive model of depression to other
mental disorders; he has always been a methodical
researcher, careful to restrict his claims to demonstra-
ble results. For example, his first book on the treatment
of depression recommended limiting cognitive therapy
to nonpsychotic patients with unipolar depression who
had not responded to or refused to take antidepressant
medication. After the 1970s, however, the cognitive
model was successfully applied by Beck’s followers to
a wide range of problems, including anxiety disorders,
substance abuse, marital conflict, eating disorders, and
anger management. One study reported that the inter-
est in cognitive therapy among mental health care
professionals increased 600% in the 16 years between
1973 and 1989. In the 1990s, cognitive therapists
published outcome studies that reported success in
treating psychotic disturbances and personality disor-
ders—historically regarded as the most difficult mental
disorders to treat.

Recent research interests Since the early 1990s, Beck
has expanded his research interests to include such
topics as human evolutionary biology and the movement
toward psychotherapy integration. With regard to evolu-
tion, Beck has studied the works of anthropologists and
experts in the biology of nonhuman primates in order to
investigate the possible evolutionary roots of depression,
anxiety, and personality disorders in humans. Beck’s
book on anger and aggression, Prisoners of Hate (1999),
opens with an analysis of chimpanzees and hunter-gath-
erer societies for an evolutionary basis for empathy and
social cooperation among humans. Similarly, the second
edition of Cognitive Therapy of Personality Disorders
(2004) contains a section on the relationship between
affective or personality disorders and evolutionary
survival “strategies.”

The integrative movement in psychotherapy began
in the late 1970s as the result of three factors: general
dissatisfaction among mental health professionals with
single schools of therapy; the failure of any one school
to dominate outcome studies for all mental disorders;
and demands for greater accountability from health
insurers. Some of Beck’s students had already begun
to use techniques derived from Gestalt therapy in treat-
ing depressed patients, and Beck himself had started to

acknowledge the importance of unconscious factors as
well as the therapeutic relationship in conducting
cognitive therapy. Since the early 1990s, Beck has
maintained in his publications that cognitive therapy is
the therapy that can integrate all the others, partly
because its emphasis on cognition offers common
ground with a range of other approaches, and partly
because Beck’s research has sought to demonstrate the
capacity of cognitive therapy to successfully incorpo-
rate techniques from these approaches.

Marriage and family
Beck, who is known to family and friends as

Tim (from his middle name), has been married for
over half a century and is the father of four children.
Beck married Phyllis Whitman in 1950. He had met
her when she was an undergraduate at Brown and he
was completing his medical internship. Phyllis
worked as a newspaper reporter for several years
after the marriage, but also completed degrees in
social work and law while rearing their four chil-
dren. She graduated at the head of her class from
Temple University School of Law, taught law at
both Temple and the University of Pennsylvania,
and became the first woman judge appointed to the
Superior Court of Pennsylvania in 1981. Beck
frequently tried out his ideas on his wife during the
years of his discontent with psychoanalysis, and
credits her with suggesting the word “schema” to
describe cognitive structures. He once paid tribute
to Phyllis as “the balance wheel between my self-
doubts and my runaway fantasies.”

Beck’s daughter Judith became a clinical psychol-
ogist and presently serves as director of the Beck
Institute for Cognitive Therapy and Research in Bala
Cynwyd, Pennsylvania, which was founded in 1994.
She has published several books of her own on cogni-
tive therapy and oversees training programs for 
cognitive therapists at the Institute.

THEORIES
Structures of human cognition

Beck defines cognitive therapy as “an active,
directive, time-limited, structured approach used to
treat a variety of psychiatric disorders . . . . based on
an underlying theoretical rationale that an individ-
ual’s affect and behavior are largely determined by
the way in which he structures the world.” According
to Beck, the cognitive organization of the human
mind consists of various levels of verbal or pictorial
“events” that vary among themselves in terms of
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accessibility and resistance to change. Beck has 
identified four such levels:

• Voluntary thoughts. These are the most readily
accessible group of cognitions and appear in the
patient’s stream of consciousness.

• Automatic thoughts. These cognitions are less
accessible, often come to the surface when the
patient is under stress, and may be difficult to block.

• Assumptions and values. These cognitions are
associated with the meanings that patients attrib-
ute to situations and events.

• Schemas. Schemas are cognitive structures based on
a network of core beliefs established by a person’s
early learning experiences. They operate below the
level of conscious awareness, and are dormant until
they are activated or triggered by specific events.
The schemas then serve as filters or screens that
determine the person’s interpretation of the event.

Driving a car in the city offers a useful example of
Beck’s layers of cognitions. Someone who is approach-
ing a four-way intersection might notice that a driver on
the cross street is going through the stop sign. “That
driver isn’t even slowing down; I’d better be careful and
start applying the brakes” would be a typical set of
voluntary thoughts. “People like that are scary” might
be the person’s automatic thought. “It is important to be
a safe and careful driver” would be an example of an
assumption. “The world is a dangerous and unfriendly
place,” would be an example of a core schema that
might be triggered by the need for a quick response to
the other driver’s behavior.

Main points Schemas, as Beck uses the term, vary in
their extensiveness; their flexibility (the degree to which
they can be modified in therapy); their density (the
extent to which they dominate the person’s cognitions);
and valence (the degree of their activation at any given
moment). For example, the schema of “feeling helpless”
may be activated in some people fairly easily, in a wide
variety of circumstances, and may be relatively resistant
to change. In others, the “feeling helpless” schema may
be activated only when the person is depressed, and it
may be modified by therapy.

Beck distinguishes several different categories of
schemas according to function and content:

• Cognitive schemas. These schemas deal with
abstract thinking, interpretation of events, and
memory or recall.

• Affective schemas. These schemas govern the
emotions that arise from the person’s cognitions.

• Motivational schemas. These are concerned with
wishes and desires.

• Instrumental schemas. These schemas deal with
making plans and preparing to take action.

• Control schemas. These are concerned with self-
monitoring and acting or refraining from acting.

Beck regards these schemas as activated in the
order of the preceding list. As an illustration, a person
out hiking in the woods sees a snake slither across the
trail in front of him. His memory tells him that some
snakes are dangerous, and that he is not enough of an
expert on snakes to know whether the one he just saw is
poisonous or not (cognitive schema). He feels afraid
(affective schema). He would like to run away (motiva-
tional schema). He prepares to turn around and go back
(instrumental schema). He decides that the satisfaction
he might have from proceeding with his hike is not
worth the risk of snakebite, and turns back (control
schema). This order is important, in that it reflects the
belief of cognitive therapists that emotional responses to
situations result from cognitive interpretations, not the
other way around.

Schemas form interlocking sets that Beck calls
systems. In cognitive therapy, it is a system that governs
the sequence of events that begins with the person’s
reception and interpretation of a stimulus from the envi-
ronment and ends with the person’s behavioral response.
In the preceding example, the hiker’s perception of a
snake and the possibility of injury produced an interpre-
tation (“I’d rather not take the chance that the snake is
poisonous”), which in turn led to his decision to return
to his camp. Another hiker might interpret the same
perceptions differently (“The snake might be poisonous,
but I have a snakebite kit in my backpack and I know
how to use it”) and decide to stay on the trail.

Systems in turn may function as a group to form a
mode. A mode, in Beck’s usage, represents what he calls
a “cognitive shift,” which takes place when a person
develops an anxiety disorder or depression. To give an
example, Beck describes depression as a cognitive shift
in which the patient “moves away from normal cogni-
tive processing to a predominance of processing from
the negative schemas that constitute the depressive
mode.” In other words, the “depressive mode” amounts
to a systematic negative bias in recalling past events and
interpreting present ones. Similarly, general anxiety
disorder can be described as a cognitive shift into the
“danger mode,” in which memories and current events
are interpreted in terms of threats to the self.

Explanation There are several features to note in
Beck’s descriptions of cognitions and schemas. The
first is that he is relatively unconcerned with causality;
that is, he does not attempt to explain the ultimate cause
or origin of a patient’s dysfunctional schemas. With



regard to depression in particular, he allows that mood
disorders may be related to genetic vulnerabilities,
brain injury, or hormonal disturbances as well as
dysfunctional thought patterns. In addition, he observes
that the dysfunctional schemas may be triggered in
adult life by a variety of psychological stressors,
biochemical factors, or a combination of both.

Second, Beck’s understanding of cognitions and
schemas helps to explain his focus on the patient’s
present situation. In his early writings on depression,
Beck explicitly contrasted his approach with the histor-
ical concerns of psychoanalysis: “In contrast to psycho-
analytic therapy, the content of cognitive therapy is
focused on ‘here-and-now’ problems. Little attention is
paid to childhood recollections except to clarify present
observations. . . . We do not make interpretations of
unconscious factors.” Beck did, however, modify his
emphasis on the present when he turned from the treat-
ment of Axis I affective disorders (depression and the
anxiety disorders) to therapy with patients suffering
from Axis II personality disorders. Cognitive therapists
who work with this patient population spend more time
exploring the patient’s childhood memories.

A third point that Beck wished to emphasize is that
exploration of the patient’s cognitions and schemas
lends itself to experimental testing. “[Cognitive thera-
pists] formulate the patient’s dysfunctional idea and
beliefs about himself, his experiences, and his future
into hypotheses and then attempt to test the validity of
these hypotheses in a systematic way.” This emphasis
on empirical testing distinguishes cognitive therapy
from psychoanalysis, in which the analyst’s interpreta-
tions of the patient’s dreams or free associations are
difficult to either disprove or verify.

Another contrast between Beck’s understanding of
human cognition and the classical Freudian view is his
focus on the accessibility and nonmysterious quality of
the patient’s thoughts. Whereas psychoanalysis re-
garded a patient’s feeling and behavior as driven by
unconscious motivations that the analyst had to uncover
and piece together from the material that the patient
brought to therapy sessions, Beck attempted to demys-
tify the cognitive distortions that generate emotional
distress and behavioral problems. One consequence of
Beck’s rejection of such Freudian notions as the uncon-
scious or defense mechanisms is that the therapist can
approach the patient’s dysfunctional beliefs in a direct
way, by simple questioning that draws out the patient’s
full point of view rather than by complex interpretations
that may miss the mark entirely.

Examples Beck listed what he considered the major
categories of “faulty information processing” that

“maintain the patient’s belief in the validity of his
negative concepts despite the presence of contradictory
evidence” as early as 1967. An example of each cate-
gory is given:

• Arbitrary inference. In this pattern of thought
distortion, the patient draws a specific conclusion
in the absence of evidence to support it. A patient
may say, for example, that her husband is going
to divorce her because she is depressed in spite of
his reassurances to the contrary.

• Selective abstraction. In selective abstraction, the
patient takes a small detail out of context, ignor-
ing other features of the situation and interpreting
the whole on the basis of the detail. For example,
a college student may conclude on the basis of
one poor grade on a weekly laboratory report that
she will fail the entire course and have to give up
her dreams of medical school.

• Overgeneralization. A patient who is overgeneraliz-
ing draws a sweeping conclusion from one or a few
isolated incidents and applies it across the board
even to unrelated situations. A person who has
trouble fixing a leaky faucet, for example, may
decide that he is completely incompetent at any task
involving manual dexterity or mechanical skills.

• Magnification/minimization. This form of thought
distortion involves extreme exaggeration of the
significance of a situation or event. For example, a
patient diagnosed with obsessive-compulsive
disorder tells her therapist that it is “absolutely
horrible” to be unable to do everything well.

• Personalization. In personalization, the patient
tends to interpret external events as relating to him-
or herself even when there is no logical basis for a
connection, or takes more than his or her share of
responsibility for a negative outcome. An example
would be a professional baseball player who
assumes that his fielding errors are the reason his
team ended up at the bottom of its league.

• Dichotomous or black-and-white thinking. This
form of thought distortion places all experiences in
one of two absolute categories. People with border-
line personality disorder, for example, typically
categorize others in their lives as completely
wonderful and loving or as hateful persecutors.
Narcissists often assume that if they are not “the
best” in some respect, they must be “the worst.”

To uncover the cognitive fallacies that are skewing
a patient’s interpretations of other people and events, the
therapist may use a type of questioning that Beck calls
“cognitive probing” or the “downward arrow” tech-
nique. The patient is asked to recall a recent incident that
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illustrates one of his or her recurrent difficulties.
Cognitive probing allows therapist and patient together
to examine the patient’s problematic patterns of reason-
ing as well as identify automatic thoughts and core
schemas. The following is an example of the “down-
ward arrow” technique in the treatment of a patient with
avoidant personality disorder. The event that the patient
brought for discussion concerned a workplace friend
who had gotten absorbed in a lunchtime conversation
with a third friend.

• Therapist: What went through your mind at lunch?

• Patient: Linda is ignoring me. [arbitrary inference,
personalization] 

• T: What did that mean? 

• P: That I can’t get along with people. [overgener-
alization] 

• T: What does that mean? 

• P: That I will never have any friends. [magnification]

• T: What does it mean “not to have friends”? 

• P: I am all alone. [core schema] 

• T: What does it mean to be “all alone”? 

• P: That I will always be unhappy. [core schema] 

A case study of a patient diagnosed with obses-
sive-compulsive disorder provides an example of the
way in which cognitive therapists encourage patients
to test their assumptions and beliefs by behavioral
experimentation in real-life situations. The patient was
an engineer in his mid-forties with a history of chronic
pain in his back, neck, and shoulders. He had begun to
consider the possibility that the pain was at least partly
caused by psychological stress. The patient was not
only highly critical of himself, but also thought that
others were critical and disapproving. The therapist
asked the patient at one point what he might do to “find
out if these thoughts are accurate or not.” The patient
replied that he could ask others what they were think-
ing, but added that they “might not like [his] asking.”
The therapist then suggested starting with someone
who is “pretty honest and nonjudgmental.”

• Therapist: Who do you think might fit that
description? 

• Patient: My boss is a decent guy and I’d really
like to not have to worry that he is judging me all
the time. 

• T: Can you think of a relatively safe way you
could ask your boss how he is feeling about you
or your work? 

• P: I suppose I could say . . . ‘Jack, you seem to be
concerned about something. Is anything bother-
ing you about the way my project is going?’ 

• T: That sounds pretty good. Would you be willing
to accept that as your homework for next week? 

Over the next several weeks the patient kept a
record of asking others what they were thinking when
he thought they were judging him negatively. He
found that with one exception, he had completely
misinterpreted their thoughts or opinions.

Beck’s continuity hypothesis
Main points Beck advanced what he calls his “conti-
nuity hypothesis” as early as 1976, when he published
Cognitive Therapy and the Emotional Disorders. What
he means by this phrase is that human behaviors can
be placed at various points along a continuum instead
of being divided sharply into “normal” and “pathologi-
cal” behaviors. Beck’s interest in evolutionary biology
allows him to situate the continuity hypothesis within
the larger framework of human evolution, and thus to
describe dysfunctional attitudes and behaviors as
potentially adaptive. He uses the example of a gradu-
ate student who fails an examination:

Although it is important to realize that anger
[directed at the examiners] and anxiety are poten-
tially adaptive reactions, they can become maladap-
tive when we exaggerate the degree of danger or the
magnitude of an offense. The student who exagger-
ates his vulnerability during an oral examination may
find that his mind goes blank and he performs just as
badly as he feared he would.

The theoretical account of personality disorders
in Cognitive Therapy of Personality Disorders
discusses the origin of these Axis II syndromes in
terms of “evolutionary-based strategies” that may
have been necessary for survival in prehistoric times
but are no longer adaptive in contemporary societies.
The diagnosis of a personality disorder may reflect
only a “bad fit” between a given individual and our
present “highly individualized and technological
society,” rather than a clear-cut instance of untreatable
psychopathology. Or, as Beck puts it in Prisoners of
Hate, “The most hypersensitive reactors among us are
destined to receive a psychiatric diagnosis, which
serves as a mandate to receive help in moderating the
exaggerated reactions.”

Beck applied his continuity hypothesis to
consciousness itself as well as to emotions and behav-
iors. Speaking in a 1991 interview, Beck openly
disagreed with Freud’s notion of “a thick concrete wall
of repression” separating conscious thinking and
feeling from unconscious wishes and drives. “Now my
own notion is that consciousness is on a continuum.
Some things are more conscious than others and some
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are less conscious. . . . When you drive your car, you’re
[ordinarily] not conscious of every single move you’re
making, but if you’re focusing on it, then you do
become aware of what you’re doing.” Otherwise
stated, for Beck consciousness is not a unitary or
either/or condition, but a flexible set of responses to
the environment.

Explanation Beck’s continuity hypothesis has
systematic as well as practical consequences. In terms
of his system of thought, the continuity hypothesis
provides a bridge between schemas and cognitions on
the one hand and what Beck calls automatic thoughts
on the other. Beck’s concept of automatic thoughts,
which he defines as “brief signals at the periphery of
consciousness,” grew out of his early work with
depressed patients. One patient undergoing treatment
in 1959, when Beck was still practicing traditional
psychoanalysis, reported a secondary succession of
thoughts that occurred while he was free-associating
and angrily criticizing Beck. The thoughts concerned
feelings of guilt for verbally attacking the therapist.
Beck was intrigued by the patient’s account of his
internal monologue and began asking other patients if
they had thoughts during therapy sessions that they had
not mentioned. On the basis of their replies, he elabo-
rated his notion of automatic thoughts.

In practical terms, Beck’s continuity hypothesis
is helpful to many patients in that it removes some of
the feelings of shame and social stigma that many
associate with a psychiatric diagnosis. Instead of
being placed on one side of a categorical wall that
separates a patient from “normal” people, he or she
can think of therapy as helping him or her to move
along a continuum from a more to a less extreme posi-
tion on the continuum. Interestingly, many of the
strategies recommended to people in therapy for
dealing with the stigma attached to mental disorders
are essentially cognitive techniques.

Examples Beck’s continuity hypothesis is the basis
of a technique that some cognitive therapists refer to as
the continuum technique. It is used specifically to chal-
lenge all-or-nothing thinking. Cognitive Therapy of
Personality Disorders includes an example of this
technique with a patient diagnosed with paranoid
personality disorder. The patient was a radiologist who
had an all-or-nothing view of competence; in his own
words, a person was either completely “good at what
he does” or a total “screw-up.” The therapist began by
asking the patient to describe a competent person, and
then a “screw-up.” He made a list of the qualities the
patient associated with competence, such as “doing

hard tasks well,” “being relaxed while doing them,”
“catching and correcting mistakes,” and “knowing
one’s limits,” and a second list of their opposites. The
therapist then drew a linear scale marked from “0” to
“10,” and asked the patient to rate himself on the
continuum for each of the qualities he associated with
competency. The radiologist quickly realized that he
did not see himself as very relaxed at any time, and that
neither he nor anyone else can function at their peak
all the time. As the patient’s view of competency
became less polarized, the therapist then extended the
continuum technique to his view of other people as
either “completely trustworthy” or “totally malevolent,
just like [his] family.” Gradually the patient began to
recognize that people, like skills, are not all-or-nothing
packages, and he began to apply the continuum tech-
nique for himself to a range of social as well as occu-
pational situations.

Emotions in cognitive therapy
Main points Beck has been criticized for paying
insufficient attention to the role of emotions in treat-
ing mental disorders, although he did devote a full
chapter in his landmark Cognitive Therapy of
Depression to “The Role of Emotions in Cognitive
Therapy.” One important function of emotions in
cognitive therapy is that they help patient and thera-
pist to target core symptoms for the work of therapy
rather than being distracted by relatively superficial
issues. A strong emotional reaction during the initial
interview and history-taking is usually evidence that
the therapist has touched on a core problem. Beck also
recommended the use of several techniques, including
imagery work, sensory awareness, and flooding, as
ways to identify the patient’s core issues. His interest
in these techniques goes back to his treatment of
depressed Korean War veterans in the 1950s.

A second function served by the patient’s expres-
sion of emotions during cognitive therapy sessions is
stress relief, in that many people feel compelled to
hide or suppress their feelings in the workplace or
around family members. Beck notes that “Uninhibited
crying seems to have some intrinsic therapeutic merit
in many cases. . . . [the patient has] a sanctuary for
self-expression without being judged.” Beck adds that
patients who find that they feel better after crying or
expressing anger in the therapist’s office are also more
likely to stay in therapy.

A third aspect of the role of emotions in cognitive
therapy is the therapist’s utilization of state-dependent
memory. State-dependent memory is a term that refers
to the fact that people are better able to remember 
an event in their past if they are in the same emotional
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state that they were in when the event occurred. 
In order to help a patient retrieve the automatic thoughts
that occur when he or she is anxious, for example, the
therapist may try to recreate an anxiety-provoking situ-
ation during the therapy session. Other techniques
related to state-dependent learning are discussed in
Cognitive Therapy of Depression. They include sched-
uling therapy sessions at times when the distressing
emotion is most likely to surface; for example, a patient
who is bothered by feelings of loneliness might be
asked to come in on a weekend or at night. In other situ-
ations, the therapist might visit the patient’s home or
enlist a family member or friend to use certain thera-
peutic strategies in the home situation.

Cognitive therapists do not, however, encourage
the examination and expression of feelings to the
extent practiced by experiential, or abreactive, schools
of psychotherapy. An example of the experiential
approach is the “primal scream” therapy practiced by
Arthur Janov in the 1960s. Janov maintained that
many physical as well as mental disorders result from
early trauma, and can be relieved by expressing the
pain and other strong feelings resulting from that
trauma. Beck maintained that abreactive therapies
encourage “the production of excessive, inappropriate
emotional reactions,” and do not help patients identify
the distorted cognitions that underlie their painful
feelings.

Explanation The role of emotions in human behav-
ior is a major area in which cognitive therapy has
evolved since the early 1970s. As cognitive therapy
was extended from depression to the treatment of
personality disorders, Beck and his colleagues began
to recognize the extent to which the dysfunctional
cognitive profiles that characterize these disorders 
are attached to, and perpetuated by, strong emotions.
The second edition of Cognitive Therapy of Per-
sonality Disorders contains extensive discussions of
the role of emotions in the therapist/patient relation-
ship and the importance of helping patients cope with
painful feelings.

Examples Cognitive Therapy of Depression contains
an instructive example of an emotional outburst by a
patient. The patient in this case was a depressed, 
35-year-old married woman whose complaints included
tiring easily and feeling physically weak. She initially
described her marriage as “fine,” adding, “I don’t have
any problems in my marriage.” When the therapist
asked her to describe some specific interactions with
her husband, however, the patient began to sob. As she
continued to describe her husband’s behavior patterns,

she cried uncontrollably. She then said, “You know . . .
I think those things bother me more than I realized.”
She was able to link her sad feelings to such specific
cognitions as “My husband always gets his own way,”
and “He is inconsiderate and doesn’t care about what I
want.” This patient’s course of therapy included some
work on restructuring her relationship with her spouse
as well as learning to identify the cognitions that were
maintaining her depression.

An example of eliciting a state-dependent memory
during a therapy session concerns a patient diagnosed
with avoidant personality disorder. Guided discovery is
often used with these patients, because they frequently
report that their minds “go blank” when painful feel-
ings are aroused. In this instance, the therapist had been
doing an imagery exercise with the patient, asking her
to imagine herself going out to eat with a friend.
Suddenly, the patient stated that she didn’t want to go
on with the exercise. When the therapist asked her what
she was feeling, she replied, “Depressed . . . and . . . real
scared.” The therapist continued, “What do you think
will happen if you keep feeling this way?” The patient
said that she would “freak out,” “go crazy,” and that the
therapist would see her as “a basket case.” The therapist
reassured her that the feelings she was trying to avoid
would “lead to some useful information” if she could
stay with them just a little longer. Returning to the
image of sharing a restaurant meal with her friend, the
patient began to sob, and said she thought the friend
would be angry with her. She added, “I’m a rotten
person for making him so unhappy.” Guided discovery
was used for the next several sessions to help the patient
develop greater tolerance for painful feelings as well as
uncover other automatic thoughts.

Role of the therapist
Main points Beck describes cognitive therapy as a
“collaborative enterprise” or “collaborative empiri-
cism.” What he means by these expressions is that the
therapist works together with the patient to uncover
the specific underlying assumptions that trigger the
patient’s emotional pain and motivational difficulties.
The patient brings what Beck calls “raw data” to the
therapeutic relationship, while the therapist offers
guidance in collecting appropriate data and using
them in therapy. The therapist is not regarded as an
“expert” who knows the patient’s mind better than she
does herself; the patient is asked and expected to
correct the therapist if he has misunderstood her. Beck
emphasizes that the distorted cognitions involved in
mental disorders are often idiosyncratic and cannot be
deduced automatically from the event that has brought
the patient into therapy.

A a r o n  T e m k i n  B e c k

P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s7 6



Beck’s concept of the therapist’s role includes
several innovations related to his model of collabora-
tive empiricism:

• Testing the patient’s beliefs against real-life expe-
rience. Along with Albert Ellis, Beck was one of
the first therapists to invite patients to reevaluate
dysfunctional thoughts or images by conducting

behavioral experiments and considering alterna-
tive explanations of other people’s actions. An
example of this technique was described earlier.

• Socratic questioning. Cognitive therapists ask
questions of their patients far more frequently
than therapists trained in psychoanalytic tech-
niques. Beck is careful to distinguish, however,
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BIOGRAPHY:
Albert Ellis

Albert Ellis (1913– ) is the founder of rational-
emotive behavior therapy, or REBT. He did not set out
to become a therapist, but majored in business at the
City University of New York. Ellis graduated from
CUNY in 1934, in the midst of the Great Depression.
While supporting himself by managing a gift and
novelty firm, Ellis hoped to become a great writer—
but had little success in publishing his short stories
and plays. He did discover, however, from conversa-
tions with friends that he had a flair for counseling.
He entered the graduate program in clinical psychol-
ogy at Columbia, earning his doctorate in 1947.

Ellis thought at the time of his graduation from
Columbia that psychoanalysis was the most effective
form of therapy. In the late 1940s, the American
psychoanalytic institutes refused to accept trainees
without MDs, but Ellis found a student of Karen
Horney’s who agreed to work with him. He practiced
classical psychoanalysis for several years while teach-
ing at Rutgers and New York University. Like Beck,
however, Ellis found himself losing faith in Freud’s
ideas, and abandoned psychoanalysis altogether by
1955. Like Beck, Ellis was influenced by the Stoic
philosophers and the neo-Freudians, and began to
publish his early work on REBT in the 1950s. His
landmark books came out earlier than Beck’s. Guide
to Rational Living was published in 1961, and Reason
and Emotion in Psychotherapy appeared in 1962.

Unlike Beck, Ellis is not a researcher. He
promoted his approach to psychotherapy largely
through popular self-help books and workshops rather
than through publications in professional journals.
Some observers believe that Ellis did not have as
much of an impact as Beck because he did not work in
an academic or medical school setting. Beck credits
Ellis, however, with advancing the recognition that
thoughts and beliefs are much more accessible to

patients than psychoanalysts had maintained. In addi-
tion, Ellis was the first to concentrate the work of
therapy on the patient’s present-day issues as
compared to childhood memories or traumas. Beck
has always acknowledged Ellis’s influence on his
work, beginning with his first major book on depres-
sion. In particular he derived his technique of Socratic
questioning from Ellis.

REBT and cognitive therapy share several charac-
teristics: the assumption that dysfunctional thinking is a
factor in psychological distress; a focus on changing
thought processes in order to bring about changes in
feelings and behavior; and a time-limited concentration
on specific target symptoms in therapy. There are also,
however, several important differences between the two
approaches: cognitive therapy seeks to correct the
systematic biases in a patient’s information processing
as well as examine the content of specific dysfunctional
beliefs; cognitive therapy allows for idiosyncratic
beliefs, whereas REBT therapists tend to assume that
the same set of “irrational beliefs” operates in everyone;
and Beck tends to give greater weight to the role of life

experiences in shaping a
patient’s beliefs while Ellis
favors a biological basis for
irrational thinking. Finally,
Beck and Ellis disagree on
what they consider the
foundational problem in
mental disorders: Beck
believes that the ultimate
source is fear, whereas Ellis
follows Horney in referring
to the “tyranny of the
‘shoulds’,” or in his own
memorable phrase, “MUST-
erbatory thinking.”

Albert Ellis. (Institute for

Rational–Emotive Therapy. Reproduced

by permission.)



between rapid-fire questioning that may come
across to the patient as interrogation, and what he
terms “Socratic questioning.” This approach,
which takes its name from the types of questions
that the philosopher Socrates asked his friends to
guide them to insight, is intended to be a nonjudg-
mental way for the therapist to model examina-
tion of one’s cognitive patterns or previously
unquestioned assumptions.

• Guided discovery. Guided discovery refers to the
general process of teaching patients to discover
their own misperceptions and flawed logic, as
opposed to the therapist’s arguing or disputing
with them. Guided discovery is also used to help
the patient learn to identify themes that distort his
or her interactions in the present and relate these
themes to past experiences.

The cognitive therapist takes an active role in the
therapy process. Prior to the initial interview with the
patient, the cognitive therapist is expected to plan a
tentative outline of treatment based on the patient’s
history and his or her scores on one or more of Beck’s
diagnostic instruments. As is described in more detail
under “Theories in Action,” the therapist introduces
the patient to the basic concepts and principles of
cognitive therapy and gathers information about the
patient and his or her dysfunctional thought patterns.
In general, however, cognitive therapists are more
active at the beginning of treatment than at the end,
particularly when working with depressed patients.

Cognitive therapists are also highly directive; that
is, they assign the patient tasks (“homework”) to be
completed before the next session, and may use a range
of behavioral techniques to nudge the patient out of
passivity. The collaborative aspect of cognitive therapy
is very much task-oriented. Beck draws an explicit
contrast between cognitive therapy and supportive or
“relationship” therapies. “. . . [in cognitive therapy] the
therapeutic relationship is used not simply as the
instrument to alleviate suffering but as a vehicle to
facilitate . . . carrying out specific goals.” As will be
illustrated below, patients in cognitive therapy are
asked to think of specific changes they would like to
see in their lives that require concrete actions: reducing
or eliminating some of the symptoms of their disorder,
improving management skills in the workplace or
home, pursuing new intellectual or spiritual interests,
tackling bad habits, and the like.

Explanation There are several rationales underlying
Beck’s view of the therapist’s role. One is to maximize
the benefits of short-term therapy. Homework 

assignments, keeping written records of dysfunctional
thoughts, and similar tasks are thought to maintain
and reinforce the patient’s progress between sessions.
In addition, the patient’s use of logs or written notes
provides him or her with a visible “track record” of
progress. This record is particularly beneficial if and
when the patient has a temporary setback during
therapy.

A second rationale for Beck’s emphasis on
collaborative therapy is to restore the patient’s sense
of control or mastery. Depressed patients in particular
frequently feel helpless or overwhelmed by their situ-
ation, and feelings of accomplishment or satisfaction
serve to lift morale as well as counteract dysfunctional
thoughts. A behavioral technique that cognitive thera-
pists often use with depressed patients is keeping a
schedule of activities, and rating each for mastery
(completing the task) and pleasure (deriving enjoy-
ment or fun from the activity).

The third rationale for such specific techniques as
Socratic questioning and guided discovery is that they
enable the patient to become his or her own therapist
after formal treatment has ended. Given the high rate of
recurrence or relapse among patients diagnosed with
major depression (as noted in the 2001 STAR*D proto-
col, between 20% and 35% experience a chronic course
of the disorder), the possibility that cognitive therapy
may lower this rate is often used to recommend it.

Examples Beck’s 1979 Cognitive Therapy of
Depression contains an example of Socratic question-
ing used in treating a depressed graduate student
worried about admission to law school by exploring
the meaning she attached to it.

• Patient: I get depressed when things go wrong.
Like when I fail a test.

• Therapist: How can failing a test make you
depressed? 

• P: Well, if I fail I’ll never get into law school.

• T: So failing the test means a lot to you. But if
failing a test could drive people into clinical
depression, wouldn’t you expect everyone who
failed the test to have a depression? . . . . 

• P: It depends on how important the test was to 
the person. 

• T: Right, and who decides the importance? 

• P: I do. 

• T: And so, what we have to examine is the way . . .
that you think about the test, and how it affects your
chances of getting into law school. Do you agree? 

• P: Right. 
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An example of Beck’s use of guided discovery to
uncover automatic thoughts as well as to draw connec-
tions between thoughts and feelings concerns a young
man with an anxiety disorder. Asked to list situations
that he found particularly upsetting, the patient 
had mentioned sports, playing cards with friends, 
and dating.

• Therapist: What thoughts go through your mind
. . . when you don’t do so well at swimming? 

• Patient: I think that people think much less of me,
that I’m not a winner. 

• T: And how about if you make a mistake playing
cards? 

• P: I doubt my own intelligence. 

• T: And if a girl rejects you? 

• P: It means I’m not special. I lose value as
a person. 

• T: Do you see any connections here among these
thoughts? 

• P: Well, I guess my mood depends on what other
people think of me. But that’s important—I don’t
want to be lonely. 

• T: What would that mean to you, to be lonely? 

• P: It would mean there’s something wrong with
me, that I’m a loser. 

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
Cognitive therapy is rooted in philosophical

systems dating back two millennia that are part of the
high culture of the West as well as in medical and
psychological research since Freud.

Classical Western philosophical tradition
Beck’s interest in the humanities as an undergradu-

ate led him to situate his approach to psychotherapy
within the mainstream of Western philosophy, which
has traditionally emphasized the role of human reason
as the guide or governor of the emotions. He has explic-
itly mentioned his indebtedness to Greek and Roman
Stoicism, the critical idealism of Immanuel Kant (1724–
1804), and the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl
(1859–1938) and Martin Heidegger (1889–1976).
Stoicism numbered among its adherents such writers as
Zeno of Citium (333–264 B.C.), Cicero (106–46 B.C.),
Seneca (3 B.C.–65 A.D.), Epictetus (55–135 A.D.), and
the Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius Antoninus
(121–180 A.D.). One of Epictetus’s sayings is: “People
are disturbed not by things but by the view which they
take of them.” Similarly, Marcus Aurelius wrote in his

Meditations that “If you are distressed by anything
external, the pain is not due to the thing itself, but to your
estimate of it; and this you have the power to revoke at
any moment.”

Previous dominance of the 
psychoanalytic model

As the preceding outline of Beck’s medical train-
ing indicates, classical psychoanalysis was the basic
model for practicing psychotherapy in the United
States in the 1930s through the 1950s. Its influence
was particularly strong in the Northeast, where Beck
received his undergraduate as well as his professional
education. This influence stemmed in part from the
famous series of lectures that Freud had delivered at
Clark University in Massachusetts in 1909. The Boston
Psychoanalytic Society and Institute (BPSI) was
founded in 1928, followed by the Philadelphia
Psychoanalytic Institute and Society, where Beck
received his training in the 1950s. At the time that
Beck joined the University of Pennsylvania faculty in
1954, the only mainstream alternative to psychoanaly-
sis was pharmacotherapy, or treating psychiatric
patients with medications. Lithium carbonate had been
found to be effective in treating mania by Australian
researchers in 1948. Chlorpromazine (thorazine), the
first of the effective antipsychotic drugs, had been
discovered by a French surgeon named Henri Laborit
in 1952. Psychotropic medications, however, proved to
have several disadvantages that included the risk of
addiction as well as other severe side effects.

Beck’s dissatisfaction with the psychoanalytic
method and his gradual divergence from Freudian
presuppositions resulted in a period of professional
isolation and some loss of grant funding. He later
remarked, “One colleague [at Penn] told me [cogni-
tive therapy] was like treating malaria with an electric
fan.” During this period Beck relied primarily on his
wife and on Gerald Davison, a psychologist at the
State University of New York at Stony Brook, for
feedback and support. Another source of encourage-
ment was Albert Ellis, who had also begun his career
in therapy as a psychoanalyst, become disenchanted
with the Freudian mainstream, and developed his own
form of psychotherapy-rational-emotive behavioral
therapy or REBT. Ellis first wrote to Beck in 1963
after reading one of his articles in the Archives of
General Psychiatry. The two men have continued to
communicate with each other and exchange ideas ever
since. Beck even underwent a session of REBT with
Ellis, hoping to cure his lifelong fear of public speak-
ing—but neither felt the session was completely
successful.
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The cognitive revolution
The growing acceptance of Beck’s theories within

the therapeutic community during the 1970s was in
part the result of the so-called “cognitive revolution” in
psychology, in which psychologists began to move
away from behaviorism and its model of learning as
operant conditioning toward a model of learning as
information processing. Jean Piaget’s work on the
process of childhood learning indicated that children
perceive, remember, and learn to think in categories—
such structures as number, quantity, volume, and
space. Other researchers found that categorization
appears to be both innate in humans and cross-cultural.
Another structural psychologist whose work influ-
enced Beck was George Kelly, whose two-volume
Psychology of Personal Constructs (1955) proposed
that psychopathology could be understood in terms of
faulty information processing. Beck initially used
Kelly’s term “constructs” to describe his “schemas.”

The cognitive revolution also included researchers
who applied the information-processing model to
social psychology, studying such processes as impres-
sion formation, decision-making, problem-solving,
self-perception, and self-control. Beck was particularly
influenced by the work of Donald Meichenbaum in
cognitive behavioral modification and Albert Bandura
(1925– ) in social modeling and self-regulation theory.

Managed care and evidence-based practice
Cognitive therapy has enjoyed renewed popular-

ity in the early twentieth-first century because of its
cost-effectiveness and long-term benefits. The rise of
managed care and subsequent pressures for cost
containment in the treatment of psychiatric disorders
have made cognitive therapy the dominant model of
psychotherapy in the United States. According to a
2002 article in the Washington Post, this dominance
has caused resentment among psychoanalysts and
practitioners of psychodynamic therapy. The reporter
concluded, “Therapists feel they are being railroaded
into a single school of therapeutic thinking—the one
supported by managed care companies, which care
less about patients than about holding costs down.”

Similar comments have been made by therapists
working in the United Kingdom, where the National
Health Service’s publication Treatment Choice in
Psychological Therapies and Counselling is seen as
promoting cognitive behavior therapy as the treatment
of choice. One British psychiatrist remarked in 2002
that “. . . it is hard to escape the suspicion that cogni-
tive behaviour therapy seems so far ahead of the field
in part because of its research and marketing strategy
rather than because it is intrinsically superior to other
therapies.”

Self-help groups and bibliotherapy
Another historical factor that has favored the

growth of cognitive therapy since the 1970s is the
rapid proliferation of self-help groups and the growing
popularity of self-help books. Bibliotherapy, or the
use of books to help people solve problems or train
themselves in such techniques as those used in cogni-
tive therapy, has become widely used since it was first
discussed in the early 1980s. In addition, the Twelve
Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) and similar
groups (Al-Anon, Overeaters Anonymous, Gamblers
Anonymous, etc.) have been described in the psychi-
atric literature as a form of cognitive restructuring that
helps uncover the distortions of “stinkin’ thinkin’”
and the emotional problems associated with addic-
tions. Beck has contributed to the self-help movement
both theoretically and practically. His theoretical
contribution lies in his emphasis on the collaborative
aspect of the therapist/patient relationship and the
therapist’s role in teaching the patient techniques for
thought monitoring and belief testing that can be used
after the termination of formal therapy.

In practical terms, Beck and some of his students
have written self-help guides and other books for the
interested nonspecialist. In 1988 Beck published a
book called Love Is Never Enough, which introduced
the concept of couples’ therapy as well as cognitive
therapy within the framework of a guide written for
the general public. David Burns, who completed a
residency in psychiatry under Beck in the late 1970s,
has published several self-help books based on the
principles of cognitive therapy, including Feeling
Good: The New Mood Therapy (1980), Intimate
Connections (1985), and The Feeling Good Handbook
(1990). Burns’s books are often recommended as
“homework” for patients in cognitive therapy. Lastly,
Beck’s work on the cognitive distortions underlying
anger and violence, called Prisoners of Hate, 
appeared in 1999. While it is not a self-help book in
the strict sense, Prisoners discusses the cognitive
bases of spouse and child abuse, hate crimes, and
terrorism in a clear and accessible fashion.

CRITICAL RESPONSE
Behaviorist criticisms

The earliest criticisms of Beck’s work came from
behaviorist psychologists, particularly Joseph Wolpe
and B. F. Skinner, on the grounds that cognitive
therapy is a form of mentalism, which may be defined
as the belief that mental processes are autonomous
and cannot be explained by an organism’s behavior.
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Behaviorists have also criticized Beck for departing
from basic science in his use of self-report paper-and-
pencil questionnaires and his inability to demonstrate
that cognitions are anything more than conditioned
behaviors. Behaviorist critiques of Beck since the
1970s have generally focused on the uneasy relation-
ship between cognitive therapy and behavior therapy.
Most criticisms of cognitive therapy, however, have
come from practitioners of psychoanalysis and
psychodynamic psychotherapy.

Simplistic and technique-oriented
One of the most common criticisms of cognitive

therapy is that it is superficial and consists of a “cook-
book” or mechanical approach to psychotherapy. This
line of criticism gathered force after 1979, when Beck
published Cognitive Therapy of Depression. The book
offered therapists an explicit description of the course
of therapy, from a discussion of the structure of the
therapeutic interview and a session-by-session outline
of the treatment of a depressed patient to explanations
of therapeutic homework and ways to focus on target
symptoms. Beck’s critics, however, used the book to
argue that cognitive therapy is too technique-oriented,
focuses too narrowly on short-term symptom reduc-
tion, underestimates the level of skill required to be a
competent therapist, and oversimplifies the complex-
ity of patients’ problems. The cost-control emphasis
of managed care has intensified this particular criticism
of cognitive therapy. Practitioners of psychodynamic
therapy in particular have maintained that they would
rather treat fewer patients than be constrained by
insurance companies who only allow as few as eight
sessions of treatment.

Beck’s reply to this criticism began to emerge in the
1980s, when the National Institute of Mental Health
(NIHM) funded a multi-site outcome study intended to
compare the effectiveness of cognitive therapy for
depression with short-term interpersonal psychotherapy,
which was based on a psychodynamic model. Beck was
skeptical of the value of a multi-site study, but he did
obtain a small grant to train therapists in cognitive
therapy for three months. A major problem was that
there was a far larger pool of therapists trained in
psychodynamic therapy to draw from, and they quickly
mastered the adjustments that were necessary to prac-
tice interpersonal psychotherapy. There were very few
experienced cognitive therapists, however, and the
trainees who completed Beck’s three-month “crash
program” barely met competency standards. The result
was that cognitive therapy did not appear to be as effica-
cious in comparison to other treatment methods as other
outcome studies had indicated. Beck subsequently
regarded the NIMH study, which was published in 1989,

as a setback. On the other hand, the fact that three
months of training in cognitive therapy was clearly inad-
equate indicated that cognitive therapy is not just a
matter of following an easily mastered set of techniques.

Beck’s later publications have been careful to
spell out that rote mastery of therapeutic technique is
not enough to be a competent practitioner of cognitive
therapy. Cognitive Therapy of Personality Disorders
contains the following admonition:

. . . methods that are successful with at a particular
time with a given patient may be ineffective at
another time. Therapists must use their best judgment
in designing treatment plans and selecting the most
useful techniques . . . or improvising new ones. A
certain amount of trial and error may be necessary.

Inadequate account of human emotions
A second common critique of cognitive therapy is

that it focuses on cognition to the point of discounting
the role of emotions in effecting change during
psychotherapy. Other critics maintain that cognitive
therapy is rationalistic in the sense of making a
detached or common-sense attitude toward life as the
implicit goal of therapy. Cognitive therapy does not,
however, regard intellectual insight by itself as suffi-
cient to bring about change, nor does it hold that all
emotional distress is caused by dysfunctional thinking.

A related objection to cognitive therapy’s
approach to the emotions is that it encourages people
to trivialize painful feelings or reinterpret them in
inappropriately positive ways. One commentator
refers to David Burns’s popular book Feeling Good as
an example of this reductionism, quoting Burns on the
proper way to grieve for someone’s death:

[Burns says] “You validly think ‘I lost him (or her),
and I will continue to miss the companionship and
love we shared.’ The feelings such a thought creates
are tender, realistic and desirable. Your emotions will
enhance your humanity . . . . In this way you gain
from your loss.”

My first thought on reading this was “Thank God I
am not loved by David Burns.” What about mourn-
ing? . . . . The new rush to “positivize” everything
turns even death and mourning into a matter of
gain. . . . David Burns’ idealized mourner is a narcis-
sist who is incapable of any deep feeling at all, or
who has to distort emotion into a “desirable” channel
before it can be felt.

Inadequate utilization of the
therapist/patient relationship

A frequent criticism of cognitive therapy in its early
years was that it neglected the therapeutic relationship
as a locus of, or impetus for, change. Most researchers
who took this position were either psychoanalysts or
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practitioners of psychodynamic therapy. Psychodynamic
psychotherapy is itself a derivative of classical psycho-
analysis and shares many of its presuppositions—
specifically, that therapy works by bringing the patient’s
unconscious motivations into conscious awareness, by
achieving insights into one’s past, and by resolving
emotional conflicts by working them through with the
therapist. It is assumed that any relational problem the
patient has with others will resurface in the therapeutic
relationship, and will provide subject matter for reflec-
tion and behavioral change. The emergence and resolu-
tion of the so-called transference relationship is the
centerpiece of psychoanalytically oriented therapies.

Beck’s description of the patient’s contribution to
therapy as “raw data” has been criticized by followers of
the psychoanalytic tradition as simplistic. They main-
tain that unconscious processes can shape the patient’s
presentation of the “raw data” of his or her experience.
Since the rise of the integrative movement in psy-
chotherapy, however, many cognitive therapists are
more open to investigating the role of the unconscious
in human experience and information processing.

Another factor that has led to a reappraisal of the
therapeutic relationship in cognitive therapy is the
extension of cognitive approaches to the treatment of
the Axis II personality disorders. In contrast to Beck’s
straightforward statement in 1979 that cognitive ther-
apists “do not make interpretations of unconscious
factors” in therapy, the second edition of Cognitive
Therapy of Personality Disorders makes explicit refer-
ence to the significance of the transference relation-
ship: “The patient’s emotional reactions to the process
of therapy and the therapist are of central concern.
Always alert but not provoking, the therapist is ready
to explore these reactions for more information about
the patient’s system of thoughts and beliefs.” It should
be noted, however, that the reason given for exploring
the transference is to strengthen the collaboration
between patient and therapist rather than to provide
insight or allow emotional release through the process
of “working through” transference issues: “If not
explored, possible distorted interpretations will persist
and may interfere with collaboration.” In addition, the
book’s extensive discussion of the therapeutic rela-
tionship is clearly concerned to avoid terminology
associated with the psychoanalytic tradition: “To
avoid confusion with psychodynamic assumptions
and remain focused within the cognitive model, we
refer to [transference and countertransference] simply
as emotional reactions within the therapy process.”

Reality-based depressions
One objection to Beck’s theory of cognition is

that people may be depressed without necessarily

distorting reality. For example, a person who belongs
to a socially marginalized group, or who has been
severely disfigured in an accident, or has a physical
handicap is not necessarily being illogical or irrational
for feeling pessimistic about his or her future. In addi-
tion, some well-conducted studies have challenged
Beck’s hypothesis that depressed people are more
prone to cognitive distortions that nondepressed
people. In 1979, Lauren Alloy and Lyn Abramson of
the State University of New York at Stony Brook
performed a series of experiments that indicated that
depressed subjects judged themselves and their
circumstances more accurately than those who were
not depressed. This postulate is sometimes known as
depressive realism. Other studies carried out between
1979 and the mid-1990s also found that most people’s
self-understanding is not only inaccurate but skewed
in an overly positive direction. In general, most people
assume they have a greater degree of control over their
lives than what reality warrants. A British critic of
cognitive therapy has said

Aaron Beck’s approach to depression assumes that
far more control is possible; his “wrong thinkers”
live in delusion as he sees it—and this may be his
illusion. . . . [but] none of us cares to admit how little
control we might really have over our own world. To
see things too clearly may be terrifying.

Therapists from other schools argue that Beck
tended to overlook the influence of environmental and
family-based factors in depression, especially in his
earlier work. In particular, therapists influenced by
Virginia Satir or Murray Bowen’s family systems theory
often point out that many depressed people have one or
more family members who are either unsympathetic to
them, or seem to have a vested interest in maintaining
the patient’s depression. As the terms “identified
patient” or “symptom bearer” suggest, the depressed
individual may be carrying the burden of an extended
family’s collective dysfunction. Therapists who work
out of a family systems orientation maintain that cogni-
tive therapy for the identified patient does little long-
term good if the patient must interact with others who
tend to reinforce his or her distorted cognitions.

Beck began to reformulate his account of depres-
sion in the early 1980s to accommodate social factors.
On the basis of work with outpatients in his clinic, he
posited two major personality types with different
vulnerabilities to depression, which he termed “socio-
tropy” and “autonomy.” A sociotropic person, according
to Beck, depends on harmonious social relationships
for gratification, and is vulnerable to depression when
significant relationships are lost or threatened. An
autonomous person, on the other hand, has a strong
need for achievement, desires freedom from control
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by others, and prefers solitude. This type of person is
more likely to become depressed when he or she is
frustrated or thwarted in attaining goals. Beck,
however, incorporated this typology into his continu-
ity hypothesis and asserted that these two categories
represent the extremes of a continuum; they are not
mutually exclusive.

Superficial view of major life changes
The short-term focus of cognitive therapy has led

some observers to argue that its practitioners underesti-
mate the hard work and suffering involved in major life
changes. An example might be a junior college faculty
member who recognizes that she is not going to get
tenure in spite of an excellent record of publications and
enthusiastic evaluations as a teacher. The external
circumstances may include departmental politics,
cutbacks in the number of tenured positions, older
professors who do not wish to retire at the usual age, and
many others. The instructor will have to make cognitive
changes in the way she views herself, the world, and her
place in it, but these changed cognitions are far more
fundamental than correcting misperceptions or recog-
nizing logical fallacies. In sum, major life transitions
require more than merely cognitive alterations. As one
of Beck’s critics has put it, “Courage, endurance, and
the acquisition of humility may [also] have something
to do with making the needful changes.”

In addition, cognitive changes themselves do not
appear to be as straightforward and logical as Beck
describes them. The creative processes in any human
activity are still not amenable to scientific analysis.
The junior faculty member in the example just given
will have to work out a new way of understanding
herself and her future, but she is not likely to arrive at
this end by logic alone. Such qualities as imagination
and faith are often involved in the complex and round-
about route that leads people to envision new possibil-
ities for their futures. Profound changes in a person’s
life are not fully controlled by consciousness and
rational will, nor are they always comfortable. Major
life transitions require courage, as they can be
intensely disturbing and frightening. It is common-
place in Twelve-Step group meetings that people often
feel worse in early recovery than they did before
entering the program. But there is little in the frame-
work of cognitive therapy that allows for creative
imagination in the process of change, or for fear and
anxiety in the face of making the necessary changes.

Recent discoveries in cognitive science
Some observers note that discoveries about

consciousness and the functioning of the human brain

that were made in the 1980s and 1990s do not support
Beck’s notion of a close relationship between cogni-
tions and emotions. The first such discovery was made
in the course of so-called “split-brain” research. Split-
brain research refers to studies carried out with epilep-
tic subjects who have had a commissurotomy. In this
procedure, the neurosurgeon cuts the corpus callosum,
a band of tissue that carries nerve impulses between
the two cerebral hemispheres, in order to control the
patient’s seizures. The researchers discovered that the
human mind is not a unified entity, but consists of
modules operating independently of one another. The
parts of the brain that govern emotional states may
have little to do with the parts that process information.
What split-brain studies indicate is that consciousness
cannot be an exact mirror of what is going on in the
brain. Yet consciousness plays a central role in the
theories underlying cognitive therapy.

Another area of research that raises questions
about cognitive therapy is social psychologists’
studies of cognition in relation to decision-making.
Numerous experiments have shown that a person’s
explanation of how he or she came to a conclusion
may be quite different from what was actually done.
In addition, evidence has accumulated since the 1980s
that there is no universal pattern of judgment and
reasoning that holds true for all humans; rather,
cultures play a role in shaping notions of cognition.
These studies imply that cognitive therapy depends on
a culturally limited view of reason and logic, and a
correspondingly limited understanding of “dysfunc-
tional thinking,” rather than being based on a truly
universal human characteristic.

THEORIES IN ACTION
Practice of cognitive therapy

Cognitive therapy is a highly structured form of
short-term therapy. Practitioners who have been trained
at the Beck Institute or have passed the certification
examination of the Academy for Cognitive Therapy
(ACT) follow a standard format for treatment, which
will be outlined below. Standardization is an important
feature of cognitive therapy, as Judith Beck explains: 

A major goal of the cognitive therapist is to make the
process of therapy understandable to both therapist
and patient . . . [and] to do therapy as efficiently as
possible. Adhering to a standard format (as well 
as teaching the tools of therapy to the patient) facili-
tates these objectives.

It is difficult, however, to estimate the actual number
of therapists in North America and the United Kingdom
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who practice some form of cognitive therapy. As of late
2002 there were about 350 accredited cognitive thera-
pists in the United States. Other practitioners are gradu-
ates of doctoral programs approved by the ACT (10 as of
early 2004) or have trained at centers for cognitive
therapy in New York, Atlanta, Cleveland, Huntington
Beach, California, or Oxford, England, but have not yet
taken the ACT’s certification examination. Many thera-
pists in the United States, however, practice “eclectic” or
integrative therapy, using techniques derived from
psychodynamic psychotherapy or other orientations as
well as cognitive therapy. A survey published in a profes-
sional psychology journal in the early 1990s found that
68% of therapists surveyed identified themselves as
“eclectic” therapists; 72% of these reported that they
used a psychodynamic approach in their work, as
compared with only 54% who made use of cognitive
therapy. Therapists who described themselves as follow-
ing one approach exclusively included 17% who prac-
ticed psychodynamic therapy and 5% who solely prac-
ticed cognitive therapy.

In terms of recognition by the medical specialty of
psychiatry, however, cognitive therapy is now a
required part of residency training. As of 2003, the
Residency Review Committee for Psychiatry of the
Accreditation Council on Graduate Medical Education
(ACGME) mandated that all psychiatric residents be
required to demonstrate competency in the practice of
cognitive behavior therapy.

Preparation Practitioners of cognitive therapy are
expected to gather as much information about the
patient as possible prior to the initial interview, in
order to make the most of the available number of
sessions. The patient will ordinarily have had a thor-
ough diagnostic examination to determine how the
standard format of cognitive therapy should be
adjusted for the patient. Most cognitive therapists will
also ask the patient to complete the Beck Depression
Inventory, revised version (BDI-II), the Beck Anxiety
Inventory (BAI), and the Beck Hopelessness Scale
(BHS) before the initial interview in order to obtain
baseline scores on these instruments. The therapist
then studies the patient’s history, symptoms, level of
current functioning, and presenting complaints in
order to draw up a general plan for treatment and
make a tentative conceptualization of the patient’s
problems. This cognitive case conceptualization is
regarded as a critical and necessary blueprint for the
therapist’s interventions.

Initial interview Cognitive therapists cover a great
deal of ground in the initial interview with the patient.

Judith Beck lists the following as the therapist’s
objectives for this session: establishing rapport with
the patient and gaining his or her trust; instructing the
patient about the purpose and methods of cognitive
therapy; teaching the patient about his or her specific
disorder from the perspective of the cognitive model;
reassuring the patient about the normality of his or her
difficulties and “instilling hope”; discussing the
patient’s expectations of therapy and correcting them
if necessary; gathering additional information about
the patient’s problems; and drawing up a list of goals
for the treatment.

To meet these objectives, the cognitive therapist
will set an agenda for the session; perform a mood
check, which is usually done by administering the
BDI; review the presenting problem with the patient
and obtain an update covering the time period since
the initial evaluation; educate the patient about cogni-
tive therapy and his or her diagnosis; assign home-
work for the next session; summarize the session; and
ask the patient for feedback. If the use of medications
and/or substance abuse are issues for the patient, these
are also placed on the agenda of the initial session.

Basic components of a cognitive therapy session
Later sessions are based on the following structure:

• Brief update. This part of the session allows the
patient to discuss significant events and his or her
reactions to them since the previous session.

• Bridge from previous session. Here the therapist
draws connections between the work of the previ-
ous session and the patient’s present feelings or
thoughts.

• Setting an agenda. Both the therapist and the
patient contribute items for discussion during the
session. Agenda-setting is done in order to cut
down on the amount of unproductive conversa-
tion during sessions and help both parties focus
on the patient’s core issues. A typical agenda
might include four or five items, such as “review
the patient’s activity schedule”; “begin to demon-
strate relationship between thinking, behavior and
affect by using specific experiences of patient”;
“discuss the booklet on depression that was given
to the patient to read at home”; and similar items.

• Homework review. As was mentioned earlier,
homework is an integral part of cognitive therapy.
Patients who associate the term with unpleasant
school experiences may prefer to call these activi-
ties “self-help work.” As with agenda setting, ther-
apist and patient arrive at the list of items jointly.
Bibliotherapy, usually a book on cognitive therapy

A a r o n  T e m k i n  B e c k

P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s8 4



A a r o n  T e m k i n  B e c k

8 5P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s

written for the general public; monitoring one’s
activities; and keeping a record of mood changes
and accompanying thoughts or images are
common homework assignments. The therapist’s
primary concern is helping the patient to experi-
ence success by choosing activities that will
increase his or her sense of mastery or satisfaction.
Homework review allows the therapist to monitor
and evaluate the patient’s successes or failures—
including feelings of success or failure, which may
or may not be appropriate to the patient’s actual
accomplishments.

• Discussion of goals or target issue(s). Because
cognitive therapy is a time-limited approach, clear
focus is an essential aspect of the treatment plan.
Therapist and patient together agree on a list of
“core” or “target” symptoms that can be addressed
over the course of a limited number of sessions.
The symptoms that are targeted usually fall into
one of two categories: those that the patient consid-
ers most distressing, and those that can be effec-
tively treated. The symptoms may be emotional,
motivational, physiological, cognitive, or a mixture
of these. With regard to goal setting, patients are
taught to think in terms of specific changes that can
be described in behavioral terms (“keeping up with
course work in school” or “planning more outings
with my spouse”) rather than vague generalities
(“feeling better” or “feeling happier”).

• New homework.

• Summary and feedback. At the end of each
session the therapist summarizes what has
happened during the session and asks the patient
for feedback. Feedback serves several purposes:
it reinforces the patient’s role as an active partici-
pant in the work of therapy; it strengthens the
rapport between the patient and the therapist; and
it allows the patient to correct any misunderstand-
ings or misinterpretations on the therapist’s part.
Some cognitive therapists provide their patients
with written forms to fill out in the waiting room
after the session.

Number and spacing of treatment sessions A typical
course of cognitive therapy ranges between six weeks
and four months in length, although patients with
personality disorders or other severe psychological
problems may remain in treatment for a year or longer.
With the exception of severely depressed or suicidal
individuals who need more frequent support, patient
and therapist meet on a weekly basis until the patient
begins to feel measurably better. At that point, the
sessions are spaced further apart, once every two weeks

and then once every three or four weeks toward the end
of treatment. Judith Beck gives eight to 14 as an
average total number of sessions, although her father’s
earlier publications mention an average of 20 to 22
sessions. Decisions about the spacing of sessions are
made jointly by the therapist and the patient. The
rationale behind less frequent sessions is that it provides
the patient with more opportunities to solve problems
alone and tests the growing ability to be his or her own
therapist. After termination, patients are encouraged to
return for “booster” sessions two or three times a year.

Medication A pamphlet published by the Beck
Institute notes that some patients improve more
rapidly with combination therapy, and that a consulta-
tion with a psychopharmacologist is often advisable
to make sure that the patient is taking the right type
and dosage of medication.

Training in cognitive therapy
Training in cognitive therapy is available to

students in graduate programs in social work, clinical
psychology, and psychiatric nursing as well as for
medical students and practicing psychiatrists. About 20
of the 197 accredited programs in clinical psychology in
the United States offer coursework in cognitive therapy.

The Beck Institute The Beck Institute, which was
founded in 1994 and is presently directed by Judith
Beck, offers a range of training programs and work-
shops for mental health professionals, as well as a
speakers’ bureau and videoconferences. An extramural
distance learning program is available for clinicians
working outside North America. Books, audiotapes,
and other multimedia presentations on cognitive
therapy can also be ordered through the Institute.

Professional organizations The Academy of Cogni-
tive Therapy (ACT) was established in 1999 after a
three-year process of consultation that involved the
directors of 36 different training programs in cognitive
therapy. The establishment of the academy was consid-
ered necessary to maintain a distinctive identity for
cognitive therapy and to provide certification for quali-
fied practitioners. The ACT’s Web site states that

There has been confusion in the distinction between
psychotherapy which incorporates some cognitive
techniques, and cognitive therapy which is based on a
cognitive conceptualization. Many therapists identify
themselves as cognitive therapists when their practice
does not reflect such an orientation. Consumers,
agencies, insurance companies, and researchers may
be misled by this self-appellation.



Research
Effectiveness of cognitive therapy Beck’s research
orientation is reflected in the fact that cognitive
therapy is commonly regarded as “the most rigorously
studied kind of talk therapy,” according to one report.
As of late 2002, cognitive therapy had been evaluated
in at least 325 clinical trials. The Beck Institute
conducts ongoing research projects, its most recent
being an examination of the effects of stress reactivity
and coping style on depressed patients being treated
with cognitive therapy.

Judith Beck and one of her associates at the Beck
Institute published a study in 2000 of 14 meta-analy-
ses of the effectiveness of cognitive therapy. Their
findings may be briefly summarized as follows:

• Comparison of cognitive therapy with antidepres-
sant medications. Cognitive therapy was found to
be somewhat superior to medications in the treat-
ment of unipolar depression in adults. Follow-up
studies a year after the end of treatment indicated,
however, that only 30% of the patients treated with
cognitive therapy had suffered relapses, compared
to 60% of the patients who had been given antide-
pressants.

• Comparison with supportive or nondirective talk
therapies. This category included two studies of
adolescent depression and two of generalized
anxiety disorder (GAD). Cognitive therapy was
found to be “moderately superior” to supportive
psychotherapies.

• Comparison with behavior therapy. Cognitive
therapy was found to be equally effective as
behavior therapy in treating adult patients 
diagnosed with depression or obsessive-compulsive
disorder (OCD).

• Other studies. Cognitive therapy was found to be
“somewhat superior” to other psychotherapies in
treating sexual offenders. It was also found to be
effective in treating patients with bulimia nervosa.

Critics of cognitive therapy maintain, however, that
much of the research regarding the efficacy of cognitive
therapy is not of the highest quality. James C. Coyne, a
psychologist at the University of Pennsylvania who
specializes in studying anxiety disorders and depres-
sion in cancer patients, stated as early as 1989 that 
“. . . in the large body of research that [cognitive
therapy] has generated, the measurements that have
been made have typically been crude, confounded, and
incapable of supporting precise distinctions between
possible cognitive concepts.” As was mentioned earlier,
the NIMH multi-site study done in the 1980s did not
find any significant differences in recovery rates among

patients treated with a tricyclic antidepressant (imi-
pramine), a placebo, cognitive therapy, or interpersonal
psychotherapy—although the findings were attributed
in part to site differences.

In addition, some of Beck’s early hypotheses have
not been borne out by subsequent research. These
include the notion that depressive thinking is per se
irrational; that there is such a thing as cognitive vulner-
ability to depression; and the concept of the cognitive
triad. With regard to the cognitive triad, Beck initially
proposed that the interlocking schemas incorporating
negative beliefs about the self, the world, and one’s
future are stable traits. Research indicates, however,
that these schemas fluctuate with the patient’s moods.
Moreover, some researchers maintain that the notion
of a triad is itself somewhat arbitrary, that Beck’s
model really has only two components—the self in
relation to the patient’s personal world, rather than the
world in general, and the self in relation to the future.

The STAR*D study The Sequenced Treatment
Alternatives to Relieve Depression study, or STAR*D,
is a five-year research study of treatment alternatives
for depression funded by the NIMH. STAR*D began
in October 1999 and will conclude in September
2004. The study’s findings are scheduled for publica-
tion in 2006. STAR*D has five major objectives:

• Determine the best next step in treating depressed
patients who fail to respond to previous therapies.

• Compare the relative effectiveness and patients’
acceptance of different treatments.

• Evaluate the long-term benefits of successful
treatments.

• Compare the side effects and economic costs of
different treatments.

• Determine the predictors of a given patient’s
response to specific treatments.

The STAR*D protocol published in 2001 noted
that research has not yet established the proper place of
psychotherapy in the care of patients diagnosed with
major depression. Cognitive therapy, however, is the
only form of psychotherapy included in the STAR*D
study. It will be evaluated as a Level 2 treatment, either
as the patient’s sole form of treatment or in combina-
tion with citalopram (Celexa), a selective serotonin
reuptake inhibitor. (All patients enrolled in STAR*D
receive citalopram at Level 1 and are then switched to a
different antidepressant medication, cognitive therapy,
or citalopram plus one of the other therapies at Level
2.) According to the protocol, the study’s selection of
cognitive therapy as the sole form of psychotherapy to
be compared with pharmacotherapy is its “substantial
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evidence of efficacy in RCTs [randomized controlled
trials] for depression.” It should be noted that one of
STAR*D’s principal investigators, A. John Rush,
completed a residency in psychiatry at the University of
Pennsylvania under Aaron Beck in 1975, and is listed
as one of Beck’s coauthors for Cognitive Therapy of
Depression.

Suicidology One major area of research opened up
by Beck’s work on depression is suicidology. Beck’s
work has led to a standardization of the terminology
for suicidal behavior, and his scales for the assessment
of depression, hopelessness, and the risk of suicide
(the Beck Scale for Suicide Ideation, or BSS) are
widely used in clinical and research settings. In line
with his general continuity hypothesis, Beck regards
the risk of suicide as existing along a continuum
ranging from occasional fleeting thoughts of “ending
it all” to openly self-harmful behavior. Beck helped to
establish hopelessness as the most important variable
in predicting suicidal behavior; a cutoff score of nine
on his Hopelessness Scale is considered predictive of
the patient’s eventual suicide.

Beck presented findings from 30 years of suicide
research at a workshop sponsored by the Institute of
Medicine (IOM) in 2001, including data from an
ongoing prospective study of suicide prevention at the
University of Pennsylvania. One significant finding
concerned the fact that suicidal behaviors vary markedly
across psychiatric diagnoses, particularly in patients
diagnosed with Axis II personality disorders. A study of
patients admitted to hospital emergency rooms 
in Philadelphia following a suicide attempt reported that
8.2% of the patients diagnosed with borderline 
personality disorder (BPD) committed suicide during a
five-year period of follow-up, compared with 4.6% in
patients diagnosed with major depression without a
personality disorder. In addition to Beck’s research
group at Penn, a team of researchers at Vanderbilt
University reported on the effectiveness of cognitive
therapy in reducing the risk of suicide at the annual
meeting of the American Psychiatric Association in the
summer of 2002.

Case studies
The case studies that follow illustrate both the

broad application of the principles underlying cogni-
tive therapy and their accommodation to different
DSM-IV diagnoses.

Cognitive therapy in treating depression Beck’s
Cognitive Therapy of Depression presents a summary
of a typical course of cognitive therapy requiring 
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22 sessions to treat depression in a 36-year-old home-
maker, married for 15 years to a sales manager for an
automotive supply company. The couple had three
children ranging in age from seven to 14. Two previ-
ous courses of therapy (marital therapy and treatment
with antidepressants) had been ineffective. The
patient’s initial score on the BDI was 41. Prior to the
first meeting, the therapist mailed the patient a copy
of the booklet Coping with Depression, and asked her
to read it before beginning therapy.

The first session was devoted to a review of the
patient’s specific symptoms of depression, with a
focus on motivational and behavioral problems. The
patient had mentioned suicide as a way to “unburden”
her family, and had described herself as a “total
failure” as a wife and mother. The therapist noted,
however, that the patient felt the booklet had given her
hope, and judged that she was not at great risk for
suicide. The patient’s initial homework consisted of
filling out a life history questionnaire and keeping a
log of her activities at home. This schedule was
intended to provide the therapist with a baseline meas-
urement of the patient’s activity level as well as to give
the patient a sense of mastery and accomplishment.

In sessions two and three, the therapist reviewed the
patient’s activity log with her, checking for indications
of omissions or distortions. Since the patient appeared
to keep relatively busy during the day, the therapist
changed her homework to recording cognitions in
sessions four and five, particularly cognitions associated
with unpleasant feelings. Many of the patient’s feelings
of sadness, anger, or guilt were related to the thought, “I
am an incompetent mother.” The therapist discussed
common themes in the patient’s cognitions related to her
husband in session five. She was convinced at that point
that he would eventually abandon her because of her
depression. In sessions six through eight, the therapist
worked with the patient to focus her expectations of
therapy. She had difficulty defining reasonable goals,
speaking in vague generalities about being a “better wife
and mother.” An interview with the husband during
these three sessions indicated that he genuinely cared
for his wife, which helped the patient to recognize that
she was misinterpreting the real situation. Homework
for sessions five through eight consisted of an ongoing
record of negative, automatic thoughts.

As the patient’s symptoms began to lift, the thera-
pist redirected the focus of the sessions toward recog-
nizing and challenging the contents of and patterns in
her cognitions. She began to work on her patterns of
self-criticism and the assumptions underlying them.
She came to recognize that she tended to think in terms
of what she “should” do to please others rather than on
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what she “wanted” to do. Homework for these sessions
included listing her “wants,” particularly future goals.
By session 14, her score on the BDI had dropped to 17.
She started thinking about returning to work on a 
part-time basis. During session 16, the therapist
detected the possibility that the patient might relapse.
Her parents had visited, and she had noticed that her
mother was quite critical of her father. The patient
clearly regarded herself as being responsible for her
father’s well-being. She wondered whether she should
take a job after all and was returning to her old
dysfunctional thought patterns. The therapist made two
important interventions at this point. One involved a
review of the similarities between the patient’s reac-
tion to her parents’ visit and her past thought patterns.
The patient herself was able to see that she was
“following the old pattern.” The second intervention
was another interview with the husband, who stated
that he liked his wife’s “new self” much better than the
old one. This information strengthened the patient’s
motivation to continue with her new course of action.
Her homework consisted of discussing her goals in
greater detail with her husband.

Sessions 20 through 22 consisted of consolidat-
ing the gains of the previous sessions. The patient did
in fact take a part-time job, and began to enjoy it after
she worked through some initial anxiety. Follow-up
sessions took place one, two, and six months after the
termination of therapy. At the six-month follow-up,
the patient’s score on the BDI had fallen to 2, and she
regarded herself as happier and more confident.

Cognitive therapy in treating wife battering Beck
discusses the case of R, whom he describes as “a
typical wife batterer,” in Prisoners of Hate. R was
abused by his parents in his childhood and teased by
other boys in his peer group. He viewed the world as
“filled with antagonistic people lying in wait for an
opportunity to pounce on him.” Although R had a
comfortable relationship with his wife most of the
time, any criticism from her or pressure to do chores
around the house would activate his dysfunctional
beliefs—that mild pressure from her meant total
domination, and that criticism meant rejection—and
he reacted with violence. Beck describes a typical
incident. R’s wife asked him to fix a leaky faucet. He
replied, “Get off my back!” She then said, “I would if
you’d act like the man of the house.” R retorted, “I’ll
show you what a man is,” and hit her in the mouth.
After an attack of this sort, R was puzzled by and
ashamed of its intensity. Therapy consisted of helping
R recognize the beliefs that triggered his attacks.

Beck’s treatment of R included asking him to
look at the meanings he attached to his wife’s remarks.
The specific techniques included applying rules of
evidence to the wife’s behavior (was she invariably
disrespectful of R?), considering other explanations
for her behavior (might she be simply losing patience
when he procrastinated?), examining his beliefs about
the world, and modifying unrealistic expectations of
others. In addition, Beck used guided imagery to
lower R’s distress level. He asked R to visualize his
wife when she criticized him. R reported that he saw
himself “shrink in size, with a scared look on his
face.” He saw his wife, on the other hand, grow taller
and larger, and become very menacing. Beck then
asked R to replace this intimidating image of his wife
with a less threatening picture of her. R was then able
to “reflect that she was not his enemy but was simply
upset by his procrastination.”

A third technique that Beck used during R’s treat-
ment was to substitute more adaptive beliefs in place of
the old dysfunctional thoughts. R had already recog-
nized that hitting his wife was not only a way to punish
her, but also improved his mood temporarily by 

CHRONOLOGY
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University.

1946: Graduates with a medical degree from Yale
University.
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Valley Forge Field Hospital and treats soldiers
with post-traumatic stress disorder.

1954: Joins the Department of Psychiatry of the
University of Pennsylvania.

1974: Publishes The Prediction of Suicide.

1988: Publishes Love is Never Enough.

1992: Retires from activing teaching at the University
of Pennsylvania.

2004: Publishes Cognitive Therapy of Personal
Disorders, second edition.
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bolstering his shaky self-esteem. Beck then discussed 
“the value of violence as a mood-normalizer” with R.
He asked the patient whether he was more of a man by
hitting a smaller person, or “by being cool, taking insults
without flinching and maintaining control of himself
and the problematic situation.” The patient was intrigued
by this interpretation; he worked at changing his under-
lying belief from “A man doesn’t take any crap from his

wife” to “A man can take the crap without allowing it to
get to him.”

By the time R left therapy, Beck had given him
three specific methods he could use to control his
violent impulses: the first was to leave the room for a
“time out”; the second was to visualize his wife as
vulnerable and upset rather than hostile and threat-
ening; and the third was to remind himself that the 

BIOGRAPHY:
David H. Barlow

As of 2004, David H. Barlow was Professor of
Psychology and Research Professor of Psychiatry at
Boston University as well as director of the univer-
sity’s Center for Anxiety and Related Disorders.
Barlow is best known for his work in applying cogni-
tive behavior therapy to anxiety disorders and sexual
dysfunction. He has also published in the field of clin-
ical research methodology. He is presently the editor
of the journal Clinical Psychology: Science and
Practice. Barlow’s work in the treatment of anxiety
disorders led to his selection as a member of the DSM-
IV Task Force and co-chair of the working group for
revising the anxiety disorders categories.

Barlow describes anxiety as “a unique, coherent
cognitive-affective construct within a defensive motiva-
tional system.” At the core of the cognitive construct is
“a sense of uncontrollability focused largely on possi-
ble future threat.” Barlow bases his definition of anxiety
as “loss of control over potentially challenging or
threatening events” on his findings from research into
sexual dysfunction over the past two decades. Once a
person has become anxious, Barlow holds, his or her
cognitions change, moving rapidly from appraisal of
the threatening situation to assessments of one’s ability
to deal with the threat. As the anxiety level rises, further
changes in the person’s cognition become apparent,
ranging from a narrowed focus of attention to interpre-
tative bias in evaluating incoming information.

Since 1988, Barlow has worked out a “triple
vulnerabilities” model to explain the development of
anxiety disorders. The first area of vulnerability is a
generalized biological vulnerability. The second is
generalized psychological vulnerability related to
early learning experiences of uncontrollability and
unpredictability. These experiences help to form a

cognitive “template” that increases the impact of later
stressful events in the person’s life. The third factor is
a specific psychological vulnerability that focuses the
person’s anxiety on a specific object or event.

The most controversial part of Barlow’s work,
however, is not a theoretical but a clinical claim—that
he can cure people suffering from anxiety disorders by
forcing them to confront their terrors over a 10- to 12-
week period. At the Center for Anxiety and Related
Disorders, Barlow typically treats patients by not only
exposing them to the stimulus that makes them anxious,
but increasing the anxiety level until they have proved to
themselves that they can survive the emotional experi-
ence of terror. His basic hypothesis is that the patient’s
problem is not the pain itself but his or her relationship
to the pain. By accepting and even seeking out anxiety
or depression, Barlow holds, the patient disarms his or
her problem. One of Barlow’s patients was a claustro-
phobic businessman who was assigned “homework”
that involved shutting himself in a small space for as
long as he could tolerate the anxiety. The man decided

to lock himself in the trunk
of his car. The first time, he
had to leave after three
minutes, but eventually
worked up to spending half
an hour in the trunk. At that
point, he reported that he
felt “bored.” Although
Barlow maintains that 85%
of his patients are cured of
their anxiety, some critics
argue that his treatment is
superficial and worse yet, it
amounts to emotional
torture.

David Barlow. (AP/Wide

World Photos. Reproduced by 

permission.)
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way to “feel like a man” is to be calm and masterful 
when provoked.

Relevance to modern readers People diagnosed
with a mental disorder are increasingly likely to be
treated with some form of cognitive therapy—whether
their specific problem is an eating disorder, substance
abuse, an anxiety disorder, or a personality disorder.
This likelihood is particularly high if they are diag-
nosed with depression; as we have seen, cognitive
therapy is the only form of nonpharmacological treat-
ment used in the ongoing NIMH STAR*D study of
depression. The popular appeal and widespread use of
cognitive therapy, however, are due only in part to
economic and public policy considerations.

In addition, cognitive therapy has become a part of
the intellectual backdrop of popular culture in the early
twenty-first century. It is noteworthy that many current
talk-show therapists and writers of self-help books put
cognitive issues at the center of their work, even though
they may differ from one another in other ways. For
example, Nathaniel Branden’s books on self-esteem all
make the basic point that greater self-awareness—what
Beck would call uncovering automatic thoughts—is a
necessary step in building self-esteem. Phil McGraw’s
best-sellers are based on the notion that distorted percep-
tions and internal “filters” of experience require correc-
tion if people are to improve their “self-concepts.” Much
of what McGraw calls “labels” and “tapes” would be
called automatic thoughts in Beck’s terminology. Lastly,
the emergence of philosophical counseling, which is a
controversial descendant of Beck and Ellis’s work, is
associated with the notion that clearer thinking by itself
can help people to turn their lives around.
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BRIEF OVERVIEW
Alfred Binet is best remembered as the developer

of the first useful test for measuring intelligence.
Along with Théodore Simon, Binet developed the
Binet-Simon Scale, the forerunner of modern IQ tests.
Binet’s original goal for the scale was relatively
modest and very practical. In the early years of the
1900s, the French government had just enacted laws
requiring that all children be given a public education.
For the first time, mentally “subnormal” children—
those who today might be called mentally retarded or
developmentally disabled—were to be provided with
special classes, rather than simply ignored by the
schools. However, this raised the issue of how to iden-
tify which children would benefit from special
programs. Binet and Simon set out to solve this
problem. In the process, they developed a revolution-
ary approach to testing mental abilities.

Yet intelligence testing was only one small part of
Binet’s highly productive career. Although his work
was cut short when he died at age 54, he still managed
to author almost 300 published books, articles, and
reviews. His wide-ranging interests included sensitiv-
ity to touch, mental associations, hypnosis, child
development, personality, memory, eyewitness testi-
mony, and creativity, to name just a few. The breadth
of his interests led him to study a wide spectrum of the
population, including schoolchildren, experts at chess
and mental arithmetic, authors, mentally retarded indi-
viduals, and his own two daughters.

1857–1911

FRENCH PSYCHOLOGIST, INTELLIGENCE
RESEARCHER

SORBONNE, DOCTORATE IN NATURAL SCIENCE,
1894

Alfred Binet
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Nevertheless, Binet is mainly remembered for his
groundbreaking intelligence test. It was so useful for
predicting school performance that a variation, the
Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scales, is still in use
today. In a 1930 essay, Lewis Terman, the American
psychologist who developed the Stanford-Binet,
described his great predecessor this way: “My favorite
of all psychologists is Binet; not because of his intelli-
gence test, which was only a by-product of his life
work, but because of his originality, insight, and open-
mindedness, and because of the rare charm of person-
ality that shines through all his writings.”

BIOGRAPHY
Binet’s life is notable for both its successes and

its failures. On one hand, Binet’s intelligence test
became one of the most influential tests in the history
of psychology. On the other hand, his innovative ideas
about child development and memory had a much
more limited impact. Both of these results can be
traced, at least in part, to the independence that
marked Binet’s career. Self-taught in psychology, he
never held a position as a university professor. This
kept him from building alliances with other professors
and from training many students to follow in his

footsteps. Yet it also gave him free rein to nurture his
own tremendous curiosity and creativity.

The early years
Binet was born on July 8, 1857, in Nice, France.

He was the only child of a father who was a physician
and a mother who dabbled in art. His wealthy parents
separated when he was young, leaving his mother,
Moïna Binet, with most of the responsibility for raising
him. Until age 15, Binet attended school in Nice. He
also spent some summers at a boardinghouse in
England, where he undoubtedly improved his fluency
in English. This paid off later, when he was able to read
the English and American psychological literature.

Once Binet turned 15, his mother took him to Paris
so that he could attend a renowned school, the Lycée
Louis-le-Grand. Binet studied there for three years.
Upon graduating, he had trouble deciding what career
path he wanted to pursue. He first earned a law license
in 1878; however, he seems to have almost immediately
concluded that practicing law was not for him. Next
came a brief stint studying medicine. There was a strong
medical tradition in his family; his father and both of his
grandfathers had been physicians. This choice, too,
proved short-lived. Binet suffered an emotional break-
down and dropped out of medical school.

False starts and lessons learned
Discouraged and directionless, Binet began

spending time in the Bibliothèque Nationale, a great
library in Paris. There, he started browsing through
books on psychology. He was fascinated by what he
found. In particular, his interest was drawn to experi-
ments on the two-point threshold, the smallest distance
at which touching the skin at two different points at
once is felt as two sensations rather than just one.
Previous research had shown that this distance varied
from one part of the body to another. For example, the
distance was about 30 times greater on the small of the
back than on the tip of the index finger. Several theo-
ries had been proposed explaining the differences.
After trying a few simple experiments on himself and
his friends, Binet concluded that these theories
contained some errors. In 1880, he published his ideas
in a paper titled “On the Fusion of Similar Sensations.”
He soon learned a lesson about the hazards of rushing
into print. Joseph Delboeuf, a Belgian physiologist
who had already done much more complex research on
the subject, published an article outlining the flaws in
Binet’s work. Fortunately, Binet’s interest in psychol-
ogy was strong enough to withstand the blow.

Early on, Binet became an avid reader of 
British philosopher John Stuart Mill. In his theory of
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associationism, Mill had proposed that the flow of
thoughts and ideas through a person’s consciousness
was controlled by the associations among these ideas.
Mill had also outlined the basic laws that he believed
determined which ideas would arise from a particular
thought. In 1886, Binet published his first book, a
fervent defense of associationism. In the book, titled
The Psychology of Reasoning, Binet argued that the
laws of associationism could explain everything that
happened in the mind. Yet cracks in this theory had
already become apparent. For example, associationism
was unable to explain how one starting idea might lead
to totally different trains of thought under different
circumstances. Binet realized that he was on shaky
ground once again. He soon gave up the position that
associationism alone could explain all mental phenom-
ena. However, he never stopped believing in the great,
although incomplete, power of mental associations.
Years later, he would argue that intelligence could not be
studied without considering an individual’s personal
associations, circumstances, and experiences.

Not all of Binet’s early ideas about psychology
came from books. In 1883, Binet began working as an
unpaid researcher for Jean Martin Charcot, director of
the Salpêtrière, a famous hospital in Paris. Charcot was
one of the most esteemed neurologists in the world. At
the time, he was studying hypnosis, a temporary state of
altered attention. Charcot noted that, under hypnosis,
good subjects often became unable to move, insensitive
to pain, or unable to remember what had happened.
These were very much like the symptoms seen in
patients with hysteria, a mental disorder in which people
had physical ailments when no physical cause could be
found. In fact, the similarities were so striking that
Charcot jumped to some wrong conclusions. He
believed that the ability to be hypnotized was actually a
sign of hysteria. He also believed that the unusual
behavior seen under hypnosis was caused by some
underlying feature of the nervous system. In fact, it
turned out to be caused by nothing more than the
subject’s response to suggestions given by the hypnotist.

When Binet first arrived at the Salpêtrière, however,
he accepted the older man’s theories without question.
Binet and a young doctor named Charles Féré spent the
next seven years doing research under Charcot’s guid-
ance. The two researchers were assigned to study a
woman named Blanche Wittmann, called Wit in their
writings. Recalling the days when hypnotism was known
as “animal magnetism,” Binet and Féré found that they
could reverse Wit’s physical symptoms or emotional
state under hypnosis simply by reversing a magnet. One
minute, Wit would be laughing. The next minute, with a
turn of the magnet, she was sobbing. Not surprisingly,

when Binet and Féré published their findings, other
scientists reacted with skepticism. One skeptic was
Delboeuf, the same physiologist who had debunked
Binet’s earlier work on the two-point threshold. Delboeuf
finally traveled to Paris to observe Wit in person. He
immediately saw the obvious: The hypnotist was revers-
ing the large magnet right in front of Wit. It seemed clear
that Wit was responding to the hypnotist, rather than the
magnet. At first, Binet defended his findings. Slowly,
however, the truth dawned. He was forced to admit that
he had been blinded by Charcot’s reputation.

Binet’s career was off to a rocky start. After
public missteps in work on the two-point threshold,
associationism, and hypnosis, Binet appeared destined
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for anything but greatness. Yet these setbacks just
seemed to strengthen his resolve to move ahead and
make his mark on psychology.

The psychologist at home
The years at the Salpêtrière were a time of growth

and change in Binet’s home life as well. In 1884,
Binet married Laure Balbiani, daughter of biologist E.
G. Balbiani. Two daughters soon followed: Madeleine,
born in 1885, and Alice, born in 1887. Ever the scien-
tist, Binet began coming up with tests and puzzles for
his young daughters to solve. He proved to be a keen
observer of their developing minds and personalities.
In papers about his observations, Binet called the girls
Marguerite and Armande.

Many of the first tests Binet tried were based on
the ones used by two earlier pioneers in intelligence
research, Francis Galton and James McKeen Cattell.
Both men had tried to measure mental ability using
physiological tests. For example, some tests measured
reaction time, the split-second needed for mental
processing between the time when an event occurs and
the time when the muscles start responding to it. Such
tests were thought to measure how efficiently the
nervous system worked. Other tests, such as the two-
point threshold, measured the sharpness of the senses.
The idea was that intelligence requires information,
and this information comes from sensations.

When Binet tried reaction-time tests with his
daughters and their young friends, he found that their
average reaction times were indeed longer than those
of adults. However, the children’s individual reaction
times varied widely. Sometimes, the children reacted
just as quickly as adults, but other times, they were
much slower. Binet concluded that the real difference
between children and adults was not in the speed with
which they could react, but in their ability to pay
attention to the task. When the children’s attention
wandered, as it often did, their reaction times suffered.
These observations led Binet to doubt that simple
physiological tests could ever be useful for sorting out
the differences between immature and mature minds.
Instead, it seemed that more complex tests, such as
those requiring sustained attention, would be needed.
This realization probably played a role in shaping the
kinds of tasks Binet chose for his intelligence test
years later.

In hindsight, many of the ideas that Binet formed
about child development seem ahead of their time.
Several of them appear to foreshadow the later work of
Jean Piaget, the famous Swiss psychologist who
described four stages in children’s mental development.
Like Piaget, Binet believed that the purpose of mental

development was to adapt effectively to the demands of
the outside world. He also thought that new informa-
tion was incorporated into existing ways of thinking. In
addition, he believed that intelligence played a role in
all human activities, from the simple to the complex.

Binet did not believe in distinct stages of devel-
opment. Yet some of his descriptions of mental differ-
ences between children and adults come close to
Piaget’s descriptions of various stages. For example,
Binet noted that a young child might be struck by a
detail on an object that an adult would overlook. Yet
that same child might be unable to see the object as a
whole the way an adult could. 

Might the similarities between the ideas of Binet
and those of Piaget be more than just coincidence?
This question is still unclear. Piaget never acknowl-
edged any such influence. After Binet’s death,
however, Piaget spent time working in Paris with
Simon, coauthor of the Binet-Simon Scale. In this
setting, it seems likely that some of Binet’s ideas
might have rubbed off on Piaget.

Along with watching his daughters’ developing
mental abilities, Binet also observed their personality
differences. Madeleine tended to be thoughtful and
cautious in her actions, while Alice tended to be
impulsive and easily distracted. This observation
convinced Binet that problem-solving was a matter
not only of ability level, but also of personal style. It
was another theme that would reappear in his later
work on intelligence.

A second chance at success
After the split from Charcot, Binet found

himself at loose ends. Although his family wealth
meant he did not need to work for money, he was still
eager to get on with his research. In 1891, Binet
happened to meet Henri Beaunis in a railway station
at Rouen, France. Beaunis, a physiologist, was direc-
tor of the new Laboratory of Physiological
Psychology at the Sorbonne, a world-famous college
in Paris. During the hypnosis controversy, Beaunis
had publicly criticized Binet. It must have taken
courage and perhaps desperation on Binet’s part to
ask Beaunis for a job in his lab. Yet that is exactly
what Binet did, offering to work without pay.
Beaunis, for his part, was struggling to staff the lab
with limited funds. He agreed to give Binet a posi-
tion. It turned out to be an excellent bargain. In 1895,
when Beaunis retired, Binet took over as director.
This job, which Binet held until his death, lent him
legitimacy and gave him freedom to pursue his own
research ideas.
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Binet flourished at the Sorbonne laboratory. The
events during just two years, 1894–95, show how
amazingly productive he could be, given the right
environment. During this period, Binet published two
books. One was an introduction to experimental
psychology, and the other described his research on
experts at chess and mental calculations. He and
Beaunis also founded and edited the first French
psychological journal, L’Année psychologique, for
which Binet himself wrote 85 reviews and four original
articles. In addition, Binet was appointed to the board
of a new American journal, Psychological Review. At
the same time, he studied optical illusions and devel-
oped a method for making a graphic record of piano
playing. With Jacques Passy, he studied dramatic
authors. With Victor Henri, he studied memory in
schoolchildren.

Somehow, Binet also found time to finish his
doctoral degree in 1894. Six years earlier, he had
begun studying biology in his father-in-law’s labora-
tory. Over time, he grew fascinated by the behavior,
anatomy, and physiology of insects. His thesis, titled
“A Contribution to the Study of the Subintestinal
Nervous System of Insects,” was filled with detailed
drawings, most of which he made himself. This detour
into natural science just added to Binet’s credentials
as a well-rounded scientist and skilled observer.

Binet continued to be very interested in child
development as well. With the authority of his new job
behind him, he was no longer limited to just studying
his own daughters. Now, he could gain access to the
schools to observe subjects of all ages. During this
period, Binet and Henri conducted studies of chil-
dren’s memory that are still surprisingly up-to-date. In
experiments on prose memory, the researchers presented
schoolchildren with paragraphs, and then asked the
children to write down what they remembered. The
researchers found that the children tended to remem-
ber general ideas better than specific words. The
longer the delay between testing and recall, the more
pronounced this difference became. Also, the more
important an idea was within the overall paragraph,
the more likely it was to be recalled. Binet and Henri
concluded that memory processes for connected ideas
and memory processes for isolated words were totally
different. Once again, Binet was ahead of the curve.
These findings were eventually borne out by studies
on prose memory in the 1970s.

Binet’s research also foretold later findings on
eyewitness testimony. In one study, Binet presented
schoolchildren with a poster depicting several objects
and a scene. The children were allowed to look at the
poster for just a matter of seconds. Afterward, they

were asked about what they remembered. The answers
tended to vary depending on how the questions were
worded, a result that has been confirmed many times
in recent years.

Although Binet had clearly learned the value of
testing his ideas in larger groups of subjects, he also
continued to conduct in-depth case studies of individu-
als. By studying a handful of individuals with extraor-
dinary skill at playing chess or doing mental arithmetic,
he explored the nature and limits of these mental abili-
ties. By studying the working habits of leading French
authors, he explored creativity. Of course, Binet’s
longest-running case studies were of his own daughters.
As they grew older, he continued to test them on every-
thing from number judgment and memory to inkblot
interpretation and storytelling. He described the results
from 20 of these tests in a 1903 book called The
Experimental Study of Intelligence. Despite its title,
however, the book was less about intelligence than
about general mental development and personality.

The stage is set for greatness
In 1896, Binet and his assistant, Henri, published a

paper describing what they called “individual psychol-
ogy.” As they explained it, general psychology dealt
with broad psychological properties that are common
to everyone. Individual psychology, in contrast, dealt
with properties that vary from one person to another.
Their aim was to study this variation both within and
across individuals. In order to do that, however, Binet
soon realized that he needed practical tests of psycho-
logical functioning. He set an ambitious goal for
himself: to devise a series of such tests that could be
given in less than two hours and would assess 10 major
psychological processes. The processes were memory,
imagery, imagination, attention, comprehension,
suggestibility, aesthetic sentiment, moral sentiment,
muscular strength and willpower, and motor ability and
eye-hand coordination.

Unfortunately, the tests Binet and Henri devised
were a flop. In one influential study, Stella Sharp, a
graduate student at Cornell University, gave the tests
to seven of her fellow psychology students. She found
little evidence of a meaningful pattern in the scores.
There was also a troubling lack of relationship among
the scores for subtests that were supposed to measure
the same ability. Binet himself found similarly disap-
pointing results. In 1904, after eight years of effort,
Binet admitted defeat. Today, the goal of developing a
quick yet complete test of psychological functioning
remains elusive. Yet Binet’s time had not been wasted. It
had prepared him well for his next challenge: devising
an intelligence test.
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Several other events also helped to set the stage
for Binet’s achievement. In 1899, Simon began to
perform doctoral research under Binet’s supervision.
At the time, Simon was a young doctor working at a
large institution for the mentally retarded, and Binet
was eager to try out his tests on this new group of
subjects. Their collaboration was the most fruitful
of Binet’s career, and the two researchers became
close friends.

The next year, Binet played a key role in organiz-
ing the new Free Society for the Psychological Study
of the Child. This was a group of psychologists and
educators who banded together to seek solutions to
problems facing the schools. Binet became a leader of
the group and founded its Bulletin for publishing
members’ research. One of the most pressing prob-
lems was how to carry out new laws requiring that all
French children be provided a public education. This
included mentally retarded children, who in earlier
years would never have gone to school or would have
dropped out early. In 1904, the French government
appointed Binet to a commission that was charged
with improving the education of this previously over-
looked group of children.

Binet soon zeroed in on a critical problem: identi-
fying which children should be considered mentally
retarded and placed in special educational programs.
Binet and Simon set out to solve this problem by
developing a test. Traditionally, mentally retarded
individuals had been divided into three categories:
profoundly retarded (called idiots), moderately
retarded (called imbeciles), and mildly retarded. Binet
called the mildly retarded group débiles, or “weak
ones.” His English translators later substituted the
term moron, from a Greek word meaning “dull.” The
test was intended to sort out children who belonged in
one of these categories from the children whose intel-
ligence could be considered normal. The first Binet-
Simon Scale was introduced in 1905. That same year,
Binet opened a research center in the school at
Belleville, a working-class neighborhood of Paris.
The next several years were spent improving his test.
Revisions followed in 1908 and 1911.

Triumphs and disappointments
Binet was busy revising the scale when he died in

Paris on October 18, 1911. He was at the height of a
remarkable career. Binet’s final years, however, were
marked by disappointments as well as triumphs.
Perhaps the greatest disappointment was his failure to
secure a position as a university professor. In 1895,
Binet visited the University of Bucharest in Romania
as a guest lecturer. His lectures were a hit with the

students, and he was invited to stay on as a professor.
He turned down the offer, partly because he hoped to
get a similar post in France. As was the custom of the
time, he proposed himself for two such positions: one
at the College of France, and one at the Sorbonne. He
was not chosen for either post, however.

Binet’s family life had once been a source of
comfort. He and his wife lived in Paris when they
were first married, but they later moved to a suburb
called Meudon. The Binets stayed there until 1908,
when they returned to Paris. Life in Meudon seems to
have been quite pleasant for several years. The family
shared interests in art and drama. They also enjoyed a
lovely home and garden, pets, bicycling, long walks,
and summer vacations.

After about 1900, however, Binet’s family life
took a turn for the worse. His wife became depressed
and ill, and the couple rarely went out socially. His
daughters had been isolated, too, since they were
schooled at home. As the girls grew into young
women, Binet worried about their ability to form
healthy friendships. He also fretted about Alice’s
health and Madeleine’s marriage, of which he did not
approve. The gloomy atmosphere at home may have
been reflected in Binet’s hobby. In the last years of his
life, he wrote plays with dramatist André de Lorde,
nicknamed “The Prince of Terror.” The plays all dealt
with ghoulish themes, such as a released mental
patient who committed murder and a scientist who
tried to bring his dead daughter back to life.

In the ultimate irony, even Binet’s intelligence
test was largely ignored and even ridiculed in France
during his lifetime. It was already being hailed abroad,
however. After Binet’s death, his test and those that
followed had a profound impact on psychology,
education, and society at large. Binet’s name became
forever linked with intelligence tests.

THEORIES
Although Binet intended his intelligence test to

be a practical tool, it became impossible to separate
this tool from the theoretical questions it raised: What
was intelligence? How can it be tested? And how
should researchers use the test results? These ques-
tions remain at the heart of a lively debate over intel-
ligence testing.

Main points
Binet’s ideas about intelligence were rooted in his

earlier theory of individual psychology. He continued
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to stress variation, both within and across individuals.
Based on his previous work, Binet was also convinced
that such individual differences could best be detected
by studying complex mental processes, such as
memory, attention, imagination, and comprehension.

What is intelligence? Binet was always more
concerned with measuring intelligence than with defin-
ing it. Nevertheless, the test he developed embodied
his ideas about the nature of intelligence. Binet
believed that intelligence was not a single entity.
Instead, he viewed it as a collection of specific
processes. Therefore, any general test of intelligence
needed to sample the whole range of mental processes,
rather than just one or two isolated abilities.

Binet also believed that people’s mental abilities
differed in quality as well as quantity. His observations
of his daughters apparently convinced him of this point.
From a very young age, Madeleine seemed to think
things through more carefully, while Alice seemed to
act more impulsively. When the girls were learning to
walk, for example, Binet noticed that Madeleine would
go only to objects a short distance away. Alice, on the
other hand, would head straight for an empty part of the
room, apparently unconcerned about whether or not it
contained an object she could grab for support.

Based on such observations, Binet was well
aware that two children might arrive at the same
overall result on his test by two very different paths.
He wrote about the importance of noting the specific
errors made by a child on the test, in order to get a
more complete picture of how that child’s mind
worked. Unlike many psychologists who followed,
Binet was unwilling to reduce a person’s whole intel-
ligence to a single number. In fact, the concept of an
IQ score was not introduced until after Binet’s death.

Binet also believed that intelligence was change-
able within limits, rather than fixed; consequently, an
individual’s intelligence level could be raised through
proper education. Binet acknowledged, however, that
each person probably had an upper limit, but he
thought that very few people came close to reaching
it. Therefore, there was usually room for improve-
ment. This was especially true of the mentally
retarded children that Binet’s test was designed to
identify. In a 1909 book, titled Modern Ideas About
Children, Binet decried the “brutal pessimism” of
psychologists and educators who believed intelligence
to be fixed at a set level.

Binet never set forth a rigorous definition of intel-
ligence. In a 1905 paper, however, he and Simon
argued that judgment played a central role: 

It seems to us that in intelligence there is a funda-
mental faculty, the alteration or lack of which, is of
the utmost importance for practical life. This faculty
is judgment, otherwise called good sense, practical
sense, initiative, the faculty of adapting one’s self to
circumstances. To judge well, to comprehend well,
to reason well, these are the essential activities of
intelligence.

To Binet, the very essence of intelligence was rooted in
practical experience.

How can intelligence be tested? To develop his test,
Binet started with groups of children who had been
identified by teachers or doctors as mentally retarded
or of normal intelligence. Binet then had both groups
perform a wide variety of tasks. He hoped to find tasks
that would clearly differentiate the groups. He quickly
ran into a snag, however. It proved nearly impossible
to find tasks that were almost always done success-
fully by the normal intelligence group, but almost
never by the retarded group. There was always some
overlap in the results.

Then, Binet had one of the most important
insights of his career. He realized that age made a crit-
ical difference. Both the retarded children and those
with normal intelligence might eventually master the
same skill. However, the normal intelligence children
did so at a younger age. This idea has become so
widely accepted that it seems like common sense
today. Before Binet, however, other researchers had
missed the crucial connection.

With this insight as a starting point, Binet and
Simon came up with 30 tasks of gradually increasing
difficulty. The simplest tasks were at the very basic
level of intelligence seen in normal infants or in the
most profoundly retarded children of any age. The
hardest tasks could be passed easily by normal 11- or
12-year-olds, but were beyond the grasp of even the
oldest and most capable retarded children. These
items, and the others in between, made up the first
Binet-Simon Scale of 1905.

A child’s score on the total scale revealed his
mental level. For example, a seven-year-old child who
passed all the tasks normally passed by children of his
age would have a mental level of seven. However, if
that same child could only pass the tasks normally
passed by five-year-olds, he would have a mental level
of five. Binet noted that it was common for children to
have a mental level that lagged behind their chronolog-
ical age by a year. Most of these children did fine in a
regular classroom. If a child’s mental level trailed his
chronological age by at least two years, however, and
if the child came from an ordinary French background
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and was healthy and alert when he took the test, then a
diagnosis of mental retardation could be considered.

Binet wanted his test to be psychological rather
than educational. Therefore, he avoided tasks that
relied heavily on reading, writing, and other school-
related skills. Yet he also believed that the test should
assess judgment in lifelike situations. Therefore, he
included many tasks that required a basic knowledge
of French culture and life. Binet knew this meant that
his test would only be valid for children who had
grown up in the mainstream French culture, but he
reasoned that it would be able to accurately assess
most of the French schoolchildren for whom the test
was designed.

Although the Binet-Simon Scale of 1905 was a
groundbreaking achievement, it had some flaws. For
one thing, the mental levels were based on research
that had studied only 50 normal-intelligence children
and 45 mentally retarded children. Therefore, the
levels provided only rough guidelines. In addition,
more than half of the tasks were geared to very young
or severely retarded children. Yet, in real life, most of
the tough decisions that needed to be made involved
older children around the borderline between mental
retardation and normal intelligence. Binet and Simon
attempted to correct these flaws in the 1908 and 1911
revisions of the scale.

To do this, the researchers set out to expand and
refine the tasks that made up the test. Starting in 1905,
they tested numerous tasks in a larger number of chil-
dren between the ages of three and 13. For a task to be
assigned a mental level of seven, for example, it had
to be passed by only a few of the six-year-olds, most
of the seven-year-olds, and even more of the eight-
year-olds with normal intelligence. Of course, not all
tasks broke down neatly this way. By 1908, however,
Binet and Simon had found 58 tasks that met their
criteria. These refined tasks made up the 1908 revi-
sion of the Binet-Simon Scale.

That same year, Simon left Paris to become direc-
tor of a mental hospital in Rouen. He and Binet
continued to work together afterward, but not as
closely as before. Meanwhile, Binet expanded the
intelligence scale up to a mental level of 15. He also
adjusted the test so that there were exactly five items
for each age level. In an effort to better standardize
and quantify the test, Binet came up with a formula. It
calculated the mental level of a child by counting one-
fifth of a year for each subtest passed. Binet worried
that dividing year levels into fifths implied a mislead-
ing degree of precision, however. He warned that the
fractions “do not merit absolute confidence.” Even for
the same person, they could vary noticeably from one

test-taking to another. The higher age level and the
new formula were included in the 1911 revision of 
the test.

How should intelligence test results be used? For
Binet, there were at least two reasons why intelligence
test results should not be considered exact measure-
ments of mental ability. One, the test itself was imper-
fect, containing sources of error and unreliability.
Two, he believed intelligence could change over time.
The latter view set Binet apart from some of the
psychologists who expanded upon his test in the
decades after his death. It also led Binet to recommend
frequent retesting.

Before the Binet-Simon Scale, children had been
placed in special educational programs based on
nothing more than subjective opinions. Binet knew
that such opinions were often biased. For example,
teachers in regular schools might label troublemakers
as mentally retarded to get them out of their classes.
Conversely, teachers in special schools might exag-
gerate their students’ achievements to makes them-
selves look good. Likewise, parents might understate
their children’s mental ability to escape responsibility
for them. Or, they might overstate to avoid embarrass-
ment. Even professional evaluators tended to be quite
inconsistent. For example, one principal claimed not
to have a single mentally retarded child at his school,
while another claimed to have 50 of them. Clearly, a
more objective means of assessment was needed.

Binet argued that his test should be adopted for
two reasons. First, it avoided the bias and inconsis-
tency that occurred when placement decisions were
based strictly on subjective opinions. Instead, the test
was rooted in objective data. Second, the test tried to
assess mental capability rather than school-based
learning. Therefore, a child’s performance on the test
was thought to be relatively independent of his or her
past school experiences.

Binet thought his test could identify which chil-
dren would be able to succeed in regular classrooms
and which would need special educational programs.
He also believed, however, that the categories of
normal and retarded were not carved in stone. Steps
could be taken to raise the intelligence of mentally
retarded children, at least to a degree. To this end, he
helped design a series of exercises called “mental
orthopedics.” Binet had noted that retarded children,
much like young children of normal intelligence, had
trouble paying attention to anything for very long.
Therefore, many of the exercises were geared to
helping children increase their attention span. For
example, one exercise was the game Statue. The
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teacher would give a signal to freeze, and the children
would try to hold their position until they were told
to relax.

Explanation
Binet had begun his career by studying mental

ability using simple physiological measures, such as
the two-point threshold and reaction time. Eventually,
however, he concluded that measures of complex
mental processes—such as memory, attention, imagi-
nation, and comprehension—were needed to sort out
individual differences in intelligence. Therefore, his
intelligence test included tasks that were intended to
assess these complex processes.

Binet-Simon Scale of 1905 The first Binet-Simon
Scale included 30 items. They are listed below in
order from easiest to most difficult.

• Le regard. This item tested a child’s ability to
follow a lighted match with his or her eyes. The
goal was to assess a very basic capacity for
attention.

• Prehension provoked by a tactile stimulus. This
item tested a child’s ability to grasp a small object
placed in his or her hand, hold it without letting it
fall, and carry it to the mouth.

• Prehension provoked by a visual perception. This
item was similar to the previous one; however, it
tested a child’s ability to reach for and grab an
object placed within his or her view.

• Recognition of food. In this task, a piece of
chocolate was placed next to a little cube of
wood. The aim was to see whether the child
could tell by sight alone which of the objects 
was food.

• Quest of food complicated by a slight mechanical
difficulty. In this task, a piece of candy was
shown to the child and then wrapped in paper.
The aim was to see whether the child would
unwrap the candy.

• Execution of simple commands and imitation of
simple gestures. This item tested whether the
child knew how to shake hands with the exam-
iner and comply with simple spoken or gestured
commands. The goal was to assess very basic
social and language skills. Children with normal
intelligence could pass the first six items on the
test by age two. Some of the items, however,
were too difficult for the most profoundly
retarded children. Therefore, profound retarda-
tion came to be defined as a mental level no
higher than that of a two-year-old with normal

intelligence, including the inability to interact
socially and use language.

• Verbal knowledge of objects. In this task, the
examiner asked the child to point to various parts
of the body. The child was then asked to give the
examiner various common objects, such as a cup
and a key.

• Verbal knowledge of pictures. In this task, the
child was asked to point to familiar objects in a
picture, such as a window and a broom.

• Naming of designated objects. This item was the
opposite of the previous one. Using another
picture, the examiner pointed to familiar objects
and asked the child to name them.

• Immediate comparison of two lines of unequal
lengths. In this task, the child was shown pieces
of paper with pairs of lines on them. One line was
always 4 cm long; the other, 3 cm. The child was
asked to indicate which line was longer.

• Repetition of three figures. This item tested 
a child’s ability to repeat back a string of 
three numbers.

• Comparison of two weights. In this task, the child
was shown two boxes that looked identical, but
were of different weights. The child was asked to
decide which box was heavier.

• Suggestibility. In some of the previous tasks, the
examiner would make false suggestions to see
how the child would respond. For example, after
asking the child to point to various common
objects, the examiner would ask the child about
an object that was not there.

• Verbal definition of known objects. This item
tested a child’s ability to give simple definitions
for familiar things, such as a house and a fork.

• Repetition of sentences of 15 words. This item
tested a child’s ability to repeat back sentences
averaging 15 words long. These last nine items
on the test could be passed by children with
normal intelligence by age five. The items
assessed simple vocabulary and language skills
as well as basic judgment and memory. This
particular item was considered the cut-off point
for moderate retardation. That is, moderately
retarded children were thought to operate at the
level of a two- to five-year-old with normal
intelligence.

• Comparison of known objects from memory. In
this task, the child was asked to state the differ-
ences between pairs of common objects, such as
a piece of wood and a piece of glass.
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• Exercise of memory on pictures. In this task, the
child was shown several pictures of familiar
objects for a brief time. The child was then asked
to name the objects from memory.

• Drawing a design from memory. In this task, the
child was briefly shown two geometric designs,
then asked to draw them from memory.

• Immediate repetition of figures. This item was
identical to the earlier one in which the examiner
asked the child to repeat back a string of three
numbers. Now, however, the examiner gave
greater weight to the nature of any errors.

• Resemblances of several known objects given
from memory. In this task, the child was asked to
state the similarities between sets of objects, such
as a fly, an ant, a butterfly, and a flea.

• Comparison of lengths. In this task, the child was
shown pieces of paper with pairs of lines on
them. The child was asked to indicate which line
was longer. While this was similar to an earlier
task, the differences in line lengths were smaller
this time.

• Five weights to be placed in order. This item
required the child to arrange five identical-
looking boxes in order of heaviness. The boxes
varied in weight from 3 grams to 15 grams.

• Gap in weights. After the previous task, one of the
middle boxes was removed while the child closed
his or her eyes. The child was then asked to figure
out which box was missing by hand-weighing.

• Exercise upon rhymes. This item tested the
child’s ability to name words that rhymed with
the French word obéissance.

• Verbal gaps to be filled. This item tested the
child’s ability to fill in the blanks in simple
spoken sentences. For example, one sentence
was: “The weather is clear, the sky is (blue).”

• Synthesis of three words in one sentence. In this
task, the child was given three words: “Paris,”
“river,” and “fortune.” The child was then asked
to make up a sentences using all the words.

• Reply to an abstract question. This item tested
the child’s ability to answer 25 questions dealing
with practical problem-solving and social judg-
ment. The questions ranged from very easy to
fairly difficult. For example, one medium-diffi-
culty question asked: “When anyone has
offended you and asks you to excuse him, what
ought you to do?”

• Reversal of the hands of a clock. This item tested
the child’s ability to figure out in his or her head

what time it would be if the large and small hands
on a clock were reversed for various times.

• Paper cutting. In front of the child, the examiner
folded a paper into quarters, and then cut out a
triangle at the edge with a single fold. Without
actually unfolding the paper, the child was then
asked to draw the design he would see if the paper
were opened.

• Definitions of abstract terms. In this task, the
child was asked to state the differences between
two abstract terms, such as weariness and
sadness. 

These last 15 items on the test contained the
boundary line between mild retardation and normal
intelligence. In general, these items could be passed
by children of normal intelligence between the ages 
of 5 and 11. However, some of the most difficult 
tasks near the end were not always passed by even 
11-year-olds with normal intelligence.

Binet-Simon Scale of 1911 The final version of the
Binet-Simon Scale included similar items. Some
examples are given below. The ages refer to the age at
which typical children of normal intelligence were
able to perform certain tasks.

• Age three: Pointing as told to the eyes, nose, and
mouth; naming common objects in a picture;
repeating back a string of two numbers; repeating
a six-syllable sentence; knowing their last names.

• Age six: Telling the difference between morning
and evening; telling an “attractive” face from an
“ugly” one in a picture; copying a diamond-
shaped design from memory; counting 13
pennies; giving simple definitions for familiar
things, such as a fork and a table.

• Age 10: Copying line drawings from memory;
composing a sentence with the words “Paris,”
“fortune,” and “river”; placing five identical-
looking boxes in order by weight; answering
questions involving social judgment; finding and
explaining absurdities in statements. Some of the
latter statements showed Binet’s fascination with
ghoulish themes, similar to the subject matter of
the plays he was writing at the time. For example,
one item asked children to explain what was
wrong with this statement: “The body of an
unfortunate girl was found, cut into 18 pieces. It
is thought that she killed herself.”

• Age 15: Repeating back a string of seven numbers;
naming three rhymes for the French word
obéissance; repeating a 26-syllable sentence;
giving appropriate explanations for pictured
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scenes of people; solving problems such as this
one: “My neighbor has just been receiving
strange visitors. He has received in turn a doctor,
a lawyer, and then a priest. What is taking place?”

Test-giving procedures Binet and Simon provided
general instructions on how to give their test. Many of
these echo the procedures still used in individual
testing today. For example, the test was to be given in
a quiet room with no distractions. When the child met
the examiner for the first time, a familiar person, such
as a relative or the school principal, was to be present.
The examiner was to greet the child with “friendly
familiarity,” to help put the child at ease. Binet real-
ized that the child’s emotional state and motivation
could affect the results, so he stressed that these
factors should not be ignored.

Binet had not forgotten his early mistake made
when studying hypnosis; specifically, that the
subject’s behavior had unintentionally been changed
by suggestions from the hypnotist. Binet’s research on
memory in schoolchildren had also underscored the
power of suggestion to affect behavior. Therefore,
Binet was well aware that unwitting suggestions by an
examiner might affect children’s performance on the
intelligence test. In a 1905 paper, he and Simon
warned: “It is a difficult art to be able to encourage a
subject, to hold his attention, to make him do his best
without giving aid in any form by an unskillful
suggestion.”

Examples
In his 1909 book, Modern Ideas About Children,

Binet noted four mental processes that he thought
played a key role in intelligence. He also described
how these processes might look in young children of
normal intelligence. Of course, these descriptions also
fit older children and adults with moderate retardation.

• Comprehension. This term referred to the ability
to notice and understand things. Binet wrote that
young children experienced the world largely
through their senses. They also tended to see parts
of things rather than the whole, and they had
trouble differentiating unimportant details from
important ones. When it came to language, the
children used few adjectives and conjunctions.
They also tended to use concrete words rather
than abstract ones. In short, they had “a compre-
hension that remains always on the surface.”

• Inventiveness. This concept referred to the ability
to describe and interpret things. Binet wrote that
young children still used words in a very limited
and rather dull way. When shown a picture, the

children described it in vague terms that could
describe any number of pictures.

• Direction. This term referred to the ability to pay
attention and stay on task. Binet noted that young
children frequently forgot what they were doing.
They tended to get carried away by fantasy,
losing track of their real-world aims. When
speaking, the children jumped from subject to
subject, based on chance associations rather than
logical connections.

• Criticism. This referred to the ability to make
critical judgments. Binet noted that this ability,
too, was quite limited in young children. The
children naively accepted the most absurd expla-
nations. They also told lies because of their weak
ability to tell the difference between reality and
fantasy. In addition, young children were highly
suggestible.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
Like everyone else, Binet was shaped by the

times in which he lived. In part, his intelligence test
was a reaction to earlier efforts by two of his
colleagues, British Sir Francis Galton and American
James McKeen Cattell, who each had tried to assess
mental ability with physiological measures.

Galton and hereditary intelligence
The first person to try to develop a scientific intel-

ligence test was Francis Galton. This British scientist,
a half-cousin of English naturalist Charles Darwin,
was a polymath, a person who is knowledgeable in
many scientific areas. His interests included studying
weather, fingerprints, and the peoples of Africa.
Galton argued that plants and animals varied in
systematic ways, and he devised new statistical
methods for studying heredity. When it came to
people, Galton proposed a controversial idea: the
planned selection of superior parents as a means of
improving the human race. To this end, he coined the
term “eugenics” for the theoretical science of human
breeding.

Before a practical program of eugenics could gain
wide support, however, Galton had to show that his
ideas were sound. Galton had been greatly influenced
by his famous half-cousin’s theory of evolution. A
basic premise of that theory is that the variation
among members of any species is inherited. The
differences among parents in one generation are
passed down to their offspring in the next generation.
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In an 1869 book titled Hereditary Genius, Galton set
out to show that high mental ability was passed down
this way. It is likely that Galton’s own family tree
inspired this line of thinking, since both he and
Darwin were grandsons of Erasmus Darwin, a noted
physician and naturalist in his own right.

For the book, Galton picked a sample of people
who had achieved great enough success in their
careers to be listed in biographical reference works.
Galton then researched their family backgrounds and
found that about 10% had at least one close relative
who was successful enough to be listed, too.
Although this was a small percentage, it was still a
much higher rate than would have been expected
based on chance alone. This finding was consistent
with Galton’s theory of hereditary ability. It did not
settle the issue, however, since most individuals in the
same family share not only genes, but also similar
lifestyles and experiences. Thus began the great
nature-nurture debate, which asks: How much of
people’s intelligence is due to nature (the genes they
inherited from their parents), and how much is due to
nurture (the way they were raised and the experiences
they have had)? This question continues to be hotly
debated today.

In 1865, Galton suggested that a test might be
devised to measure inherited differences in mental
ability. When it came time to actually develop such a
test, however, he was stumped. All he had was a vague
notion that the inherited differences must arise from
measurable differences within the brain and nervous
system. Eventually, Galton developed a series of phys-
iological tests for measuring reaction time, the sharp-
ness of the senses, and physical energy. He hoped
these tests would show the efficiency of a person’s
nervous system and, thus, the basis for his or her
hereditary intelligence.

In 1884, Galton set up a laboratory at the South
Kensington Museum in London to measure individual
differences in mental ability. For a small fee, people
could be tested there. Today, Galton’s choice of tests
seems amusingly misguided. For one test, he used a
special whistle to measure the highest pitch people
could hear. For another, he tested people’s sensitivity
to the smell of roses. Perhaps it is not surprising, then,
that the tests did not work out as well as Galton had
hoped. People with sharp senses and fast reaction
times did not, as a group, turn out to especially gifted
in other areas. Still, about 9,000 people paid for
Galton’s services, and scientists took note. If nothing
else, Galton’s laboratory was very successful at intro-
ducing the idea of intelligence testing to scientists and
to the public.

Cattell and mental tests
James McKeen Cattell, an American psychologist,

soon built upon Galton’s physiological method of meas-
uring intelligence. In 1890, he published a set of “mental
tests,” a catchy term he coined. Cattell suggested 10
mental tests for use with the general public.

• Dynamometer pressure. This test measured the
strength of a person’s hand grip. Cattell explained
that he included this test because “it is impossible
to separate bodily from mental energy.”

• Rate of hand movement. This test measured how
quickly a person could move his or her hand
across 50 centimeters.

• Two-point threshold. A researcher touched a pair
of rubber-tipped compass points to the back of a
person’s hand. When the tips were very close
together, the subject felt them as a single point.
The researcher attempted to find the smallest
distance at which the tips were felt by the subject
as two separate points.

• Pressure-causing pain. An instrument was
pressed against a person’s forehead with increas-
ing force. The aim was to find the amount of pres-
sure needed to cause signs of pain.

• Weight differentiation. This test required a person
to put a set of identical-looking boxes in order by
weight. The boxes, which differed in weight by 1
gram, ranged from 100 to 110 grams.

• Reaction time for sound. This test measured the
very brief period that elapsed between the time
when a sound was made and the time when a
person’s muscles started reacting to it.

• Time for naming colors. A set of red, yellow,
green, and blue patches, arranged in random order,
was shown to a person. The aim was to measure
how long it took the person to name the colors.

• Bisection of line. A 50-centimeter strip of wood
with a sliding line attached was used. The person
was asked to place the line as close as possible to
the exact middle of the strip.

• Judgment of time. In this test, the examiner first
tapped out a 10-second interval. The examiner
then tapped on the table and asked the person to
signal when another 10 seconds had passed.

• Number of repeated letters. This test measured
how well a person could repeat back lists of
random consonants.

A flurry of this kind of mental testing followed in
the 1890s. When powerful new statistical methods
came into use, however, it soon became clear that the
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tests were sorely lacking. Earlier, Galton had developed
the concept of a correlation, the degree and direction of
association between two things. Karl Pearson perfected
the method of computing a correlation coefficient, an
index of the strength of the relationship between two
things when certain conditions are met. This statistic
became known as the Pearson r. Now, researchers had
a more sophisticated way to analyze test results.

In 1901, Clark Wissler, one of Cattell’s own grad-
uate students, dealt a death blow to this type of mental
testing. Using the new statistical methods, he studied
the scores of college students who had taken Cattell’s
tests. Wissler found virtually no correlation among the
tests. In other words, a student who did well on one of
the tests was not especially likely to do well on any of
the other tests. Even worse, scores on the tests also did
not correlate with college grades. This meant Cattell’s
tests and college grades were measuring different
things. Since college grades were thought to reflect
intelligence, it seemed Cattell’s tests must be measur-
ing something else.

Binet compared to Galton and Cattell
The failure of Galton’s and Cattell’s intelligence

tests opened the door for Binet to develop a more
practical alternative. He succeeded where they had
failed at devising a test that was related to intelligent
behavior in real life. Today, most useful intelligence
tests for people of all ages are still based on Binet’s
model. Such tests require people to use several mental
abilities to perform a broad range of complex tasks.

One factor that may have helped Binet succeed
was his choice of study population. Galton and his
followers had been mainly interested in studying intel-
ligence in adults at the high end of the ability range.
Binet, in contrast, was interested in testing the intelli-
gence of children at the low end. Because he worked
with children, Binet was able to see the way intelli-
gence developed over time. And because he looked at
less advanced mental processes, basic patterns may
have been easier to notice.

Binet’s own studies of very creative adults, such
as dramatists, had found that there was great individu-
ality and complexity in higher-order abilities. When
the Binet-Simon Scale was introduced, Binet noted
that some children had a mental level that was a year
or more ahead of their age in years. Were these chil-
dren destined to grow up into very bright and talented
adults? At first, Binet believed that it might be possi-
ble to answer that question by extending his scale
upward. By 1908, however, he had developed doubts.
The mixture of mental abilities measured by his test
had only been shown to be something that prevented

people from being retarded. They had not been shown
to be the source of high ability, talent, or genius.
Therefore, the very nature of the “intelligence” meas-
ured by Binet’s test seemed to be rather different from
the “intelligence” Galton had had in mind.

Another major difference between Binet and
Galton was their position on the nature-nurture
debate. Galton mainly focused on the nature side of
the equation. He viewed the upper limits of a person’s
ability as fixed by genetics rather than culture. Binet,
in contrast, was more interested in the role of nurture.
He believed that cultural factors played a large role in
shaping an individual’s mental abilities. He also
stressed that intelligence was changeable within limits
through proper education.

Because Binet saw culture and intelligence as
closely related, he had no qualms about including
culturally based items on his test. Of course, this
meant that the test was only valid for people who
came from a certain background. Galton’s and
Cattell’s physiological tests, on the other hand, would
have been more applicable to people from many
different backgrounds—if only they had worked.

By a twist of fate, both Galton and Binet died in
1911. After the two men’s deaths, a strange thing
occurred: Binet’s scale was immediately taken up by
scientists whose views and goals were otherwise
much closer to Galton’s. Clearly, Binet’s test survived
because it had practical value. The theory behind the
test, however, was not as quickly embraced. In part,
this may have been because Binet himself was always
more interested in measuring intelligence than in
explaining it within a theoretical framework.

It may also have been due, in part, however, to the
way the two scientists led their lives. At the time of their
deaths, Galton was an old man, long past his active
research days, while Binet was still in the prime of his
career. Yet Galton held greater sway in scientific circles.
During the last years of his life, Galton drummed up
considerable support for his eugenics program and the
hereditary theory of intelligence. Binet, on the other
hand, had gained far fewer followers. As a result, the
next generation of intelligence testers tended to use
Binet’s techniques to advance Galton’s ideas.

Spearman and general intelligence
Around the same time that Binet introduced his

intelligence test, English psychologist Charles
Spearman published his own theory of intelligence. It,
too, was at odds with Binet’s concepts. Yet in later
years, Spearman’s ideas, like those of Galton and
Cattell, were often promoted using Binet’s test.
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Spearman’s early work was actually inspired by
Galton and Cattell. In one experiment, he studied two
dozen schoolchildren in three ways. First, he had their
teacher rank them on “cleverness in school.” Second,
he had the two oldest children rank their classmates
on “sharpness and common sense out of school.”
Third, Spearman himself ranked the children’s
performance on tests designed to measure the sharp-
ness of their senses. Then Spearman calculated the
correlations among these measures. He found a modest
association between the teacher’s and classmates’
rankings, on one hand, and the sensory rankings, on
the other. These findings differed from Clark Wissler’s
results, who had found no correlation. Spearman
explained the difference, however, by pointing out
flaws in Wissler’s work. In truth, Spearman’s own
method was far from perfect. Later researchers have
tended to confirm Wissler rather than Spearman,
finding very little association between sensory abili-
ties and mental abilities.

Nevertheless, Spearman was encouraged. He
went on to study the grades that children had earned
in various school subjects. He found that children who
did well in one subject tended to do well in the others,
too. Likewise, children who did poorly tended to do
so across the board. Taken together, Spearman’s find-
ings seemed to point to a common thread tying
together all these measures of mental ability.
Spearman referred to this single, broad capability as
general intelligence, or g. He first published his theory
of general intelligence in an influential 1904 paper.

Spearman viewed general intelligence as a single,
broad entity. Binet, in contrast, viewed intelligence as
a group of mental processes that were arranged in
different patterns within different people. Unlike
Spearmen, Binet did not focus on finding a unifying
factor for these processes.

Although Spearman disagreed with Binet’s
theory, he was quite impressed by the Binet-Simon
Scale. Even Spearman realized that his own method
of measuring intelligence with teacher rankings, class-
mate rankings, and grades was not ideal. For one
thing, it was too closely tied to school performance.
Binet’s test offered a useful alternative that was not as
greatly affected by past classroom experiences.

Of course, Spearman saw Binet’s test from his
own point of view. When Spearman calculated the
correlations among individual items on the test, he
found a familiar trend: Children who did well on one
item tended to also do well on the others. Spearman
took this as evidence that the items were actually
measuring general intelligence to a large extent. He
argued that Binet’s test worked precisely because the

overall result provided a useful estimate of a person’s
level of general intelligence. In addition, he believed
that a person’s general intelligence level owed more to
heredity than to lifestyle and experiences. This
became a popular view, even though Binet himself did
not share many of Spearman’s ideas.

CRITICAL RESPONSE
When Binet died, he considered his test to be a

work in progress. He was still constantly striving to
improve it. Yet this imperfect test was itself widely
adopted, and it became the model for other tests that
have had an enormous impact on society. Since
Binet’s death, the field of intelligence testing has
attracted both ardent supporters and vocal critics. Few
other areas of psychology have proven to be such
lightning rods for controversy.

Stern and the intelligence quotient
Today, the terms “intelligence test” and “IQ test”

are often used interchangeably. Therefore, many
people assume incorrectly that Binet came up with
the idea of an intelligence quotient (IQ), a single
number for expressing the overall result on an intelli-
gence test. This distinction actually goes to German
psychologist William Stern. In fact, Binet resisted the
idea of reducing a person’s intelligence to a single
number. When Stern introduced the concept of IQ in
1912, Binet was no longer alive to complain. But his
coauthor, Simon, later called the IQ concept a
betrayal of their original ideas.

Nevertheless, Stern’s concept caught on quickly;
it involved some seemingly small but critical changes
in the way Binet’s test results were used. Binet had
talked about the mental level of children who took his
test. Stern recast this as mental age, which implied a
more precise measurement scale. Then, Stern
proposed that mental age could be divided by chrono-
logical age to yield a handy numerical score. In 1916,
the American psychologist Lewis Terman suggested
multiplying this score by 100 to get rid of fractions.
For example, consider a seven-year-old child with a
mental age of six. To calculate this child’s IQ, an
examiner would divide six by seven, then multiply the
answer by 100. The child’s IQ would be 86.

Most people would agree that a five-year-old with
a mental age of three has a more serious delay than a
15-year-old with a mental age of 13. Using Binet’s
method, both children would simply be regarded as
being two years behind. Using the IQ method,
however, the differences in severity would be more
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obvious. The 15-year-old would have an IQ of 87 (in
the normal intelligence range), while the five-year-old
would have an IQ of only 60 (in the mentally retarded
range). The 15-year-old would need to have a mental
age of nine to get an IQ score that low. As this
example shows, the use of IQs helped to equalize the
scores for children who had roughly the same degree
of mental retardation or normal intelligence, but who
were of different ages.

Expressing intelligence as a single number also
had other effects however. For one thing, it encour-
aged people to look at intelligence as a single entity,
along the lines of Spearman’s General Intelligence.
For another thing, it gave researchers a number they
could use in correlational studies. A flood of studies
followed in which researchers looked at the associa-
tion between “intelligence” (as measured by IQ tests)
and an endless list of other variables. Yet many
people had—and still have—grave doubts about
whether something as complex as intelligence could
really be boiled down into something as simple as a
numerical score.

Goddard and negative eugenics
Stern may have come up with the IQ formula, but

American psychologist Henry Goddard did the most
to popularize the Binet-Simon Scale in the early days.
As director of research at the Training School for the
Feebleminded in Vineland, New Jersey, Goddard was
eager to learn all about the latest advances in the
mental retardation field. In 1908, he traveled to
Europe to see what was being doing there. Although
he visited Paris, he never met Binet. At the time, Binet
had yet to earn prestige within his own country, and
Goddard got the impression that Binet was making
little progress. In fact, Goddard did not even realize
that Binet had just published a revision of his scale.
As Goddard wrote in his travel diary: “Visited
Sorbonne. Binet’s lab is largely a myth. Not much
being done. . .”

When Goddard reached Belgium, however, he
found out just how wrong he had been, learning there
about the latest revision of the Binet-Simon Scale.
Back in New Jersey, Goddard translated the test.
Although skeptical at first, he gave the test to the
mentally retarded children at his school. He became
an instant convert when he saw how well the test clas-
sified the children’s degree of retardation. By 1915,
Goddard had distributed more than 22,000 copies of
the translated test and 88,000 answer blanks around
the United States.

Goddard was a fan of Binet’s test, but not of his
ideas. Instead, Goddard believed firmly in hereditary

intelligence and eugenics. In fact, he took these views
to an extreme. Galton, the founder of eugenics, had
mainly wanted to foster breeding among people at the
upper end of the intelligence range. Binet, the oppos-
ing voice, had wanted to promote the education and
improve the lives of people at the lower end. Goddard,
in contrast to both, was determined to prevent breed-
ing among people with low intelligence—a policy
called negative eugenics. Austrian biologist Gregor
Mendel’s basic laws of heredity, which had gone
unnoticed when he proposed them in the 1860s, had
been rediscovered in the early 1900s. Influenced by
the excitement over Mendel’s laws, Goddard incor-
rectly believed that mental retardation was caused by
a single gene, and he thought it could be wiped out by
preventing people with defective intelligence genes
from having children.

In 1912, Goddard published a popular book
titled The Kallikak Family: A Study in the Heredity
of Feeble-Mindedness. This book was a sensational-
ized account of two branches of a family. One
branch supposedly had a gene for feeblemindedness,
which showed up in all manner of unsavory and
immoral behavior among the relatives. The other
branch, which supposedly lacked the gene, was
filled with upstanding citizens. Goddard’s methods
of gathering and presenting data for this book were
later shown to be quite biased. Yet, even taking his
arguments at face value, they failed to prove his
hereditary theory. As with Galton’s earlier study of
genius, it was impossible to separate the effects of
nature and nurture.

While Goddard’s book may not have been great
science, it was certainly effective propaganda. As a
result of his book and others like it, several states
passed laws requiring the involuntary sterilization of
people with mental retardation. Intelligence tests were
used to help identify which individuals would be
candidates for sterilization.

Tragically, events in Nazi Germany during the
1930s and 1940s would highlight all too clearly the
dark side of eugenics. In the early years of Nazism,
more than 200,000 “degenerates” of all types, includ-
ing people with mental retardation, were sterilized in
Germany. Later, Germans with mental retardation and
physical disabilities were among the millions of
people killed alongside the Jews during the Holocaust.
Once the extent of these atrocities became known,
public revulsion helped turn opinion against negative
eugenics, including the practice of involuntary sterili-
zation. Today, some states still have involuntary steril-
ization laws on the books, but the policy is rarely
enforced.

A l f r e d  B i n e t

1 0 7P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s



It is sad that it took such a brutal turn of events to
make a crucial point: The improvement of the human
race depends not only on heredity, but also on provid-
ing a better environment and improved education.
Modern social policy often focuses on environmental
and educational programs. Thus, society has come full
circle to embrace the views of Binet and his “mental
orthopedics.” Yet it is ironic that Binet’s test was used
by others to justify policies that were so at odds with
his personal philosophy.

Terman and the Stanford-Binet 
intelligence scales

While Goddard introduced Binet’s test to the
United States, it was Lewis Terman who ensured its
lasting popularity. At the same time that Binet and
Simon were developing the first version of their scale
in France, Terman was working on his doctoral thesis
at Clark University in Massachusetts. A former
teacher, Terman had noted that some students seemed
to sail through all of their classes, while other students
always struggled. He wanted to find mental tests that
would distinguish one group of students from the
other. To do this, he gave a series of tests to 14 school-
boys—seven of whom had been singled out by their
teachers as exceptionally bright, and seven of whom
had been singled out as exceptionally dull. Although
Terman was still unaware of Binet’s work, the tests he
chose were more similar to those of Binet than to
those of Galton or Cattell. The tests involved creative
imagination, logic, mathematical ability, language
mastery, interpretation of fables, the game of chess,
memory, and motor skill.

As Terman had expected, the bright boys did
better, on average, than the dull boys on all the tests
except those for motor skill. There was some overlap,
however. On most of the tests, the best of the “dull”
boys outdid the worst of the “bright” boys. As a result,
Terman was disappointed by his findings. Yet the
results only seemed like a failure because Terman had
downplayed a key factor: The dull boys were almost a
full year older, on average, than the bright ones. Had
the two groups been the same age, the differences in
their performance would have been greater. At the
time, however, Binet had not yet pointed out the criti-
cal need for age standards in intelligence testing.
Terman had failed to appreciate just how important
age was.

In 1910, Terman accepted a teaching position at
Stanford University. Around this time, he also
learned about the Binet-Simon Scale. He immedi-
ately saw the advantage of using age standards.
When age was taken into account, both his test items

and those on the Binet-Simon Scale did a relatively
good job of predicting school success. However,
Terman also saw that the Binet-Simon Scale needed
to be adapted for a U.S. audience. Terman showed
that, in its original form, the Binet test seriously
overestimated intelligence in young American chil-
dren, but underestimated it in older children. Clearly,
some of the test items and scoring needed to be
adjusted.

Terman set out to assess Binet’s test items on a
large number of American children. Several new
items, some of which were based on Terman’s
doctoral research, were assessed as well. Since
Terman used better methods for choosing children on
whom to try out the test, his results were more accu-
rate than those of Binet. In 1916, Terman published
his Stanford Revision and Extension of the Binet-
Simon Scale, an unwieldy name that was quickly
shortened to Stanford-Binet. The new test was more
than a mere translation of the Binet-Simon Scale,
however—it was a big leap forward. Forty new test
items had been added, and some of the less reliable
original items had been dropped. In addition, Terman
had borrowed Stern’s idea of expressing results on the
test as an IQ score.

The Stanford-Binet was an advance in other ways
as well. For example, it was the first published intelli-
gence test to include very specific, detailed instructions
on test giving and scoring. It also offered alternate
items to be used under certain circumstances; for
example, if the examiner made a mistake when giving
the regular item.

The Stanford-Binet quickly became the best intel-
ligence test in the world and the gold standard by
which future tests would be judged. It included six
tasks at each age level. Following are two examples.

• Age four: Saying which of two horizontal lines is
longer; matching shapes; counting four pennies;
copying a square; repeating a string of four
numbers; answering a question such as: “What
must you do when you are sleepy?”

• Age nine: Knowing the current day of the week
and year; arranging five weights from heaviest to
lightest; doing mental arithmetic; repeating a string
of four numbers backward; producing a sentence
using three specified words; finding rhymes.

In 1926, Terman began working on a revision of
the test with his colleague Maude Merrill. The
project took them 11 years to complete. The 1937
revision offered two equivalent forms of the test. It
also added new types of tasks for preschool and adult
test takers.
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Another revision of the test was already well
under way at the time of Terman’s death in 1956.
Published in 1960, this third edition of the Stanford-
Binet offered only one form of the test, composed of
the best items from the two earlier forms. No new
items were added. There was one big change,
however: the introduction of a new way of calculating
IQ. No longer was it simply a matter of dividing
mental age by chronological age, then multiplying by
100. Instead, a deviation IQ was used. The deviation
IQ was based on a comparison of the performance of
an individual with the performance of a group of
same-aged people during the test’s development
phase. Test performance was converted to a score
where the average was always 100, and the standard
deviation, a measure of variance in the scores, was 16.
In the current version of the Stanford-Binet, the stan-
dard deviation is 15, but the average is still 100.

To understand how this works, it helps to picture
the range of scores fitting neatly into a bell-shaped
curve. About two-thirds of all scores fall between the
average (at the top of the bell) and one standard devia-
tion on either side. In other words, about two-thirds of
all people have IQ scores between 85 and 115. Ninety-
five percent of all scores fall between the average and
two standard deviations on either side. In other words,
only 5% of all people have IQ scores lower than 70 or
higher than 130. This type of test, with an average of
100 and a standard deviation of 15, has become the
industry standard in intelligence testing.

Binet compared to Terman
Binet’s method of intelligence testing was an

excellent match for Terman’s own interests and back-
ground. With Binet’s work as a starting point, Terman
made great strides in refining the intelligence test. One
way he did this was by focusing on standardization, the
process of test development in which a test is given to
a representative sample of individuals under clearly
specified conditions, and the results are scored and
interpreted according to set criteria. The goal is to spell
out a standardized method of giving, scoring, and
interpreting the test in the future. This approach helps
to ensure that as much as possible of the variance in
scores is caused by true differences in individual
ability, and not by differences in the testing situation.

A key part of this process is the selection of the
standardization sample: the group of people on whom
the test is tried out during the development phase.
The underlying assumption is that this group is repre-
sentative of the whole population of people who will
eventually take the test. Terman’s sample was much
larger than Binet’s, and he went to what were then

unprecedented lengths to select his standardization
sample. By modern standards, however, Terman’s
sample still fell short. It was not representative of the
full spectrum of people living in the United States.

It is not just the standardization sample that
needs to reflect the whole test population, however.
The test materials need to do so as well. Otherwise,
the test may be biased against those who find the
materials less familiar or relevant. Binet recognized
that his own test was valid only for children with a a
knowledge of mainstream French culture. Terman’s
Stanford-Binet also tended to focus heavily on the
majority culture in the United States. For example,
the pictures in the test kit depicted mainly white
people and middle-class situations. Critics argued
that the test was biased against members of certain
racial, ethnic, and social groups.

In addition, the test seemed to reward conformity.
For example, Terman added this item to the test: “An
Indian who had come to town for the first time in his
life saw a white man riding along the street. As the
white man rode by, the Indian said—‘The white man
is lazy; he walks sitting down.’ What was the white
man riding on that caused the Indian to say, ‘He walks
sitting down.’” The only answer accepted as correct
was bicycle. Cars and other vehicles were considered
incorrect, because legs don’t go up and down on them.
A horse was considered incorrect, because it was
assumed that the Indian would know a horse if he saw
one. Creative responses, such as a person riding on
someone else’s back, were also marked wrong. Critics
noted that the test seemed to measure conventional,
rather than creative, thinking.

Both Terman and Binet were interested in educa-
tional uses for their tests. Binet was concerned prima-
rily with identifying mentally retarded children who
might need special educational programs. Terman, on
the other hand, was fascinated by gifted children. In
fact, he is remembered as much today for his research
on the gifted as for his intelligence test. In the early
1900s, many people believed the popular catchphrase
“early ripe, early rot.” In other words, they thought
that child prodigies often burned out at an early age.
Terman suspected that the reverse was actually true,
but he needed evidence. Binet’s testing method
seemed tailor-made for such research.

One of the first hurdles Terman faced was
showing that high IQ scores in childhood really were
good predictors of high achievement in adulthood.
One way he tried to address this was by having a
graduate student, Catherine Cox, study the childhood
biographies of some 300 people rated to be among
history’s greatest geniuses. The goal was to estimate
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their childhood IQs based on reports of the ages at
which they had reached various landmarks in mental
development. Obviously, this method left a lot to be
desired. In many cases, little was known about the
childhoods of these geniuses, and the information that
was available was clearly not objective. Nevertheless,
Terman and Cox believed that the study confirmed
their basic point: These geniuses had “ripened” early,
but they had certainly not gone to rot as adults.

Encouraged, Terman undertook a more ambitious
project. In the early 1920s, his assistants tested more
than 250,000 California schoolchildren. From this
sample, Terman identified nearly 1,500 children with
high IQs of 135 or above. Extensive background infor-
mation was gathered on these children, nicknamed
Terman’s Termites. In what turned out to be the
longest-running study ever done, the children have
been followed ever since. This study showed that most
of the children were normal, happy, and healthy. As
the Termites grew up, they continued to thrive as a
group. Most of them were also relatively healthy,
successful, and content with their lives as adults.
Although the study had its flaws, it went a long way
toward disproving the “early rot” myth.

When it came to people with less exalted IQs,
however, Terman’s views could be less benign. Binet
had wanted to identify children with below-normal
intelligence so that they could be helped to learn and
improve their lot in life. Terman, on the other hand,
often seemed more concerned with putting a ceiling
on what people could hope to achieve. He believed
that, in an ideal world, everyone would be tested and
then channeled into a job deemed appropriate for his
or her intelligence. In general, he thought, jobs offer-
ing much in the way of status or money should be
reserved for people with IQs over 100.

On the surface, this might seem logical enough.
Yet there were at least two dangerous flaws in
Terman’s logic. First, Terman’s IQ test was not a
perfect predictor of true ability. Therefore, a low score
might have kept someone from getting a good job that
he or she would have been quite capable of doing.
Second, the test had been criticized as being unfair to
members of certain racial, ethnic, and social groups. If
the test were indeed biased against individuals from
these groups, then they would be likely to get lower-
than-average scores for reasons unrelated to their
actual intelligence. Yet those same scores could then
be used to limit opportunities for advancement. Thus,
it had become all too easy to turn IQ scores into a
means of perpetuating social inequality. Binet himself
would surely have been dismayed by this misuse of
his creation.

Yerkes, Brigham, and group 
intelligence tests

Terman and Goddard had introduced intelligence
testing to America. Soon, world events would turn it
into a national priority. In 1917, the year after Terman
first published the Stanford-Binet, the United States
entered World War I. Like many other Americans,
psychologist Robert Yerkes was eager to serve his
country. As president of the American Psychological
Association, he also wanted show the value of the
young science he represented. Yerkes set up commit-
tees to explore the military uses of psychology. He
made himself chairman of a committee that was
charged with developing an intelligence test for match-
ing military recruits to the right jobs. Terman and
Goddard were included among the other psychologists
named to the committee.

The task Yerkes had taken on was extremely diffi-
cult, however. First, given the sheer number of
recruits, the individual testing method developed by
Binet and refined by Terman would not have been
practical. A whole new kind of group intelligence test,
which could be given to several people at once, would
need to be developed. Second, the test would have to
not only screen out those with low ability, but also
identify those with high ability who might be officer
material. Third, the test would have to be designed
specifically for adults, rather than for children. Fourth,
the test development would have to be accomplished
very quickly, since results were needed right away.

Yerkes’ committee promptly put together two
prototype tests: one for recruits who could read
English, and another for those who could not. A trial
on 80,000 men impressed the Army enough that it
authorized the testing of all new recruits by the begin-
ning of 1918. The tests were revised and renamed
Army Alpha (for literate recruits) and Beta (for illiter-
ate recruits). Soon, the tests were being given to some
200,000 men per month. By the time war ended in
November 1918, about 1,750,000 men had taken one
of the tests. This prodigious feat brought intelligence
testing to the attention of the public. It introduced the
idea of nearly universal testing, and it opened up a
huge market for group tests after the war. In addition,
the massive amount of data collected on the Army
tests became the subject of intense study and led to
much public debate about the state of intelligence in
American society.

In 1921, Yerkes published Psychological
Examining in the United States Army, an 800-page
book analyzing the Army test data. Two years later,
one of his junior colleagues named Carl Brigham
published A Study of American Intelligence, which
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explored the same topic. The books made several
questionable claims. For one thing, they claimed that
the average mental age for all Army recruits was about
13 years. At the time, the mental age for an average
adult was thought to be 16, and a mental age of 12 in
an adult was considered the upper borderline for mild
retardation. Therefore, the supposed mental age of the
recruits was shockingly low. It might have been
logical to conclude that the hastily thrown-together
tests had been less than accurate. Yerkes, however,
concluded that the results indicated a distressingly low
level of intelligence in society at large.

Some of Yerkes’ and Brigham’s other conclu-
sions were even more controversial. For example, the
psychologists noted that, compared to native-born
whites, immigrants and blacks tended to score lower
on the tests. Once again, it might have been sensible
to conclude that the tests had been biased toward
members of the majority American culture. On the
Alpha test, for example, individuals were expected to
know that Overland cars were made in Toledo and that
Crisco was a food product. On the Beta test, individu-
als were expected to be familiar with pictures of
middle-class objects, such as a tennis court or a
phonograph. Yet Yerkes and Brigham instead took the
position that the lower scores obtained by immigrants
and blacks indicated lower levels of natural mental
ability in those groups.

At the time, racial segregation and discrimination
were the norms in much of American society. Public
sentiment had also turned sharply against immigra-
tion. In fact, in 1924, Congress passed a bill that set
strict immigration quotas for each national group.
This social climate helped to support Yerkes’ and
Brigham’s conclusions. Yet, even at the time, there
were opposing voices. One belonged to Franz Boas, a
German immigrant himself and a leading American
anthropologist of the early 1900s. Boas argued that
many racial and ethnic characteristics were passed
from generation to generation not by heredity, but by
culture, through such mechanisms as shared values,
language, and child-rearing customs.

American Otto Klineberg, a graduate student in
psychology, was one of the first researchers to apply
Boas’ ideas to group differences in intelligence test
scores. While studying Yakima Indian children in the
state of Washington, he noticed that they seemed
indifferent to time limits. They took their time, no
matter how much they were urged to hurry, but they
also made relatively few mistakes. Klineberg noted
that, in Yakima culture, speed was not considered a
sign of intelligence. On the contrary, it was thought
to reflect carelessness. This was clearly a cultural

rather than a genetic difference. Yet it put the Yakima
children at a disadvantage on timed intelligence
tests. Similar observations in other cultures soon
added up to a convincing case. By the 1930s, all but
the most diehard eugenicists had conceded that
culture played an important role in causing group
differences in IQ scores.

In 1926, Brigham made his mark on group intelli-
gence testing in another way. He introduced a brand-
new kind of standardized test of mental ability. IQ
tests looked at general thinking ability. This new type
of test, however, looked more specifically at the kinds
of word and number skills that were used in school.
Brigham’s test became the forerunner of the SAT, a
test that is still very familiar to high-school students.

Thurstone and the structure 
of intelligence

Meanwhile, research on the structure of intelli-
gence was moving ahead as well. One of the most
important figures in this field was American psychol-
ogist Louis Thurstone. He challenged Spearman’s
ideas and, in the process, changed the way many
psychologists viewed intelligence.

Spearman had proposed the existence of a unify-
ing factor called general intelligence. He believed that
all of the variation in intelligence test scores could be
explained by the pervasive influence of general intelli-
gence, combined with specific effects that were
unique to the particular test activity at hand. Thurstone
developed new statistical methods, and when he
applied them to intelligence test scores, he noted that
mental abilities tended to cluster into several groups
rather than just one. In 1938, Thurstone published a
book titled Primary Mental Abilities, in which he
proposed that there were actually seven clusters of
mental abilities. He called the clusters verbal compre-
hension, word fluency, number facility, spatial visual-
ization, associative memory, perceptual speed, and
reasoning.

When originally introduced, Spearman’s and
Thurstone’s findings seemed to be directly opposed to
each other. One currently popular view of intelligence,
however, combines the two theories. Intelligence is
often seen as having a three-level, hierarchical struc-
ture. General intelligence is on the top. Clusters of
mental abilities make up the second level. Although
separate from each other, in combination they all form
general intelligence. A host of specific mental abili-
ties make up the various clusters on the third level.
Even psychologists who accept this structure,
however, have different opinions about which level to
emphasize. Some still see general intelligence as the
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most crucial consideration. Others, however, think it
is more worthwhile to focus on each person’s distinc-
tive pattern of strengths and weaknesses at the second
level. The latter viewpoint echoes the view of intelli-
gence put forth by Binet many decades before.

The Stanford-Binet after Terman
Terman died in 1956, but his legacy lives on. The

fourth edition of the Stanford-Binet was introduced in
1972, 16 years after Terman’s death. This version
contained major changes. Previous versions of the
Stanford-Binet had included age scales, in which test
items were grouped together by the age at which most
individuals could pass them. The fourth edition, in
contrast, introduced a point scale, in which all the test
items of a particular type were grouped together. The
test was then evaluated in terms of how many items of
each type were answered correctly, rather than in
terms of an age level. By the 1970s, this was a very
common test structure. It was also the type of struc-
ture used for the Wechsler Intelligence Scales, which
had by then eclipsed the Stanford-Binet as the most
widely used intelligence tests.

Previous editions of the Stanford-Binet had
yielded an overall IQ score, considered to be a
measure of general intelligence. The fourth edition,

however, went beyond just providing a general IQ. It
contained 15 subtests that also yielded scores on four
clusters of mental abilities: verbal reasoning,
abstract/visual reasoning, quantitative reasoning, and
short-term memory.

Verbal reasoning:

• Vocabulary. In this subtest, individuals are asked
to identify pictured objects and define words.

• Comprehension. These items range from identi-
fying parts of the body to answering more
complex questions using social judgment; for
example, “Why should people be quiet in a
hospital?”

• Absurdities. Individuals are asked to identify
what is wrong or silly about a picture.

• Verbal relations. Individuals are given four
words; for example, “newspaper,” “magazine,”
“book,” “television.” They are asked to state what
is similar about the first three things, but different
about the fourth.

Abstract/visual reasoning:

• Pattern analysis. These tasks, which must be
completed within a set time limit, range from
putting cutout forms into a form-board to copying
complex designs with blocks.
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• Copying. Individuals are asked to copy designs
with blocks or by drawing.

• Matrices. Individuals are shown an incomplete
matrix—a systematic arrangement of geometric
symbols, letters, or common objects. They are
then asked to pick the object that is needed to
complete the matrix.

• Paper folding and cutting. In these multiple-choice
items, individuals are asked to decide how a folded
and cut piece of paper will look when unfolded.

Quantitative reasoning:

• Quantitative subtest. These items range from
simple counting to knowledge of arithmetic
concepts and operations.

• Number series. Individuals are asked to complete
a sequence of numbers with the number that
would come next.

• Equation building. Individuals are asked to
rearrange a scrambled arithmetic equation so that
it makes sense.

Short-term memory:

• Bead memory. In this subtest, individuals study a
picture of a bead sequence for five seconds. They
are then asked to reproduce the sequence using
actual beads of varying color and shape.

• Memory for sentences. Individuals are asked to
repeat sentences ranging in length from two to 
22 words.

• Memory for digits. Individuals are asked to repeat
strings of numbers.

• Memory for objects. In this subtest, familiar
objects are presented at one-second intervals.
Individuals are then asked to recall the objects in
the correct order.
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BIOGRAPHY:
David Wechsler

Alfred Binet may have invented intelligence
testing, but the distinction of developing the most
popular IQ test used today goes to David Wechsler.
Wechsler was born in Romania in 1896. He moved
with his family to the United States when he was six
years old. By the time the United States entered World
War I, Wechsler was a young graduate student study-
ing psychology at Columbia University. At the start of
the war, Wechsler served for a time as a volunteer
scorer of the Army Alpha test. Once he became a
junior officer, he was assigned to give the Stanford-
Binet test to recruits who had been referred for extra
testing. This experience gave Wechsler a firsthand
glimpse of the strengths and weaknesses of the
leading intelligence tests of the day. In particular, he
became aware that the Stanford-Binet test did not
always work well for assessing intelligence in adults.

After the war, Wechsler completed his Ph.D. and
continued to conduct intelligence testing in the course
of his work as a psychologist. In 1932, he became
chief psychologist at Bellevue Hospital in New York,
where he oversaw the testing of thousands of mentally
ill patients. More convinced than ever that existing
intelligence tests were insufficient, Wechsler set out to
develop an alternative. First, he wanted his test to be
tailored to the needs of adults rather than children.

Second, he wanted it to be suitable for people from
diverse ethnic, linguistic, and social backgrounds.
Third, he wanted it to include a point scale, rather than
an age scale, that would yield a deviation IQ. The
latter method of calculating IQs converted test
performance to a score where the average was always
100 and the standard deviation was 15. This method
became so successful that it was soon adopted by
almost all intelligence test developers, including those
researchers who developed later revisions of the
Stanford-Binet.

The test created by Wechsler gave equal weight
to verbal items, similar to those on the Stanford-Binet
and Army Alpha tests, and nonverbal performance
items, similar to those on the Army Beta test. It
yielded a Verbal Scale IQ and Performance Scale IQ
as well as a Full Scale IQ. Wechsler introduced his
Wechsler Bellevue Scale for adults in 1939. This was
replaced by the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale
(WAIS) in 1955. The test was so well received that
Wechsler also developed two versions for children:
the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children (WISC)
for those of school age, and the Wechsler Preschool
and Primary Scale of Intelligence (WPPSI) for
preschoolers. Wechsler died in 1981, but the latest
versions of his tests are still widely used.



The fifth and latest edition of the Stanford-Binet
was published in 2003. It is the most recent attempt to
wed the rich tradition of this test with the newest
research on mental abilities and intelligence testing.
In the fifth edition, the traditional age scale has been
brought back. Like the fourth edition, however, the
test now yields scores on several clusters of mental
abilities as well as on general intelligence.

In recent versions of the Stanford-Binet, develop-
ers have tried to weed out any systematic bias against
members of particular racial, ethnic, or social groups.
For example, the test kit now contains pictures
showing children of different races and with disabili-
ties, and the word “brunette” has been cut from the
vocabulary test because it was not as meaningful to
black children as to whites. A broader standardization
sample has been chosen to better reflect the entire
population of the nation. And psychologists from
various racial and ethnic backgrounds have reviewed
the materials for potential problems. Nevertheless, the
test remains a product of its culture, and it may well
be impossible to eliminate all bias.

A common criticism of previous versions of the
Stanford-Binet test was that they relied too heavily
on verbal abilities. The test was often unfavorably
compared in this regard to the popular Wechsler
Intelligence Scales, which David Wechsler first
introduced in 1939. The Wechsler tests have two
parts: Verbal and Performance. While the Verbal
tasks are heavy on word skills, the Performance tasks
rely less on language abilities. Instead, they involve
nonverbal activities, such as completing pictures,
making block designs, solving mazes, and using
abstract symbols. This kind of test may be better
suited to people for whom language is a barrier, as
well as to those who have higher nonverbal abilities.
The fifth edition of the Stanford-Binet, for the first
time, tries to offer a better balance of verbal and
nonverbal items.

One advantage of the Stanford-Binet is that it is
an adaptive test, which means it is tailored to each test
taker’s individual needs. The examiner uses informa-
tion about a person to decide where to begin testing.
This approach reduces the frustration that the person
might feel if he or she was asked to complete tasks
that were much too hard or too easy. It also cuts down
on wasted time. Nevertheless, the Stanford-Binet is
still an individual test, which means it is given by a
trained examiner to only one person at a time, rather
than to a group. The test usually takes about 45 to 60
minutes to give. As a result, it would usually not be
feasible to give it to every student in a school, for
example. Like the Wechsler scales and other individ-

ual tests, the Stanford-Binet typically is given only to
individuals who have already been singled out as
needing extra testing.

THEORIES IN ACTION
Today, psychologists can choose from among

many different individual and group intelligence
tests. These tests are used for a wide variety of
purposes. Indeed, intelligence testing has become one
of the most widespread uses of psychology in every-
day life. Research using intelligence tests has also
helped fuel the ongoing debate over the very nature
of intelligence.

Research on the nature of intelligence
What is intelligence? Binet struggled with this

question in his day, and modern scientists are still
grappling with it. In the 1920s, one of the more infa-
mous answers was offered by American psychologist
Edwin Boring, who pronounced that “intelligence is
what the tests test.” This kind of circular reasoning
may be amusing, but it is not very instructive for
scientists seeking serious answers.

Whatever it is that intelligence tests measure,
though, the tests seem to work best for predicting
academic success. In study after study, intelligence
test scores have been found to have a correlation of
0.4 to 0.6 (on a 0 to 1 scale) with school grades.
Statistically speaking, this is considered a moderate to
large correlation. But even a test that predicts school
grades with a correlation of 0.5, however, still
accounts for only 25% of the variation in school
performance among individual students. This means
that 75% of the variation is due to other factors.
Clearly, the kind of intelligence that is measured on
IQ tests is not the only predictor of academic perform-
ance. Other factors, such as good schools and high
individual motivation, also seem to count for a lot.

Once researchers moved beyond the classroom
and into the workplace, the predictive power of
intelligence tests grew even weaker. In general,
studies have found correlations between IQ scores
and work performance of about 0.3. This means that
the tests accounted for just 10% of the variation in
performance among individual workers; therefore,
90% of the variation must be explained by other
factors. In 1990, American psychologists Peter
Salovey and John Mayer coined the term “emotional
intelligence” to describe the emotional abilities and
interpersonal skills that may play a critical role in
workplace success.
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This idea raises a related question: Is intelligence
really just one thing or is it many? Some modern
theorists have suggested that there may actually be
several types of intelligence, some of which are not
assessed by standard intelligence tests at all. One of
these theorists is Howard Gardner, a professor of
education at Harvard University. In 1983, Gardner
published a book called Frames of Mind, in which he
introduced his theory of multiple intelligences.
Gardner thinks there are several different “intelli-
gences” that are separate but equal in the mind. Some
people learn more easily by using one kind of intelli-
gence; others, by using another. So far, Gardner has
described eight intelligences: linguistic, logical-
mathematical, spatial, musical, bodily-kinesthetic,
naturalist, interpersonal, and intrapersonal. Of these,
linguistic and logical-mathematical are most similar
to the kinds of word and number skills used in school
and assessed on IQ tests.

Fresh ideas such as Salovey and Mayer’s
emotional intelligence and Gardner’s multiple intelli-
gences are intriguing. Yet research on these alternate
intelligences has been hampered by the lack of well-
validated tests to measure them. Only time will tell
whether these new concepts will hold up to rigorous
testing as well as General Intelligence has.

Research on the nature-nurture debate
Another research question remains as relevant

today as it was in Galton’s time: Is intelligence mainly
the result of nature or nurture? Modern research
methods are shedding some new light on this old
puzzle. Some of the most interesting findings have
come from the Minnesota Study of Twins Reared
Apart. For this study, the researchers brought together
from all over the world sets of twins who had been
separated during childhood and, in most cases, have
lived apart ever since. The twins were then put
through a week of intense psychological and medical
testing, including intelligence tests.

Since Galton’s time, scientists have realized that
twin studies presented a unique opportunity for
exploring the genetic basis of intelligence. Identical
twins share exactly the same genetic makeup.
Therefore, their inherited intelligence should theoret-
ically be the same. When identical twins are reared
apart, the resulting differences in their intelligence
should be largely due to differences in their separate
environments. Of course, this is not perfectly true.
For one thing, twins do share at least one crucial part
of their lives: the prenatal part in the womb. For
another thing, even when twins have been reared
apart, they may have been placed in similar homes.

Nevertheless, twin studies are one of the best tools
psychologists have for separating the effects of nature
and nurture.

The Minnesota study showed that identical twins
who had been raised apart grew up to be almost as
similar in intelligence as identical twins who had been
raised together. The degree of similarity was impres-
sive. For example, one test the twins took was the
Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale, currently the most
widely used IQ test for adults. The scores of identical
twins reared apart correlated at 0.69, a high correla-
tion that was not much different from the 0.88 correla-
tion in the scores of identical twins reared together.
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CHRONOLOGY
1857: Born on July 8 in Nice, France.

1878: Receives a license in law, a career he chose not
to pursue.

1879 or 1880: Began reading about psychology in a
Paris library.

1880: Publishes his first article, “On the Fusion of
Similar Sensations.”

1884: Marries Laure Balbiani, daughter of biologist
E. G. Balbiani.

1885: Birth of his daughter, Madeleine.

1886: Publishes his first book, The Psychology of
Reasoning.

1887: Birth of his daughter, Alice.

1894: Receives a doctoral degree in natural science
from the Sorbonne.

1895: Helps found the first French psychological
journal.

1896: Publishes a paper outlining “individual
psychology” with Victor Henri.

1899: Began working with Théodore Simon.

1900: Helps organize the Free Society for the Psy-
chological Study of the Child.

1905: Along with Simon, introduces the first version
of the Binet-Simon Scale.

1911: Makes the last revision of the Binet-Simon
Scale. Dies on October 18.



On some other tests of mental ability, the correlations
were even closer. For example, on a test called
Raven’s Progressive Matrices, the correlation for the
reared apart identical twins was 0.78. For the reared-
together identical twins, it was 0.76.

Overall, the Minnesota study and others like it
have found that about half of the differences in intelli-
gence within a group of people may be due to differ-
ences in genes. Of course, this also means that half of
the differences are due to other things. In addition,
what is true for a group of people is not always true
for a particular individual. In the Minnesota study, for
example, one pair of twins scored almost 30 points
apart in IQ.

Case studies
Studies of extreme cases are another way of

exploring the nature and limits of intelligence. The
nearly 1,500 high-IQ children who took part in Lewis
Terman’s long-running study of giftedness have
become one of the best-researched groups in history.
Over the years, some participants have chosen to
reveal their identities, and reports have been published
documenting their personal triumphs and tribulations.
The life stories of Terman’s Termites, as the study’s
participants came to be called, reveal a lot about the
benefits and limitations of having a high IQ.

As a group, the Termites have fared relatively
well. Although no world-class geniuses emerged from
the group, some members achieved success and even
a measure of fame as adults. For example, Jess
Oppenheimer became the creator, producer, and head
writer of I Love Lucy, one of the best-loved television
shows of all time. Ancel Keys discovered the link
between cholesterol and heart disease. Others in the
group included Norris Bradbury, former director of
the Los Alamos National Laboratory, and Shelley
Smith Mydans, a one-time journalist for Life maga-
zine. Yet none of the Termites ever won a Nobel or
Pulitzer Prize. It is an interesting footnote that two of
children who were tested for the study but whose IQs
failed to make the cut did go on to win the Nobel Prize
in Physics: William Shockley in 1956 and Luis
Alvarez in 1968.

Another Termite who eventually made a name for
himself was Edward Dmytryk. At age 14, Edward was
picked up by the authorities as a runaway. He had
reportedly left home to escape an abusive father, who
was said to have torn up his schoolbooks and clubbed
him with a board. The father wanted Edward returned,
although a caseworker suspected that this might have
been only because Edward brought home income.
Terman wrote a letter to the authorities on Edward’s

behalf, and the boy wound up being placed in a good
foster home instead. This kind of meddling by a
researcher in his subject’s lives was typical of Terman.
It may have affected the results of his study, thereby
undermining the data from a scientific perspective, but
it also demonstrated the deep interest that Terman
took in the children. As an adult, Dmytryk went on to
direct 23 movies, including The Caine Mutiny, a
classic 1954 film starring Humphrey Bogart.

Of course, not all of Terman’s Termites achieved
happiness and success as adults. For example, the
study included two half-sisters raised by the same
mother, both of whom went to college at Stanford
University. One became well-known as a freelance
writer. The other died of alcoholism. Terman’s study
showed that high IQ was helpful in adulthood, but, by
itself, it was clearly no guarantee of the good life.
Among the personal traits that seemed to be associ-
ated with adult success were the ability to set goals
and the perseverance to achieve them. In addition, a
stable marriage and a satisfying job also were related
to happiness as an adult. If nothing else, then, the
study underscored the fact that people with high IQs
have basically the same needs and desires as everyone
else. At best, they may just have a running start at
fulfilling those needs.

Relevance to modern readers
Until recently, two-thirds of school districts in the

United States used group intelligence tests on a
routine basis to screen 90% of their students. The
remaining 10% were given individual tests. Over the
last few decades, though, concerns over the potential
for error and bias have curtailed the routine use of
group tests. Many states have passed laws banning the
use of group test scores alone for placing children in
different educational tracks. Nevertheless, group intel-
ligence test scores are still sometimes used by school
districts for educational planning. The scores can also
identify children who might need more detailed
assessment with individual tests.

Such children include not only those with devel-
opmental and learning disabilities but also those with
special gifts. Thanks to Terman, the idea of IQ as an
index of giftedness is firmly rooted in American
society. Yet Binet himself had doubts about the
ability of intelligence tests to identify gifted or
talented individuals, and some modern psychologists
share his concerns. It seems that highly creative
thinking might, by its very nature, defy conventional
testing. In addition, there are many kinds of valuable
abilities—including musical, artistic, athletic, and
leadership skills—only a few of which are tapped by
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standard IQ tests. Today, various states and school
districts use a wide range of methods for identifying
gifted students. Many use standardized tests. Along
with intelligence tests, however, assessment for gifted
programs may involve tests for creative thinking,
artistic ability, leadership, or motivation. In addition,
screening might involve non-test measures, such as
teacher checklists, teacher or parent recommenda-
tions, or the student’s work in a portfolio.

Another common use for group tests is to help
predict which high school students are likely to do
well in college. The SAT is one familiar example of
this kind of scholastic aptitude test. The scores from
such tests tend to be highly correlated with IQ, and
many psychologists regard scholastic aptitude tests as
just another kind of intelligence test. Along with high
school grades, SAT scores often play a big role in
deciding who gets into a particular college and who
does not. In 2003, 1.4 million high-school students
took the SAT. Once those students are in college,

similar tests are often used to help determine which of
them will be admitted to graduate, medical, law, or
business school.

The use of the SAT and similar tests to make
educational decisions has long been the subject of
controversy. The main advantage of the tests is that
they make it easier to compare people coming from
different schools and backgrounds. Grades are less
comparable, since they reflect not only a student’s
ability, but also the difficulty of the courses the student
has taken and the standards of the school. On the other
hand, SAT scores show nothing about factors such as
a student’s motivation and work habits. Most psychol-
ogists now agree that, even when SAT scores are used,
grades and other evidence of past performance also
need to be considered.

Individual tests, such as the Stanford-Binet and
Wechsler Intelligence Scales, are still widely used as
well. They are often used for diagnosing specific
educational or developmental problems. Public Law
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BIOGRAPHY:
Robert Sternberg

Today, Robert Sternberg is one of the world’s
leading authorities on intelligence. His relationship
with intelligence tests got off to an unpromising start,
however. Born in 1949 in New Jersey, Sternberg strug-
gled with IQ tests as a youngster. As he later recalled
in his 1996 book Successful Intelligence, “I was
incredibly test-anxious. Just the sight of the school
psychologist coming into the classroom to give a
group IQ test sent me into a wild panic attack.”

Fortunately, Sternberg overcame his test phobia.
He went on to earn a Ph.D. in psychology from
Stanford University in 1975. That same year, he took
a position at Yale University, where he has taught
psychology ever since. In 1985, Sternberg published
an influential book titled Beyond IQ: A Triarchic
Theory of Human Intelligence, in which he outlined a
three-part structure for intelligence. This view was
later expanded into his theory of successful intelli-
gence, which refers to the capacity to achieve real-
world success in everyday life.

According to Sternberg,

successfully intelligent individuals succeed in part
because they achieve a functional balance among a

‘triarchy’ of abilities: analytical abilities, which are
used to analyze, evaluate, judge, compare and
contrast; creative abilities, which are used to
create, invent, discover, imagine; practical abilities,
which are used to apply, utilize, implement, and
activate.

Sternberg believes that while successful people 
do not necessarily possess high aptitude in all three
ability areas, they do find a way to effectively use 

their particular pattern of 
abilities. Of the three types
of talents described by
Sternberg, only analytical
abilities are tapped by
conventional intelligence
tests. As a result, one of the
basic premises of his work
is that ordinary IQ tests
often miss important kinds
of mental talent. Sternberg
also believes that all three
kinds of abilities can be
improved through training
and practice.

Robert Sternberg. (AP/Wide

World Photos. Reproduced by 

permission.)



94-142, the Education for All Handicapped Children
Act of 1975, helped solidify this role in the United
States for intelligence tests. This law, and others that
followed it, required the development of individual-
ized educational plans for children with learning,
mental, and physical disabilities. A key step in devel-
oping such plans is evaluating each disabled child’s
level of mental functioning.

Interestingly, the latter use for intelligence testing
is very close to the one originally envisioned by Binet.
In his critically acclaimed 1981 book The Mismeasure
of Man, American paleontologist and author Stephen
Jay Gould commented:

Ironically, many American school boards have come
full cycle, and now use IQ tests only as Binet origi-
nally recommended: as instruments for assessing
children with specific learning problems. Speaking
personally, I feel that tests of the IQ type were
helpful in the proper diagnosis of my own learning-
disabled son. His average score, the IQ itself, meant
nothing, for it was only an amalgam of some very
high and very low scores; but the pattern of low
values indicated his areas of deficit.

Indeed, many of Binet’s ideas still seem timely
today, a century after he first stated them. Binet
stressed that intelligence test results should never be
used to label people as innately incapable. Instead, the
results should be used to help people make the most
of their inborn mental abilities. Some of Binet’s earli-
est followers failed to heed this part of his message.
Over the years, however, society has learned from its
mistakes. Most modern psychologists have come to
appreciate the wisdom of Binet’s views.
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BRIEF OVERVIEW
Kenneth Bancroft Clark (1914– ), an eminent

American social psychologist, educator, and human
rights activist, is well known for his expert testimony
in the consolidated school desegregation cases known
as Brown v. Board of Education. The landmark case,
argued by the NAACP legal team before the Supreme
Court in 1954, declared school segregation a violation
of the Fourteenth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution.
The social science testimony of Kenneth Clark was a
significant factor in the Court’s decision, and secured
his place in the historical record among social
psychologists whose research has influenced signifi-
cant social change in the twentieth century.

Kenneth Clark was born in the Panama Canal
Zone on July 24, 1914, and lived there until he was
five years of age. His Jamaican-born mother, Miriam
Hanson Clark, moved to Harlem with Kenneth and his
two-year-old sister, Beulah, in 1919. Kenneth’s father,
Arthur Bancroft Clark, a native of the West Indies,
would not relinquish his employment with the United
Fruit Company in Panama to accompany his family to
New York. Miriam Clark supported her two children
working as a seamstress in New York’s garment
district. Kenneth came of age in Harlem during its
political and cultural zenith in the 1920s.

Kenneth was educated in the desegregated public
elementary and junior high schools of Harlem. His
mother encouraged the intellectual pursuits and
academic education of her son, and advocated for his

1914-

AMERICAN EDUCATOR, SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGIST,
HUMAN RIGHTS ACTIVIST

HOWARD UNIVERSITY, B.A. 1935, M.S. 1936;
COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY, Ph.D. 1940

Kenneth Bancroft Clark

1 1 9



admission to George Washington High School, where
he graduated in 1931. That same year he became a
naturalized U.S. citizen. Clark received his B.A.
(1935) and M.S. (1936) degrees from Howard
University in Washington, D.C., where he became a
leader in demonstrations opposing racial segregation.
While a graduate student and teaching assistant in the
psychology department at Howard University, Clark
met and married Mamie Phipps, from Little Rock,
Arkansas. The two went on to become the first and
second African-American students to earn doctorate
degrees in psychology from Columbia University in
New York.

It was Mamie Phipps-Clark’s 1939 master’s thesis
at Howard University, titled “The Development of
Consciousness of Self in Negro Pre-School Children,”
that initiated the couple’s extensive intellectual collab-
oration throughout their professional careers. They
studied how young children’s race affects their self-
concept and self-esteem. Between 1939 and 1950, the
Clarks published their innovative research in the
Journal of Social Psychology and other scientific jour-
nals. This led to an award of a Rosenwald Fellowship
in 1939 that supported their continued investigations
on self esteem in black children.

Dr. Clark taught at City College in New York City
from 1942 until his retirement in 1975. He authored
and collaborated on more than 16 books, and

published numerous research papers and journal arti-
cles. He served as president of the American
Psychological Association from 1970 to 1971, where
he promoted an ethic of social responsibility within
the profession and confronted the institutional racism
within the organization. In 1994, he received APA’s
Lifetime Achievement Award. Clark believed that the
prime goal of serious and relevant social science
should be to help society “move toward humanity and
justice with minimum irrationality, instability, and
cruelty.” His legacy of integrity and compassion
distinguish Clark as one of the leading social psychol-
ogists of the twentieth century.

BIOGRAPHY
Harlem: The early years

New York’s Harlem village was a thriving
African-American community on the threshold of a
Renaissance in 1919 when Kenneth Bancroft Clark
arrived on a passenger boat from the Panama Canal
Zone. Kenneth’s mother, Miriam Hanson Clark, left
her husband and home in Panama to bring her chil-
dren, Kenneth, almost five, and two-year-old Beulah,
to live in a country she believed would offer her chil-
dren more opportunity. Within the decade, the black
population of Harlem had increased by 100,000. The

K e n n e t h  B a n c r o f t  C l a r k

P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s1 2 0

Kenneth Bancroft Clark. (Archive Photos, Inc. Reproduced by permission.)



Clarks made their home in a series of tenement apart-
ments in integrated neighborhoods, living side by side
in the crowded city with Irish and Jewish immigrants.

“My family moved from house to house, and
from neighborhood to neighborhood within the walls
of the ghetto in a desperate attempt to escape its creep-
ing blight,” Clark later wrote, recalling his early years
in Harlem. Soon after the Clarks emigrated from
Panama, Congress began to pass laws setting immi-
gration quotas favoring Anglo-Saxons. A revived Ku
Klux Klan had spread into the North, and by 1924 had
nearly five million members.

Clark’s mother was a skilled seamstress and soon
found work in the garment district in New York City
to support her children. She became an early shop
steward with the International Ladies’ Garment
Workers Union, and maintained high hopes for her
children. Kenneth’s father, Arthur Bancroft Clark, a
native of the West Indies, did not share her optimism.
He remained in Panama to keep his employment with
the United Fruit Company.

Black pride and black literary voices were strong
influences in the Harlem of Clark’s boyhood. It was a
time of tremendous creativity and growth of social and
political movements. Harlem nurtured black intellec-
tuals such as Arthur Schomburg, curator of the 135th
Street Branch of the New York Public Library, a
center of intellectual and cultural activity in Harlem,
and home to his extensive collection of black litera-
ture and historical documents. Black poets and writers
including Countee Cullen, who taught at Kenneth
Clark’s junior high school; Langston Hughes,
Harlem’s Poet Laureate; and Zora Neale Hurston were
among the prominent cultural lights of Harlem during
Kenneth Clark’s childhood years.

Another lively presence in the 1920s was Marcus
Garvey, a Jamaican-born charismatic black leader.
Garvey gathered tremendous support for his black
nationalist movement in Harlem and by the time the
Clarks arrived, Garvey claimed a huge following of
African Americans who responded to his call for
black pride and economic independence. In 1920,
Garvey led a parade of 50,000 people from through-
out the United States, the Caribbean, Central America,
and Africa through the streets of Harlem with their
banners, uniforms, and colorfully decorated cars.
Harlem was a vibrant and vital community in the
1920s, and a place that remained close to Clark’s heart
throughout his life.

“I first learned about people, about love, about
cruelty, about sacrifice, about cowardice, about
courage, about bombast in Harlem,” Clark later wrote

in his 1965 book, Dark Ghetto. He introduced the
book as “a summation of my personal experiences and
observations as a prisoner within the ghetto long
before I was aware that I was really a prisoner.”

Young Kenneth attended desegregated elemen-
tary and junior high schools in Harlem and excelled as
a student. When it came time for high school, though,
the school counselors who were long accustomed to
tracking black youth into vocational education
programs were surprised when Miriam Clark arrived
at the doorstep with her strong objections to voca-
tional school. She intervened with the counselors to
ensure that her bright young son would have a place 
in the academically focused George Washington 
High School.

It was his education that helped lead Kenneth
Clark out of the prison of the ghetto, and it was his
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chosen profession as a social psychologist that led him
back to Harlem as an “involved observer” using, as he
wrote, “the real community, the market place, the
arena of politics and power” as his laboratory to
“confront and seek to understand the dynamics of
social action and social change.”

The Depression of 1929 hit Harlem hard. The
numbers of unemployed applying for relief quadru-
pled within two years. Clark showed an interest in
the problems of economics during his high school
years, and he might have sustained that interest, but
one of his teachers refused to give Kenneth an
economics award he had earned for outstanding
performance in the class. Despite the sting of
discrimination, Clark excelled in his studies and
graduated from George Washington High School in
1931. That same year he became a naturalized U.S.
citizen.

Howard University: A mecca for 
black intellectuals

Intent on the study of medicine, Clark left Harlem
for Washington, D.C., to enroll in the historic Howard
University, an integrated, co-educational school from
its founding days in 1867. Howard was established to
train teachers and ministers who would then go out to
teach the four million freed slaves and 25,000 free-
born blacks in the years following the Civil War. The
university became known as a “black intellectual
mecca,” attracting talented and distinguished African-
American scholars to the faculty and student body,
including Alain Locke, professor of philosophy;
Ralph Bunche, professor of political science; sociolo-
gist E. Franklin Frazier; and Francis Cecil Sumner,
chair of the psychology department.

By his sophomore year, Clark had switched his
major to psychology. He was influenced by Professor
Sumner, the first black American psychologist.
Sumner was an Arkansas born scholar and World War
I infantry veteran. He began his teaching career at
Howard in 1928 and built the psychology department
there into the foremost program for the training of
African-American psychologists.

“Professor Sumner had rigorous standards for his
students,” Clark later said. “And he didn’t just teach
psychology. He taught integrity.” Professor Sumner
“was a model for me. In fact, he has always been my
standard when I evaluate myself.” Clark explained his
change in career plans from medicine to psychology
in a 1982 New Yorker interview. The method of
psychological study that he learned from Professor
Sumner, Clark said, provided insight into “the seem-
ingly intractable nature of racism.” Clark would

spend much of his professional life investigating the
damaging effects of this social problem on the lives of
those facing discrimination and of those imposing it
upon others.

Another distinguished Howard professor during
Clark’s time there was Ralph Bunche. In 1950, he
became the first black American to win the Nobel
Peace prize. Professor Bunche held the view that
segregation and democracy were incompatible. He
encouraged Clark’s leadership in opposing Jim Crow
legislation. Later, Clark worked with professor
Bunche on a research project initiated by the Swedish
economist Gunnar Myrdal. The work was later
published as the 1944 book, An American Dilemma:
The Negro Problem and Modern Democracy.

While at Howard, Clark also served as editor of
the student newspaper The Hilltop, writing incisive
editorials opposing militarism, capitalism, and
fascism. He led other students in off-campus demon-
strations opposing segregation in public spaces in
Washington, D.C. For these civil rights actions, Clark
and other students were arrested and booked, then
released when an Irish-American officer applauded
their courage and had the charges dropped. Clark’s
willingness to take his concerns as a social scientist
into the arena of real-life problems was to become a
guiding philosophy in his professional career. Clark
graduated from Howard with a B.A. in 1935 and an
M.S. degree in 1936.

Mixing romance and intellectual 
collaboration

Clark stayed on at Howard to teach psychology
during the 1937–38 academic year. Mamie Phipps, a
physics and mathematics major from Hot Springs,
Arkansas, was one of his students. At Clark’s sugges-
tion, she switched her major field of study to 
psychology, in part because of the lack of support she
experienced in her pursuit of mathematics. It proved
to be a fortuitous choice.

At the advice of Professor Sumner, Clark
returned to New York in 1939 to enroll in a Ph.D.
program in Psychology at Columbia. Mamie contin-
ued with her studies at Howard. The friendship, by
now, had turned to romance and they became engaged.
Kenneth wrote to Mamie’s father with a formal intro-
duction. The reply he received was not warm. “Our
objective with regard to Mamie is to have her
complete her education and to be equipped to earn her
own living if that should ever become necessary,” 
Dr. Phipps declared. He warned Kenneth that he
“would not countenance anything that would interrupt
that course.”
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Despite the disapproval of her parents, Kenneth
and Mamie remained engaged. They corresponded
regularly during their separation and visited from time
to time. Mamie’s father wrote to her telling her she
had “contracted a marriage that I cannot approve.” His
dreams for his daughter, he wrote, were for “a brilliant
scholastic career; equal brilliance in your chosen field
of endeavor.” She would not disappoint him.

In the spring of 1938, the two young psycholo-
gists eloped. They kept the marriage a secret from
Mamie’s parents and the school authorities while
Mamie worked to complete her B.S. degree. Mamie
Phipps-Clark graduated magna cum laude from
Howard University in 1938.

During the summer following her graduation,
Phipps-Clark worked in the law office of William
Houston, a civil rights attorney in Washington, D.C.,
and also made the acquaintance of the civil rights
attorney and later Supreme Court Justice, Thurgood
Marshall, a man who would play a significant part in
Clark’s career in subsequent years.

Phipps-Clark also worked in a segregated nursery
for black children. Following on the research into
“self-identification” of Ruth and Gene Horowitz,
Phipps-Clark tested the children’s development of
racial identity using a coloring test and two pairs of
white and brown dolls. These studies were the basis of
her master’s thesis, “The Development of Conscious-
ness of Self in Negro Pre-School Children.”

Clark recognized the importance of his wife’s
work and the two began collaborative research on
children’s race recognition and self-esteem. They
jointly published their findings in professional jour-
nals. This led to an award of a Rosenwald Fellowship
in 1939, renewed for Phipps-Clark for two subsequent
years. The funds supported their continued investiga-
tions on self-esteem in black children and Phipps-
Clark’s pursuit of a doctorate degree at Columbia
University. During these years the Clarks’ first child,
a daughter named Kate, was born. In 1940, Clark
completed his studies at Columbia University with a
Ph.D. in experimental psychology. In 1943, Phipps-
Clark became the first woman and the second African
American to receive a Ph.D. in psychology from
Columbia. By this time the busy young couple were
parents of their second child, a son named Hilton,
born in 1943.

Social justice and social responsibility: 
A career ethic

Clark taught psychology for one semester at
Hampton Institute in Virginia, but resigned due to
disagreements with the administration. He then

worked as a research psychologist with the Office of
War Information for the federal government studying
morale among black civilians. In 1942 he became a
professor of psychology at City College, City
University of New York, a position he held until his
retirement in 1975. Clark was the first black full
professor at City College.

In 1946 the Clarks founded the Northside Child
Development Center in Harlem. They received finan-
cial assistance from Phipps-Clark’s parents, and
volunteer commitments from psychologists and social
workers. The center was the first full-time child guid-
ance center in Harlem to offer psychiatric, psycholog-
ical, and casework services to children and families.
One particular contribution was the Center’s intelli-
gence testing services, which provided evidence to
counter the public schools’ misplacement of minority
children in programs for the mentally retarded.
Phipps-Clark served as Center Director until her
retirement in 1979.

Expert testimony at the Supreme Court
In 1950 Clark prepared the report “Effect 

of Prejudice and Discrimination on Personality
Development” for the Mid-Century White House
Conference on Children and Youth, summarizing his
and his wife’s work, and reviewing available literature
from other researchers on the psychological effects of
segregation. The material became the basis for his first
book, Prejudice and Your Child. The Clarks were
soon recognized as experts in the field, and were
called upon by the NAACP Legal Defense and
Education Fund to testify in several court cases chal-
lenging segregation in public schools.

Clark and others prepared a paper titled “The
Effects of Segregation and the Consequences of
Desegregation: A social science statement,” used by
NAACP attorney Thurgood Marshall in 1954 in his
arguments before the Supreme Court in the consoli-
dated desegregation cases collectively known as
Brown v. Board of Education. Marshall’s strategy was
to prove to the court that actual harm was being done
to schoolchildren who were subjected to legal segre-
gation. The court cited Clark’s study as the “modern
scientific authority” and concluded that segregation
“generates a feeling of inferiority as to their status in
the community that may affect the children’s hearts
and minds in a way unlikely ever to be undone.” It was
a decision that changed the lives of African-American
students for generations, and propelled Clark into a
wider community of influence.

Clark was appointed by the Kennedy administra-
tion to head the Harlem Youth Opportunities project, a
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forerunner of the War on Poverty program. His plan-
ning document, “Youth in the Ghetto: A Study of the
Consequences of Powerlessness and a Blueprint for
Change,” received national press attention. But politi-
cal complications in funding that usurped control of
the project led Clark to resign in disappointment. His
two years of work on the project, however, also led to
his 1965 book, Dark Ghetto, which Clark called “a
study of the total phenomena of the ghetto.”

In 1966 Clark served as the only black member of
the New York State Education Department Board of
Regents, where he continued as a member until 1986,
working to assure equal educational opportunities for
all children. He was founder and president of the
Metropolitan Applied Research Center, an organiza-
tion that served as an “advocate for the poor and
powerless in American cities.”

Clark was a prominent activist in the Civil Rights
movement and helped to bring Martin Luther King, Jr.
to speak at the annual meeting of the American
Psychological Association in 1967. Many in the lead-
ership of the APA strongly opposed the idea, but
equivocation on issues of racial equality were not long
to be tolerated. In 1970 Clark was elected President of
the Association, and during his year tenure he helped
to move the APA toward more social relevance in
every facet of its work. At the December 1970
meeting of the Board of Directors, Clark urged the
members to give highest priority to determining “ways
in which psychologists and psychology can integrate
the imperative for social responsibility as a dominant
theme of this science and profession.” His concerns
led to the creation of the Board of Social and Ethical
Responsibility for Psychology, the forerunner of the
Board for The Advancement of Psychology in the
Public Interest.

Clark has received numerous awards, including
the APA Gold Medal Award, The Franklin D.
Roosevelt Four Freedom Award, the NAACP
Spingarn Medal, and honorary degrees from nine
colleges and universities, including a 2004 honorary
degree from Earlham College awarded to both Phipps-
Clark and Clark to mark the 50th anniversary of their
“historic contributions to the cause of equal rights for
all Americans.”

In April 2000, The Kenneth B. Clark Center,
dedicated to “using social research to help poor
communities share in the benefits of the new informa-
tion economy,” opened at the University of Illinois,
Chicago. At the opening celebration, John Hagedorn,
Associate Professor in the Department of Criminal
Justice, read Clark’s challenging words that illustrate

the passion and ethical commitment that have been the
touchstones of his life.

It is argued that detachment and objectivity are
required for the discovery of truth. But what is the
value of a soulless truth? Does not truth require
meaning? And does not meaning require a context of
values? Is there any meaning or relevant truth
without commitment? How is it possible to study a
slum objectively? What kind of human being can
remain detached as he watches the dehumanization
of other human beings? Why should one want to
study a sick child except to make him well?

THEORIES
Civil rights and social science
Main points Kenneth Bancroft Clark, the “antiracist
psychologist-activist” emerged as a prominent social
scientist in the mid-twentieth century largely as a
result of his role in the 1954 Brown v. Board of
Education Supreme Court case. Clark remained a
politically engaged intellectual throughout his career
and boldly articulated the democratic ideal of equal
rights during decades of legitimized racism and de
facto segregation. Clark applied social psychology 
to leverage democratic social change, and followed
the lead of such notable scholars as U.N. diplomat
Ralph Bunche, social psychologist Otto Klineberg,
and Supreme Court Justice Thurgood Marshall, with
whom he shared early educational and professional
relationships.

More than a decade prior to his selection as an
expert witness in the Supreme Court case outlawing
school segregation, Clark worked with Gunnar
Myrdal, the Swedish economist commissioned in
1938 by the Carnegie Corporation to direct a two-year
study of the condition of African Americans. Myrdal
employed 48 writers and researchers including Ralph
Bunche and Kenneth B. Clark. The resulting book, An
American Dilemma, published in 1944, became a
classic in the study of American racism and was
included in the social science research supporting
public school integration. Clark agreed with Myrdal
about the gulf between the American ideals of democ-
racy and brotherhood on the one hand, and the 
existence of racial prejudice, discrimination, and
segregation on the other.

The relevant research Clark provided to the
NAACP legal team was cited by the Court in a foot-
note to its published decision. In 1954 the Supreme
Court ruled that “in the field of public education 
the doctrine of ‘separate but equal’ has no place.” 
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The landmark decision is considered by many
Constitutional lawyers and historians to be the most
important U.S. Supreme Court decision of the twenti-
eth century. It “was humane, among the most humane
moments in all our history,” according to federal
circuit court Judge J. Harvie Wilkinson, III, author of
From Brown to Bakke: the Supreme Court and school
integration, 1954–1978.

It can also be said that Clark is among the most
humane social psychologists of the twentieth century.
This is evident in his articulation of a guiding philoso-
phy of his professional life. “The appropriate technol-
ogy of serious and relevant social science,” Clark
contends, “would have as its prime goal helping
society move toward humanity and justice with a
minimum irrationality, instability, and cruelty.”

Early research Clark’s keen sense of justice is
reflected in his lifelong activism for educational
reform, and more particularly in his early work
demonstrating the psychological damages inflicted on
children when forced by law into separate but very
unequal educational settings. His early psychological
research, in collaboration with his wife, Mamie
Phipps-Clark, was concerned with the nature and
development of the self and the problems of ego and
racial identification.

In a series of five studies, from 1939 to 1950, the
two psychologists systematically examined factors
relating to the racial identity of black children:

• “The Development of Consciousness of Self and
the Emergence of Racial Identification in Negro
Preschool Children,” Journal of Social Psychology
(1939)

• “Segregation as a Factor in the Racial Identi-
fication of Negro Pre-school Children,” Journal
of Experimental Education (1939)

• “Skin Color as a Factor in Racial Identification of
Negro Pre-School Children,” Journal of Social
Psychology (1940)

• “Racial Identification and Preference in Negro
Children,” Readings in Social Psychology (1947)

• “Emotional Factors in Racial Identification and
Preference in Negro Children,” Journal of Negro
Education (1950)

The Clarks developed three primary investigative
methods for use in their studies of racial self-concept,
following on the earlier work of psychologist R. E.
Horowitz, whose study “Racial Aspects of Self-
Identification in Nursery School Children” was
published in 1939. The methods the Clarks used were
especially suited to the very young age (three to seven

years) of the children they tested. The Clarks consid-
ered such factors as the child’s racial identity, age,
gender, geographic region, and educational circum-
stances (segregated or mixed classrooms) in the analy-
sis of their findings.

The research methods the Clarks developed or
modified include line drawings, the doll study, and the
coloring test.

Line drawings The line drawing test was a modifi-
cation of the picture technique used in an earlier study
by R. E. Horowitz (1939). The Clarks used three sets
of line drawings in an attempt to investigate early
levels in the development of consciousness of self in
preschool children. Set A depicted one white boy, one
colored boy, a lion, and a dog; Set B depicted one
white boy, two colored boys, and a clown; Set C
depicted two white boys, one colored boy, and a hen.
The only differences in the line drawings of the boys
was skin color.

The Clarks’ subjects in the 1939 study were 150
black children, 75 each of male and female, and 50
each of three-, four-, and five-year-olds from segre-
gated Washington, D.C. nursery schools. When asked
to identify themselves or others from the drawings, the
majority of children tested identified with the
“colored” boy, the Clarks found. The choice of 
the “colored” boy increased with age while choices of
the lion, dog, clown, and hen dropped off in partici-
pants by four years of age. The Clarks interpreted this
result to indicate “a level of development in conscious-
ness of self where identification of one’s self is in
terms of a distinct person rather than in terms of
animals or other characters.” The finding that the
sharpest increase in identifications with the “colored”
boy occurred between the three- and four-year level
indicated to the Clarks that “the picture technique
might not be as sensitive a device when used with five-
year-olds,” or that these five-year-olds “had reached a
stage of self-awareness approaching a concept of self
in terms of a concrete intrinsic self, less capable of
abstractions or external representations.”

The coloring test The coloring test consisted of
drawings of an apple, a leaf, an orange, a mouse, a
boy, and a girl. In an attempt to determine the influ-
ence of skin color as another factor in racial identifi-
cation of Negro preschool children, The Clarks
offered children a box with 24 crayons, including the
colors brown, black, yellow, white, pink, and tan. The
children were divided into three groups, those with
light, medium, and dark skin. Each was asked to
pretend that the little girl or boy in the drawing was
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him- or herself, and to color the picture the same color
as they were. The child was then asked to color the
opposite gendered picture the color they wanted it to be.
The Clarks found that the children with very light skin
would choose a color similar to their own light skin, but
most of the darker skinned children would color the
picture with yellow or white crayons. Some children
even used red or green. The Clarks concluded that the
children’s choice of inappropriate colors indicated some
level of emotional anxiety regarding their own skin
color. The dark-skinned children frequently colored the
line drawing of the child a shade lighter than their own
skin. The Clarks were disturbed to discover that the chil-
dren’s choice seemed to indicate a trend among light-
skinned children “to make identifications contrary to the
objective clue of their own skin color.” This was
evidence, the Clarks believed, of a further stage of devel-
opment in self-concept where “characteristics of
perceived self become modified by social factors.”

In a later study the Clarks compared the test
results of black children in the segregated schools of
Washington, D.C. with the responses of children in
racially mixed schools in New York City. The
evidence indicated that the children in Washington,
D.C.’s segregated schools were more aware of color
than Negro children in the racially mixed schools in
New York. The Clarks discovered significant differ-
ences in the color choices between northern and
southern children. “Nearly 80% of southern children
colored their preferences brown, whereas only 36% of
the northern children did,” Clark wrote.

Example With the coloring test, children not only
had to choose a crayon of a certain color, but also had
to use the crayon long enough to color the drawing.
Clark observed that many children spent a very long
time looking at all the different colors before making
a choice. Some of them, he noticed, would pick out
one crayon, look at it, put it back, and then choose
another one, usually of a lighter color. Clark inter-
preted this behavior to indicate “how deeply embed-
ded in their personality is the conflict about what color
they are and what color they want to be.”

The dolls test The most famous of the Clarks’
methods of investigation is the dolls test. The Clarks
presented preschool children with four identical dolls,
two brown and two white. They asked the children to
identify the doll that best represented certain positive
statements: “Give me the doll you like best; Give me
the doll that is a nice doll; Give me the doll that looks
bad”; and “Give me the doll that is a nice color.” The
majority of the children tested, some as young as three

years old, and living in communities as diverse as
Philadelphia, Boston, Springfield, Massachusetts, and
Pine Bluff, Hot Springs, and Little Rock, Arkansas,
demonstrated “an unmistakable preference for the
white doll and a rejection of the brown doll.” The
Clarks discovered that at an early age “Negro children
are affected by the prejudices, discrimination, and
segregation to which the larger society subjects them.”

Example Clark reported that some children, when
asked to choose between white and brown dolls,
reacted with such intense emotions that they became
unable to finish the task. “One little girl who had
shown a clear preference for the white doll and who
described the brown doll as ‘ugly’ and ‘dirty’ broke
into a torrent of tears when she was asked to identify
herself with one of the dolls.” This extreme emotional
reaction, Clark noted, only occurred with northern
children. When southern children were presented with
a choice of dolls, they were matter of fact in making
the choice. Some giggled self-consciously when
choosing the brown doll as representing themselves,
Clark reported. Other children merely stated flatly:
“This one. It’s a nigger. I’m a nigger.”

Clark later recalled, as reported in the 1977 book
Simple Justice:

We were really disturbed by our findings, and we sat
on them for a number of years. What was surprising
was the degree to which the children suffered from
self rejection with its truncating effect on their
personalities, and the earliness of the corrosive
awareness of color. I don’t think we had quite real-
ized the extent of the cruelty of racism and how 
hard it hit.

Clark summarized the findings of the early research
on black children’s self concept in the 1950 report
“Effect of Prejudice and Discrimination on Personality
Development” that he prepared for the Mid-Century
White House Conference on Children and Youth. This
report caught the attention of the NAACP legal team,
who were attempting to prove that segregated schooling
caused psychological damage to children.

Lining up with the majority view Clark’s further
investigations into the development of racial aware-
ness, racial identification, and racial preference in
both black and white children revealed that children’s
racial ideas are less rigid and more easily changed
than the racial ideas of adults. Clark found that chil-
dren are more influenced in their opinions by the
expressed opinions of the majority of their classmates,
than they are by the opinion of a teacher or other
person in authority.
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Example Clark studied 173 children in New York
City between the ages of seven and 13. Using a simple
method of drawing different lengths of lines, Clark
asked the children “to estimate the length of lines, to
compare one line with a standard line, and to match
lines with lines of different lengths.” The experi-
menter pitted small groups of children against other
groups, an individual child against a number of other
children, and a child against his teacher. Without the
knowledge of the child being observed, Clark
instructed one of the groups or the teacher to give
obviously incorrect answers to the test. When an indi-
vidual child realized that the majority of his own
classmates were unanimous in making an incorrect
judgment, he tended to modify his own judgments
according to the opinion of the rest. When it was a
teacher who tried to influence the child’s judgment
with an incorrect answer, however, not one of the chil-
dren followed the teacher’s judgment completely.
Clark concluded that the study, though not concerned
directly with racial attitudes, suggests that “children
of this age group are more likely to be influenced by
friends of their own age than by adults.”

Social science and the rule of law: 
Desegregation

Clark strove to protect the psychological well-
being of all children. Working through the summer of
1953, he gathered all the information he could find on
desegregation, completing a comprehensive review of
the scientific literature on the subject. He published
the results of this research in an article entitled
“Desegregation: An Appraisal of the Evidence” in the
Journal of Social Issues in 1953.

Clark served on a committee of the Society for
the Psychological Study of Social Issues (SPSSI),
charged with preparing a social-science appendix for
an NAACP legal brief to be submitted to the Supreme
Court in the 1954 case of Brown v. Board of Education.
Clark had earlier testified with other social scientists
as an expert witness in several cases in the lower
courts that were combined for argument before the
Supreme Court in the challenge to racial integration
of public schools.

The Supreme Court held in the Brown decision
that “separate educational facilities are inherently
unequal,” and thus declared public school segregation
a violation of the equal protection clause of the 14th
Amendment of the Constitution:

No State shall make or enforce any law which shall
abridge the privileges or immunities of citizens of the
United States; nor shall any State deprive any person
of life, liberty, or property, without due process of

law; nor deny to any person within its jurisdiction the
equal protection of the laws.

“The Supreme Court, in effect, challenged boards
of education, public officials, parents, educators, and
all citizens who believe in democracy to re-examine
American social practices in order to determine
whether they damage or enhance the human potential-
ities of children,” Clark wrote of the Court’s decision.
His compilation of research, including as many as 60
references, formed the basis of the social science brief
that was pivotal in the Court’s decision.

The social psychologists put forward two argu-
ments in the final social science statement, according
to historian John P. Jackson, Jr.:

• Segregation is psychologically damaging both to
minority and majority group children.

• Desegregation will proceed smoothly and without
trouble if it is done quickly and firmly.

Explanation The status as a “rejected minority,”
Clark proposed, “has an unquestioned detrimental
effect upon the personality of black children.” In his
report to the Mid-Century White House Conference
on Children and Youth, Clark noted that black chil-
dren subjected to segregation “often react with feel-
ings of inferiority and a sense of personal humiliation.
Many of them become confused about their own
personal worth.” The effect of segregation on minority
group children, Clark wrote, is a “generally defeatist
attitude and a lowering of personal ambitions.”

Clark understood that white children also suffer
significant psychological damage from the social
disease of racial prejudice and segregation. In his
book Prejudice And Your Child, he wrote that “Those
children who learn the prejudices of our society are
also being taught to gain personal status in an unreal-
istic and non-adaptive way.” White children are
“insidiously and negatively disturbed by these contra-
dictions in the American democratic creed.” Healthy
forms of self-esteem, built on solid and realistic
personal achievement, are subverted by racist atti-
tudes. White children who establish their identity as
persons and members of a group through hatred and
rejection of others become blocked in the full creativ-
ity inherent in their personalities, Clark believed.

Social-science research demonstrated that “the
mold of racial prejudice with its fixed social expecta-
tions was set at an appallingly early age,” according to
historian Richard Kluger in his book Simple Justice.
“If anything was to be done about the problem it had
to be done very early before despair and self hatred
took their fatal toll.”

K e n n e t h  B a n c r o f t  C l a r k

1 2 7P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s



The Supreme Court decision striking down
school segregation was of vast significance for consti-
tutional law and civil-rights litigation, and it changed
the lives of generations of school children. The ruling
displaced the 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson “separate but
equal” doctrine, concluding that “whatever may have
been the extent of psychological knowledge at the
time of Plessy v. Ferguson, this finding is amply
supported by modern authority.” The “modern author-
ity” the Court cited was the expert testimony of social
psychologists who, “translated their political and
ethical beliefs into social science, and their social
science into social action,” according to John P.
Jackson, Jr., writing about the case in the Spring, 1998
Journal of Social Issues.

Yet despite the Court’s findings outlawing segrega-
tion, desegregation of public schools was painfully slow
in implementation. The court postponed until 1955 the
specific implementation decrees, and in a separate deci-
sion, known as Brown II, set guidelines without dead-
lines for desegregation of the nation’s schools.

Clark provided the court with a compilation of
social scientists’ perspectives on the smoothest way to
desegregate the schools, but the Court, using the
phrase, “with all deliberate speed,” provided the
means of delay in the long-overdue process of deseg-
regation.

Clark suggested to the Court several criteria neces-
sary for the most effective method of desegregation:

• The abolition of all segregated facilities which are
so inadequate that it would be economically and
otherwise inefficient to attempt to use them.

• The assignment of all remaining facilities to all
individuals without regard to such arbitrary
distinctions as race.

• The restriction of the time allowed for this transi-
tion to the minimum required for the necessary
administrative adjustments to insure effectiveness
and impartiality.

• The specification of an inflexible deadline, based
on the particulars (not necessarily determined by
the court) of the administrative adjustments
which will take place during the interval.

Despite the social scientists’ warnings, the
doctrine of “separate but equal” was replaced with a
doctrine of “gradualism,” at a pace Clark considered
“contrary to the recommendations presented by the
social scientists on the strength of their findings.”
Throughout the South, white reaction to the Court’s
decision ranged from “defiance, tokenism, and gradu-
alism, to very incremental change,” according to polit-
ical scientist Dr. Dwight Mullen, in his opening

remarks for the program, “Mountain Reflections on
Brown vs. Board of Education: 50 Years Later,” held
in Asheville, North Carolina in April 2004. Resistance
included “Delayed action, white flight, tracking
systems, racial gerrymandering, and racial cross over,”
Mullen explained.

“The Asheville City School system was the first
in the south to integrate the whole system at one time,”
according to Dr. John Holt, who served on the
Asheville School Board during the period of public
school desegregation. “It was not a popular decision.
Not popular with anyone,” Holt said.

Resistance to the desegregation order was wide-
spread and virulent throughout the south. Nineteen
senators, representing 11 States, and 77 members of
the House of Representatives signed “The Southern
Manifesto.” The statement condemned the Brown
decision.

This unwarranted exercise of power by the Court,
contrary to the Constitution, is creating chaos and
confusion in the States principally affected. It is
destroying the amicable relations between the white
and Negro races that have been created through 90
years of patient effort by the good people of both
races. It has planted hatred and suspicion where there
has been heretofore friendship and understanding.

White segregationists began a massive campaign
of resistance. The media participated with publication
of IQ studies in a resurgence of the race and intelli-
gence debates. The Brown decision politicized the
entire decade.

In the essay “The Desegregation Cases: Criticism
of the Social Scientist’s Role,” Clark offered an expla-
nation for the reaction: “Those who attempt to use the
methods of social science in dealing with problems
which threaten the status quo must realistically expect
retaliatory attacks.” He predicted that some social
scientists would continue to play a role in the legal and
judicial process despite criticism because “they see
the valid goals of the law, government, social institu-
tions, religion, and science as identical; namely to
secure for man personal fulfillment in a just, stable
and viable society.”

Clark’s fame and stature increased dramatically
in the wake of the Supreme Court decision. He was
widely considered to be a social science expert on the
issues of race and the process of desegregation, a
status he held well into the next decade. Yet the
controversy over the role social science should have
played in the Supreme Court’s decision on segrega-
tion continues to generate debate more than half a
century following the historic Court ruling, and de
facto segregation persists in the nation’s schools.
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Clark’s 1972 book, A Possible Reality, A Design
for the Attainment of High Academic Achievement for
Inner-City Students, grew out of his work with the
Metropolitan Applied Research Center, Inc. in
Washington, D.C. and reflected Clark’s continued
concern with the educational achievements of minor-
ity and black children. “Urban public school systems,”
Clark wrote, have “produced hundreds of thousands
of functional illiterates who are unable to compete
with educationally more privileged youth on a single
competitive standard.”

Racial segregation continues to be “the American
way of life,” Clark wrote of the Washington, D.C.
public schools that at the time were more than 90%
black. “Whites have fled to the surrounding suburbs,
and return to the city only to exercise their rights and
prerogatives as controllers of the instruments of
government, otherwise abandoning the city to its
black minorities.” This fact, according to Clark, has
led to the abandonment of the “goal of attaining high-
quality education through the democratic process of
realistic and administratively feasible forms of deseg-
regation.”

“If we continue to frustrate these students educa-
tionally, they will be, in fact, the ingredients of the
‘social dynamite’ which threatens the stability of our
cities, our economy, and the democratic form of
government.”

Articulating the principles of democracy
During his long tenure as a professor of psychol-

ogy at City College, City University of New York,
Clark continued to articulate his theories and to work
to counter the negative effects of prejudice and
discrimination. His book Prejudice and Your Child,
published in 1955, was an attempt to provide parents
with “a clear understanding of the nature of racial
prejudices and the effects of these prejudices upon
American society in general and upon the personality
development of children.”

Clark wrote in the introduction to this first book:

The “American Creed” which emphasizes the essen-
tial dignity of the human personality, the fundamen-
tal equality of man, and the inalienable rights to
freedom, justice, and equal opportunity, is clearly
contradicted by the denial of these to certain human
beings because of their race, religion, or nationality
background.

Prejudice and Your Child has been called a “how-to”
manual for parents concerned about raising children
who will grow up freed from the damages of racist
thinking and behavior.

In a chapter titled “What Can Parents Do?” Clark
listed some requirements for white parents who wish
to model and teach more positive racial attitudes:

• Parents should exercise control over expressions
of his own racial feelings.

• They should face their own prejudice and recog-
nize its manifestations.

• Parents should establish the same standards 
for their children’s black friends as for their 
white friends.

• They should recognize the wide range of differ-
ences in all people and choose interracial friend-
ships based on common interests, compatibility
of personality, and other criteria relevant to
friendships with members of the same race.

Dark Ghetto: The involved observer
In 1962 Clark was called upon by the Kennedy

administration to serve as chairman of the Harlem
Youth Opportunities project, a forerunner of the War
on Poverty program. His planning document for the
project, titled “Youth in the Ghetto: A Study of the
Consequences of Powerlessness and a Blueprint for
Change,” received national press attention. The docu-
ment was published at a time when little or nothing
could be found in the social science literature to help a
student understand the realities and complexities of
the ghetto, Clark said. His two years of work on the
project became a starting point for his 1965 book,
Dark Ghetto, a work he described as “a study of the
total phenomena of the ghetto,” and “the cry of a
social psychologist.” To write the book, Clark
returned to Harlem as an “involved observer” using
“the real community, the market place, the arena of
politics and power” as his laboratory to “confront and
seek to understand the dynamics of social action and
social change.”

Explanations Clark’s social science activist method-
ology took many forms, according to Layli Phillips,
writing about Clark in the book Defining Difference,
Race, and Racism in the History of Psychology.
“Black activism has historically derived its distinc-
tiveness from its singular focus on contesting and
subverting the dehumanization and external social
control of black people,” Phillips contends.
Characterizing the civil rights activism of the mid-
twentieth century as a “decolonial struggle,” Phillips
points to Clark’s activist methodology beginning with
his days as editor of the Howard University student
newspaper Hilltop, which he transformed “from a
social register to a political organ,” to his media
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sophistication as host of the highly rated 1963 Public
Broadcasting Service series Negro Protest. In the
program Clark hosted conversations with Malcolm X,
Martin Luther King, Jr., and James Baldwin, helping
to bring the ideas and challenges of these social
activists to the mainstream consciousness. Clark also
used his training as a social scientist to turn the domi-
nant racist ideology and its spokespersons against the
dominant power structure, according to Phillips. He did
this through the use of traditional social-scientific
research methodology that challenged the academic
racism of other social science researchers.

In his systematic approach to the study of the
Harlem ghetto, Clark used many traditional social
science methods, including observation, tape record-
ings, and individual and group interviews. Clark
sought to discover what the personal and social conse-
quences of ghetto life were, not only for those who
lacked the power to change their status, but for those
who have the power but are unable or unwilling to use
it for social change.

Writing in Pathos of Power, Clark addressed his
fellow social scientists: “I ask of them that they share
with me the belief that their choice in this use of their
intelligence and their training brings with it an obliga-
tion to develop the behavioral sciences with that
clarity, precision, and sensitivity required for an effec-
tive moral technology.” Clark challenged social scien-
tists to engage in a “disciplined human intelligence”
that includes moral and ethical concerns in their
approach to social psychology. This, Clark contends,
is “absolutely necessary for the ultimate practicality—
the survival of the human species.”

Responsibilities of the social scientist
Clark described the social sciences as “the

sciences of human morality.” His understanding of the
role of a social psychologist was influenced, among
others, by psychologist Kurt Lewin, whose field
theory proposed that human behavior is the function
of both the person and the environment. Clark
responded particularly to what he called Lewin’s
“insistence upon action research as an indispensable
tool of verification in the social sciences.”

Social scientists have a responsibility to
contribute their knowledge, insights, and approach
toward an effective and democratic resolution of the
complex problems of society, Clark wrote in his 1974
book Pathos of Power. The goal of science itself is “a
total concern for truth wherever it may lead, whatever
it may threaten.”

“I believe that it is the business of the psycholo-
gist, as it is the business of all social scientists, to be

concerned with the totality of man and with the health,
the stability, and the effectiveness of the human
society as a whole.”

Kenneth Bancroft Clark, the antiracist social
scientist-activist has demonstrated in his life and his
career his unapologetic advocacy and bias “in favor of
respect for the life and positive potentials of the indi-
vidual human being; and a bias against any form of
destruction, rejection, dehumanization, and cruelty
which impairs the capacity of a human being to 
live and love and contribute to the welfare of other
human beings.”

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
Racism permeated every aspect of American life

throughout Clark’s educational and career years. His
theoretical research reflected a deep concern for the
psychological damage racism inflicts on the entire
community, particularly young children. He came of
age during a time of entrenched racial apartheid,
enforced by law and sustained by custom. As a self
described “social critic and diagnostician,” Clark was
powerfully influenced during his years at Howard
University, a center for black intellectuals and a labo-
ratory for human rights activism. He began his
psychology career energized by his concerns for social
justice, social morality, and social responsibility.

“Militant dissatisfaction with the plight of blacks
is what drove the place,” historian Richard Kluger
wrote of Howard University in his book, Simple
Justice. “The whole atmosphere of the place was
heady,” Kevin Clark recalled, “and every scholar was
eager to relate classroom work to social action.”
During the 1930s the radical activism at Howard was
sufficient to raise fears of “Communist” activities,
bringing calls for Congressional investigations.

Clark turned to the study of psychology with the
hope that the scientific discipline might shed some
light on the “intractable nature of racism,” a social
illness that he believed “had rotted the roots of
American life North and South.” However, the very
discipline he embraced in his attempt to understand
racism had long been used by others to justify segre-
gation and to curtail educational and employment
opportunities for people of color. G. O. Ferguson’s
1916 study, The Psychology of the Negro: An
Experimental Study found that “the Negro is yet very
capable in the sensory and motor powers which are
involved in manual work,” and concluded that “train-
ing should be concentrated upon these capacities” for
the “best return for the educative effort.”
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In 1917–18, psychologists administered IQ tests
to tens of thousands of World War I military
conscripts and concluded that white Anglo Saxons
were of superior intelligence compared with other
ethnic and racial groups. Princeton professor and
eugenicist Carl C. Brigham, in a 1923 paper, “A Study
of American Intelligence,” published a racial analysis
of the findings of the IQ tests. He concluded that racial
mixing had contributed to a decline in American
education. Such studies were used to enforce racist
immigration quotas with the intent of protecting white
Americans from “degeneration.”

After World War I, the former military testing
psychologists, now called psychometric psycholo-
gists, began testing students at all levels in the educa-
tional system. These examiners were white, and
whites supplied the standards by which all Americans
were measured, according to Robert V. Guthrie, in his
book, Even the Rat was White. “Significant numbers
of psychological studies during the 1920s and 1930s
purported to show a relationship between white ances-
try and IQ test scores of black children,” Guthrie
reported. The conclusion drew fire from black educa-
tors, including W. E. B. Dubois, who said he had “too
often seen science made the slave of caste and race
hate.” Dr. Horace Mann Bond, in a 1927 article, with
tongue-in-cheek parody, characterized the testing of
black children as a major indoor sport among white
psychologists.

Clark’s early research on racial identity and self
esteem was inspired by the work of his wife, Mamie
Phipps-Clark. The two psychologists collaborated on
several studies and published their findings as “The
Development of Consciousness of Self and the
Emergence of Racial Identification in Negro Preschool
Children,” and “Skin Color as a Factor in Racial
Identification of Negro Preschool Children,” in the
Journal of Social Psychology in 1939 and 1940.
“Segregation as a Factor in the Racial Identification of
Negro Pre-School Children” was published in the
Journal of Experimental Education in 1939.

In 1935, the perspective in social science regard-
ing innate intellectual inferiority began to shift with
the publication of Race Differences by Columbia
University Social Psychologist Otto Klineberg, who
concluded that “there is no adequate proof of funda-
mental race differences in mentality, and those differ-
ences which are found are in all probability due to
culture and social environment.” Klineberg was
Kenneth Clark’s academic advisor at Columbia
University.

The economic and political crisis brought on by
the Great Depression of 1929 resulted in further shifts

in thinking within the field of psychology. In 1936 the
Society for the Psychological Study of Social Issues
(SPSSI) was established. The formal goal of the organ-
ization was the analysis of “contemporary psychologi-
cal problems.” Psychologists who joined the ranks of
the SPSSI were deeply concerned with the social
inequalities of the times and sought solutions through
scientific study and action programs. The organization
also served its members as a clearinghouse for employ-
ment opportunities. In 1937, Gardner Murphy and
others published Experimental Social Psychology,
helping to define the emerging new field.

Prior to World War II, Clark and many other
psychologists, found work with the Office of War
Information. He traveled the country to study the
morale of Negro civilians. Historian Howard Zinn, in
his A People’s History of the United States, recounts
the perspective of one student in a Negro college
during the war years: “The Army jim crows us. The
Navy lets us serve only as mess men. The Red Cross
refuses our blood. Employers and labor unions shut us
out. Lynchings continue. We are disenfranchised, jim-
crowed, spat upon. What more could Hitler do than
that?” Such was the climate of the times when Clark
began his professional career as one of a very few
Negro psychologists in the United States in the mid-
twentieth century.

In 1945, the annihilation of the civilian popula-
tion of Hiroshima, Japan, by the U.S. atomic bomb
deeply troubled Clark. Writing in his 1974 book,
Pathos of Power, he said:

I found myself re-examining my ideas about the
characteristics of human beings; the problems of
justice and injustices; possible safeguards against
human cruelties; the role of religion, philosophy, and
science as realistic, moral, and practical barriers to
human chaos and ultimate destructiveness.

It was the early research of Mamie and Kenneth
Clark, published 14 years before, that provided the
crucial social science evidence in the landmark 1954
civil rights victory of Brown v. Board of Education.
As recently as the 1950s, 21 states and the District of
Columbia still required or permitted racial segregation
in public schools. The Clarks’ research provided
persuasive evidence to the Supreme Court that segre-
gation itself means inequality. The victory was not
without backlash, however.

One of the fiercest opponents to the desegregation
ruling was Dr. Henry E. Garrett, a Columbia
University professor and the academic advisor of
Mamie Clark. Professor Garrett believed that black
and white differences could not be changed by any
environmental intervention.
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“The field of psychology was itself a microcosm
of the larger world in terms of its contending progres-
sive and conservative factions and its various supports
for and impediments to activism and social change,”
Dr. Layli Phillips wrote in the book Defining
Difference, Race and Racism in the History of
Psychology. And throughout Clark’s career, there
continued to be those psychologists who used their
scientific research and expertise to bring an end to
discrimination, and those others who turned their
studies to the support of racist beliefs. As Andrew S.
Winston wrote in his introduction to Defining
Difference: Race and Racism in the History of
Psychology, “Hatred and support for oppression could
be wrapped in a value neutral cloak.”

Clark served as chief project consultant for the
planning stage of Harlem Youth Opportunities
Unlimited for two years, beginning in 1962. He began
a systematic approach to the study of the ghetto as an
“involved observer” of the conditions of Harlem youth.
These observations and experiences in Harlem became
the starting point for his 1965 book Dark Ghetto. The
summer of 1964 brought violent protests to American
ghettos, and Clark’s book provided a relevant social
psychologist’s view of the dynamics of ghetto life.
Even after passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the
revolts continued. “It was so long in coming,” Clark
wrote, “it served merely to remind many Negroes of
their continued rejection and second class status.”

Clark’s influence with the young black activists
began to wane with the rise of the black nationalist
movement in the mid 1960s. His integrationist
approach was viewed with skepticism. Clark, in turn,
called the separatist movement “sick, regressive, and
tyrannical.” He considered it a manifestation of “racial
self hatred,” and “a ritualized denial of anguished
despair and resentment of the failure of society to
keep its promises.” For the social scientist and scholar
Clark, the black Nationalist movement was “anti-
intellectual. Its main source of energy is emotionalism
rather that thought,” he charged.

Clark’s life and work spanned the most turbulent
and violent century in human history, through years of
crisis, rebellion, and “shamefully inadequate” progress
in civil rights. Through it all, this remarkable social
psychologist called for the “trained intellect” to be
applied to the “ultimate moral question of human
survival” as its highest and best use. Progress with
social change is not linear, Clark contended, and many
of the same racist challenges he spent a lifetime seeking
to understand and eradicate are again surfacing.

“We have not yet made education a process
whereby students are taught to respect the inalienable

dignity of other human beings,” he wrote in a 1993
article, “Unfinished Business: The Toll of Psychic
Violence.” Clark believes that when empathetic
behavior is encouraged and rewarded, we will protect
all our children from ignorance and cruelty, and by
helping them to understand the commonality of being
human, “we will be educating them.”

CRITICAL RESPONSE
Kenneth and Mamie Phipps-Clark’s primary

research on racial identification and preference in black
school children, published from 1939 to 1950, was
replicated and extended by the work of various social
scientists in the 1940s and early 1950s. The Clarks’
conclusion that segregated schools cause psychological
damage to black children was a view shared by 90% of
social scientists surveyed in a 1948 study by M.
Deutscher and Isador Chein, titled “The Psychological
Effects of Enforced Segregation: A Survey of Social
Science Opinion.” The study also revealed that 83% of
social scientists surveyed believed that racial segrega-
tion also has detrimental psychological effects on
members of the privileged group.

The same year as the Brown v. Board of
Education decision in 1954, Gordon Allport published
The Nature of Prejudice. Allport observed that contact
between groups is a necessary component to reducing
prejudice. He proposed that when such contact results
in a “true acquaintanceship,” it is more likely to lessen
bias and dispel prejudice. When the sustained contact
is genuine and occurs among individuals who regard
themselves as being of equal status, the prejudice is
further reduced. Allport’s view, known as the “contact
hypothesis,” became a principal argument in support
of racial integration.

“To be maximally effective,” Allport wrote,
“contact and acquaintanceship programs should lead
to a sense of equality in social status, should occur in
ordinary purposeful pursuits, avoid artificiality, and if
possible enjoy the sanction of the community in which
they occur.”

In an effort to provide empirical evidence to the
NAACP about the psychological harm to black chil-
dren of racial segregation, Kenneth Clark, Isador
Chein, and Stuart Cook drafted the social science state-
ment from an impressive list of 60 research references
that became part of the NAACP legal brief presented
to the Supreme Court. Thirty-two social scientists
signed the document, agreeing in principle with the
premise that legally imposed segregation is psycholog-
ically damaging to the personalities of young children.
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Social science activism and scrutiny
It was Clark’s move into the arena of social

change as an expert witness in the Brown v. Board of
Education decision that exposed both his research
findings, and the fact of their use in the Supreme
Court decision, to widespread scrutiny. The debate has

continued into the twenty-first century as the role of
social scientists’ opinions in legal and public policy
issues continues to be a subject of debate and
commentary in the professional journals.

Dr. Bruno Bettelheim of the University of Chicago,
writing a 1956 review of Clark’s book Prejudice and
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BIOGRAPHY:
Gordon W. Allport

Gordon W. Allport (1897–1967), one of 100
Eminent Psychologists of the Twentieth Century,
according to The Review of General Psychology, was
a Harvard-educated humanist and psychologist
concerned both with science and social action. His
theoretical research included the study of personality
and the investigation of prejudice and group conflict
in both American and foreign societies. Allport
believed in the uniqueness of individual personalities
and promoted what he called “idiographic” methods,
using interviews and observation, as well as analysis
of letters and diaries, to study one person at a time.

Allport’s 1937 publication, Personality: A Psy-
chological Interpretation, became a bestseller among
social-psychological texts. He described three types
of personality traits: cardinal, reflecting the true
nature of the person; central, reflecting the general
nature of a person’s behavior; and secondary, reflect-
ing attitudes or behaviors inconsistent with the true
nature of the individual.

His now classic text, The Nature of Prejudice,
was published in 1954, the same year of the Brown v.
Board of Education Supreme Court decision that
declared segregated schools unconstitutional. Allport
defined prejudice as “an antipathy based upon a faulty
and inflexible generalization.” He believed that such
stereotyping and prejudgment is a regrettable, but all
too human, tendency fueled by feelings of hate, envy,
fear, and threat.

Allport observed that sustained contact with
others is necessary to dispel prejudice, and that the
opportunity to form a “true acquaintanceship” is more
likely to lessen bias than mere “casual contact.”
Sustained contact between individuals who consider
themselves to be of similar social status, and among
those engaged in teamwork, provides the most likely
climate to undo prejudice, Allport suggested.

“The deeper and more genuine the association,”
he wrote, “the greater its effect to reduce prejudice.”
Allport extended his study of prejudice to religion. He
defined two kinds of religiosity: extrinsic, or institu-
tionalized; and intrinsic, interiorized religious values.
The institutionalized religious types, his studies show,
are more likely to reveal traits of prejudice and
bigotry, regardless of their religious persuasion, than
individuals with a deeply interiorized religion. Allport
also demonstrated a correlation between prejudice and
authoritarian personalities.

Allport received his Ph.D. from Harvard University
in 1922. After travel and study in Germany and
England, he returned to teach at Harvard in 1924. His
course, titled “Personality: Its Psychological and
Social Aspects,” was one of the first offered on person-
ality theory. After a few intervening years teaching at
Dartmouth, Allport returned to Harvard in 1930, where
he remained until his death in 1967. He chaired the
Psychology Department from 1936-1946, served as
President of the Society for the Psychological Study of
Social Issues (SPSSI) in 1944, and edited the Journal
of Abnormal and Social Psychology.

Allport assisted the
American Psychological
Association in the late
1930s and throughout the
Second World War as 
head of an Emergency
Committee working with
European refugee-scholars.
He was President of the
American Psychological
Association in 1939, and in
1964 received the APA’s
Distinguished Scientific
Contribution to Psychology
award.

Gordon W. Allport.
(Archives of the History of American

Psychology. Reproduced by permission.)



Your Child, charged that there was “no scientific
evidence that racial segregation damages the human
personality.” Other social scientists shared the
concern, including strident voices of those scientists
who promoted theories of race differences in intelli-
gence (RDI) as grounds for segregation. Dissenting
opinions also came from the legal profession, whose
members were unaccustomed to social science
evidence bearing so much weight in the legal deci-
sions of the Court system.

New York University professor of law Edmond
Cahn responded promptly to the Brown decision with
a 1955 New York University Law Review article. With
reference to the Social Science legal brief, Cahn
charged that the constitutional rights upheld in the
Brown decision should not “rest on any such flimsy
foundation as some of the scientific demonstrations in
these records.” Cahn felt that the significance of the
contribution of social science experts to the desegre-
gation cases was exaggerated; and that the social
science research conveyed little or no information
beyond what he called “literary psychology.”

Herbert Wechsler, writing in his 1959 book Toward
Neutral Principles of Constitutional Law, pointed out
that while Brown v. Board of Education ruled that
racial segregation was a “denial of equality for the
minorities against whom it is directed,” it failed to
consider the “associational rights of segregationist
whites.” According to law professor John C. Brittain,
“Wechsler theorized that Brown had created a conflict
between the whites’ freedom of association, which
presumably included the right not to associate with
blacks, and certain principles of equality with respect
to blacks.” Wechsler sought a “neutral principle,” one
that could reconcile the two constitutional maxims,
but concluded that this “was not likely and that there
probably was a principle that would elevate racial
equality over the free-association rights of segrega-
tionists,” according to Brittain.

But the “most intense and specific criticism,” Clark
said, came from Ernest van den Haag, professor of
social philosophy at New York University. He published
a critical rejection of the Brown decision in the Villanova
Law Review. In the 1960 article, “Social Science
Testimony in the Desegregation Cases,” van den Haag
questioned the validity of the Clarks’ findings, specifi-
cally the study results obtained from black children in
segregated schools in Pine Bluff, Arkansas, compared
with the same tests administered to children in the 
non-segregated schools of Springfield, Massachusetts.
Van den Haag disagreed with the Clarks’ findings that
racial segregation is psychologically damaging to chil-
dren. He suggested that a more accurate analysis of the

comparative data would “demonstrate that the damage
is less with segregation and greater with congregation.”
Van den Haag also objected to what he called “compul-
sory congregation.” He proposed maintenance of sepa-
rate schools for both whites and blacks and creation of
additional schools open to both races.

Segregationist psychologists
“Psychology’s scientific racists fought hard to

provide statistical evidence to prevent racial integration
in the public schools,” according to Robert V. Guthrie,
writing in the book Even the Rat Was White. One of the
most prominent of the segregationist psychologists was
Henry E. Garrett, a militant opponent of the 1954
Supreme Court decision. According to the Institute for
the Study of Academic Racism, Garrett “used his
credentials as a psychologist—and as a past president
of the APA—to legitimize his opinion.” Garrett was
Chair of the Department of Psychology at Columbia
University from 1941 to 1955, during the time Kenneth
and Mamie Phipps-Clark desegregated Columbia’s
Ph.D. psychology program.

According to Professor Andrew S. Winston,
author of “Science in the Service of the Far Right:
Henry E. Garrett, the IAAEE, and the Liberty Lobby,”
published in the Spring 1998 Journal of Social Issues:

In the 1950s Garrett helped organize an international
group of scholars [the International Association for the
Advancement of Ethnology and Eugenics (IAAEE)]
dedicated to preventing race mixing, preserving segre-
gation, and promoting the principles of early twentieth
century eugenics and “race hygiene.”

Henry Garrett persisted in his efforts to find a scien-
tific basis for segregation throughout his career. In his
tract “How Classroom Desegregation Will Work,”
distributed during the 1960s, Garrett “supplied weak
comparative IQ test data between whites and blacks
and cranial capacities to argue for the end of compen-
satory education programs such as Head Start.”

Other anti-segregationist critics followed Garrett.
Audrey Shuey, chair of the psychology department at
Randolph-Macon Women’s College in Lynchburg,
Virginia, published a 1958 compilation of several
hundred studies comparing intelligence test results for
black and white Americans. In her article “The Testing
of Negro Intelligence,” Shuey’s conclusion that the
mass of data indicated racial differences in intelligence
was right in line with the racist thinking of her
academic advisor at Columbia, Henry E. Garrett.

A measure of self-esteem
“Racial preference behavior is not synonymous

with self esteem, particularly for young children,”
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according to Vinay Harpalani, in an essay “Simple
Justice or Complex Injustice?: The Ironic Legacies of
Brown v. Board of Education.” Harpalani cites the
work of several researchers, including that of
Margaret Beale Spencer in the early 1980s, who found
that most black children who demonstrate a prefer-
ence for the white doll still score high on self-esteem
measures. Harpalani contends that the Clarks’ inter-
pretation of data “was affected by an ethos of black
pathology.”

In a 1970 replication of the Clarks’ doll study by
Hraba and Grant, the researchers found that similar
results to those of the Clarks’ when measuring racial
awareness and self identification. But when measur-
ing for racial preference, Hraba and Grant found that
black children and white children both preferred the
doll of their own race. The researchers attributed this
change in results to an enhanced sense of racial pride
in the children.

Clinical psychologist Darlene Powell-Hopson
replicated the Clarks’ early findings in the doll tests.
In a 1985 study, Powell-Hopson found that nearly
two-thirds of black children tested preferred white
dolls. Three out of four of the black children said that
these black dolls looked “bad.” Powell-Hopson
believes that the children’s preferences for the white
dolls is less about self esteem than it is a reflection of
a race awareness absorbed from the denigrating racial
attitudes of the surrounding white culture. In another
doll study in 1988, Powell-Hopson and Hopson added
an element of positive reinforcement to the classic
test. Whenever a child chose the black doll, the
researchers encouraged the children to hold up the
black doll while repeating positive statements about
the doll, such as “pretty,” “nice,” “handsome,” and
“smart.” When all the children were again asked
which doll they preferred, both black and white chil-
dren were more likely than before to choose the black
doll. The opinions of others weighed significantly in
their own changed opinions.

Roy L. Brooks, law professor at the University of
San Diego, argues in his 1996 book Integration or
Separation: A Strategy for Racial Equality that the
Clarks’ misinterpreted the dolls test when they
concluded that segregation harmed the self esteem 
of black children. Like other earlier critics, notably
Ernest van den Haag, Brooks argues that the dolls
studies, if correctly interpreted, would indicate that
black children in segregated schools demonstrated
higher self esteem than northern children in non-
segregated schools.

Brooks maintains that racial integration has failed
in that it neither strengthened black identity, nor

improved or equalized scholastic performance. Brooks
cites what he calls “dignity harms,” present in inte-
grated schools, and the power and persistence of “white
racism” as reasons for his call for a policy of limited,
voluntary separation that “neither subordinates nor 
stigmatizes.”

Sociologist Dr. Doris Y. Wilkinson, the first
African-American woman to be hired as a full-time
regular faculty member at the University of Kentucky,
also disagrees with the Clarks’ conclusion that segre-
gated schools are psychologically damaging to black
children. In a 1996 article “Integration Dilemmas in a
Racist Culture,” Wilkinson contends that “public school
integration and the associated demolition of the black
school has had a devastating impact on African-
American children.” Forced public school integration
has impacted “their self esteem, motivation to succeed,
conceptions of heroes or role models, respect for adults,
and academic performance,” Wilkinson says. She
warns that unless rational alternatives are developed
that take into account “the uniqueness of the African-
American heritage,” the situation will become even
more destructive to the health of the children and to the
nation as a whole.

Wilkinson asks, as others have, if “the constitu-
tionality of segregation could have been questioned 
on grounds other than its psychological effects.” 
She refutes the Supreme Court finding that segregated
schools were “inherently unequal.” The decision 
that declared the black school fundamentally defi-
cient, she says, “did not apply to the dedication 
and capabilities of teachers, the unbiased learning
environment, or the opportunities for developing
healthy self-attitudes.” Wilkinson also criticizes
busing, a hardship borne primarily by poor and
working-class children. “What could be more harmful
than taking children away from familiar environments
for the purposes of implementing a dominant-sector
philosophy?”

Howard University psychologist W. Curtis Banks,
author of the 1992 book African American Psychology
Theory, Research, and Practice, reviewed the findings
in the Clarks’ doll studies. He concluded that the
results could have been attributed to chance and that
the children under study may not have fully understood
what they were being asked to do.

In the article “Even Their Soul is Defective,”
published in The Psychologist in March 1999, social
scientists Dr. Kwame Owusu-Bempah and Dr. Dennis
Howitt write that “racism is undeniably harmful to
black children (and adults), but it is not their self-worth
that is damaged by it. Rather, it is their life chances
which are restricted by racism, especially institutional
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racism.” The British social scientists argue that
psychology perpetuates racism. They contend:

Biological racism—a belief in the hereditary inferi-
ority of the black “race”—has been replaced within
the discipline by cultural and professional racism.
Black people’s plight is now attributed to either their
“defective culture” or psychological make-up, or
both. Characterizing the Clarks’ “let’s pretend studies,”
and others like them, as “seriously flawed,” Owusu-
Bempah and Howitt charge that the notion of black
self-hatred “is a myth that persists in theory, policy,
and practice.” They propose that the racist system
itself must be the target for change rather than the
psychology of individual children.

“I am not convinced that there has ever been
strong evidence of dramatically lower self-esteem
among blacks,” Psychologist Bernadette Gray-Little
of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
says. Using a technique called meta-analysis, she
reanalyzed data from 261 studies assessing black self-
esteem and concluded that black youth exhibited 
self-esteem that was at least as healthy as that of their
white counterparts.

“Many people confuse self-esteem with the status
a racial group occupies in society,” Gray-Little said in a
March 26, 2000, Washington Post article. “Frequently,
doll tests and other devices intended to measure self-
esteem instead capture participants’ sense of how their
racial groups are viewed by the wider society.” Gray-
Little also offers the hypothesis that black self-esteem
may be linked to group pride, and the sense of satisfac-
tion blacks derive from their ethnic identification.

The persistence of racism
In the more than five decades since the desegre-

gation of American public schools, and the Civil
Rights victories eliminating the Jim Crow era of racial
segregation, the problems of racial inequity persist.
James M. Jones, in the Journal of Social Issues in
1998, writes about “The New American Dilemma.”
Jones proposes what he calls a psychological critical
race theory to explain “the gap between apparent posi-
tive racial attitudes and interracial behaviors and
persistent racial inequalities.” According to Jones,
“Something happened on the way to racial equality.”

In a 1998 PBS Frontline interview Henry Louis
Gates, Jr., chair of Harvard University’s Afro-American
study program, recalled that

Thurgood Marshall told his associates the day of
Brown v. Board, “it’s all over now, boys, in five years
we won’t even need the NAACP, we won’t even need
advocacy groups, we will all be members of the
American mainstream.” And as we know all too
painfully that didn’t take place.

“There are now nine times as many African
Americans in prison or jail as on the day of the Brown
decision. An estimated 98,000 blacks were incarcer-
ated in 1954, a figure that has risen to 884,500 today,”
according to the Washington, D.C. advocacy group
The Sentencing Project in the 2004 report, “Schools
And Prisons: 50 Years After Brown v. Board of
Education.” This and other harsh realities faced by 
the black community help to explain an undeniable
racial achievement gap in education. “When placed
within the broader context of race relations in
American society, Harvard Professor Pedro A. Noguera
contends:

[T]he gap is merely another reflection of the dispari-
ties in experience and life chances for individuals
from different racial groups. In fact, given the history
of racism in the United States, and the ongoing reality
of racial discrimination, it would be even more
surprising if an achievement gap did not exist. If the
children of those who are most likely to be incarcer-
ated, denied housing and employment, passed over
for promotions, or harassed by the police did just as
well in school as those whose lives are largely free of
such encumbrances, this would truly be remarkable
news. But this is not the case, and if we recognize that
educational patterns generally mimic other social
patterns, we should not be surprised.

The controversy continues
Criticisms of the validity of the Clarks’ findings

and the role of social scientists in the Brown decision
seem to emerge on every celebrated anniversary of the
historic Supreme Court decision, and numerous books
and essays have been published on the issue. The book
What Brown V. Board of Education Should Have Said:
The Nation’s Top Legal Experts Rewrite America’s
Landmark Civil Rights Decision, published in 2001,
consists of essays by nine of America’s top constitu-
tional and civil rights experts writing about how they
might have argued the case.

Another book, The Inseparability of Law and
Morality: The Constitution, Natural Law, and the Rule
of Law by legal scholar Ellis Washington, objects to
both the validity of the Clarks’ social science research
and the use of social science research as evidence in
the Supreme Court decision. Writing in the journal
Issues & Views in 2003, Washington stated that the
Brown decision “was based on the false social science
of racial relativism,” and the “flawed scientific
research of Dr. Kenneth Clark and Dr. Mamie Phipps-
Clark.” Professor Washington objects to what he calls
the “public policy fiction” that “black children must be
allowed to attend public school with white children in
order to get equally educated.” He also contends that
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the decision of the Court should have been based on
“explicit Constitutional guarantees,” for which legal
precedent already exists, rather than what he calls “pop
psychology.”

In his book Forced Justice, sociologist David
Armor examines the impact and effectiveness of
court-ordered desegregation. Armor questions the
social science research, particularly the Clarks’ doll
studies, and the finding that low self-esteem in black
children is a result of segregated classrooms. Armor
contends that the court-ordered desegregation was
based on questionable interpretations of the Clarks’
studies.

Howard H. Kendler, in a 2002 article in the journal
History of Psychology, questions the social activism of
Kenneth Clark and other social scientists who drafted
the social science statement used in the Supreme Court
desegregation case. Kendler asks if the social scientists
operated as “detached scientists or political advocates.”
John P. Jackson, Jr., author of the 2001 book Social
Scientists for Social Justice, takes issue with Kendler’s
position that Clark and the other social scientists
“allowed their political and social agenda to warp their
scientific findings.” Jackson contends that Clark and
others were not making “value claims on the desirabil-
ity of a given social situation,” but rather, based on the
available social science research, were “offering
empirical evidence on the psychological impact of the
social situation.”

Historian James T. Patterson, in his 2001 book
Brown v. Board of Education: A Civil Rights Milestone
and its Troubled Legacy, acknowledges that the expec-
tations for the success of integration were unrealisti-
cally high in 1954, but Patterson contends that the
Supreme Court decision helped to bring substantial
improvements in race relations. According to book
reviewer Timothy N. Thurber, Patterson credits the
Warren Supreme Court for helping to “set the stage for
other branches of government to act more forcefully
on behalf of racial equality.”

Much of Kenneth Bancroft Clark’s work was
shadowed by his role in the Supreme Court desegrega-
tion cases, and the subsequent and ongoing criticisms
of his research conclusions about the psychological
damages to young persons brought about through legal
segregation. However, his life and work was always
focused on the well-being of all children, and on the
elimination of racism in America. Clark worked to
promote a “morally and socially responsible science.”
He believed that “Psychology and psychologists,
together with other behavioral scientists, must dare to
assume the new and difficult responsibility of serving
as ombudsmen for society,” and that “Psychology must

now assume its proper role of enhancing and conserv-
ing human resources without apology and with full
scientific integrity.”

THEORIES IN ACTION
The volatile issues of racism, racial identity, and

equal protection of the law came dramatically to the
forefront in the second half of the twentieth century.
These issues continue to be the subject of research and
public debate in the twenty-first century. The pioneer-
ing work of early social psychologists such as
Kenneth Bancroft Clark and Mamie Phipps-Clark
remains relevant today. It provides a starting point for
continued investigations into how children develop a
healthy personal and social identity and self-esteem in
an increasingly multicultural environment; and what
the proper role of social science is in helping to inform
effective public policy change that will bring about
social justice and harmony in a diverse and endan-
gered world.

Research
“Were efforts to desegregate the public schools

worthwhile?” Researchers from Teachers College,
Columbia University, and the University of California,
Los Angeles, interviewed 242 graduates from six
racially diverse high schools across the country. The
five-year study, “How Desegregation Changed Us:
The Effects of Racially Mixed Schools on Students
and Society,” was published in 2004. Researchers
asked the question of students in the class of 1980;
75% of the participants were white and 60% were
non-white graduates.

“Our central finding is that school desegregation
fundamentally changed the people who lived through
it, yet had a more limited impact on the larger society,”
the researchers concluded.

The vast majority of graduates across racial and
ethnic lines greatly valued the daily cross-racial
interaction in their high schools. They found it to be
one of the most meaningful experiences of their lives,
the best—and sometimes the only—opportunity to
meet and interact regularly with people of different
backgrounds.

“The Race Connection,” a study by Thomas Dee
of Swarthmore College, analyzed data from a
“randomized field trial of the effects of class size on
student performance.” Dee found that both white 
and black students perform better on the Stanford
Achievement Test when they have a teacher of 
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the same racial background as they are. “Black
students learn more from black teachers and white
students from white teachers,” Dee concluded. Only
8% of public school teachers nationwide are black,
Dee notes, though 17% of the students are African
American. This may account for the “persistent racial
gap in student performance,” Dee suggests.

In the commentary “The Impact of ‘Brown’; Fifty
Years Later, Still More Rhetoric Than Commitment,”
in The Post Standard of Syracuse, New York, Linda
Carty, and Paula C. Johnson write that “The societal
context of the Brown decision in 1954 parallels
Reconstruction in that despite grand legal pronounce-
ments on racial equality, both eras suffered from lack
of political, institutional, and individual will to enforce
rights and opportunities for people of color.” Carty,
chair of the African-American Studies Department at
Syracuse University, and Johnson, professor of law at
Syracuse, cite the Harvard Civil Rights Project report
indicating that children of color, particularly African
Americans and Latinos, “attend substantially segre-
gated and poorly funded primary and secondary
schools.” For Brown to have worked, the writers
contend, would have “necessitated government policy
addressing inequality in housing, employment, social
welfare, health care, the legal system, and many other
realms of society.”

Professor Pedro A. Noguera of Harvard
University, and Antwi Akom, a doctoral student in
Sociology at the University of Pennsylvania, in 2000
studied “The Significance of Race in the Racial Gap
in Academic Achievement,” an issue, they say, that
has historically generated “controversy and paralysis
for those charged with figuring out what should be
done.” It is at the level of policy and practice, the
researchers contend, that lack of clarity on these
issues is most apparent. The researchers put forth
many explanations for the disparities in achievement
that have been found in almost every school in the
nation. They cite the close correspondence between
test scores and broader patterns of social inequality
within American society, particularly manifest in
“woefully inadequate” inner-city schools. But the
racial achievement gap is evident also in the scores of
middle-class African-American and Latino students.

Noguera and Akom suggest that the explanation
may be found in understanding “the ways in which
children come to perceive the relationship between
their racial identities and what they believe they can do
academically. Racial images rooted in stereotypes,
which diminish the importance of intellectual pursuits,”
the researchers believe, “limit the aspirations of young
African-American and Latino students.” Noguera and

Akom believe that if racial inequities are ever to be
eliminated, “it is more likely to occur in education than
in any other sector.” Public education, they contend,
“remains the most democratic and accessible institu-
tion in the country,” and “all that remains of the social
safety net for poor children.”

The evolution of identity
Psychologist Dr. Eun Rhee, of the University of

Delaware, received a five-year grant in 2002 to study
the development of racial identity in children and its
impact on their well-being. The project, “Racial
Identity and Psychosocial Consequence,” is funded by
the National Institute of Mental Health. Rhee is
concerned with the “development of social identities,
particularly racial identity, in African-American,
Asian-American, and European-American children.”
Rhee’s research focuses on the “role of social factors,
such as perceptions of group status; on the develop-
ment of racial identity; and the impact of this identity
on mental health, social behavior, and development of
inter-group attitudes.” She is investigating how racial
identity evolves and how children of color learn to
cope with perceived discrimination as they grow older.
Her methods also include interviews with parents to
discover what ideas and support they offer their chil-
dren, and what degree of preparation they offer to help
their children cope with discrimination.

Raising unbiased kids is an outcome of diversity
education that begins in the home, according to Derek
S. Hopson and Darlene Powell Hopson. The Hopsons
are authors of the book Teaching Your Children to be
Successful in a Multicultural Society. They suggest
that positive and realistic interactions with others are a
necessary part of preventing racial distrust, conflict,
aggression, and violence.

“Segregation is damaging to the individual,
damaging to the society’s claim to justice, and damag-
ing to whites as well as blacks,” Clark said in a 1995
Washington Post interview. However, de facto segre-
gation persists throughout the country and at all levels
of society, perpetuating racial tensions.

In a 2003 study published in the Journal of Social
Psychology, K. Kowalski assessed preschool-aged
children’s attitudes toward their own group and two
different ethnic or racial groups: Japanese and
Mexican. The study was done in the Southwest United
States with 70 children (32 girls and 38 boys) from
three to five years of age. The authors used dolls and
asked the children to assign positive and negative
traits to the dolls that represented their own racial or
ethnic group and that of two other groups. When
forced to choose between their own group and an
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ethnically or racially different group, the researcher
discovered, the children clearly favored their own
group. Kowalski concludes that “young children’s
positive own-group feelings do not necessarily entail
negative out-group attitudes.”

Thandeka, author of Learning to be White:
Money, Race, and God in America, believes that
racism is not innate, but something we are taught
through custom and beliefs that are passed from one
generation to the next. Thandeka is a minister and
teacher at Meadville-Lombard Theological School in
Chicago. Like Clark, Thandeka believes that whites,
too, are harmed by racism “The first racial victim of
the white community is its own child,” she said in a
2004 interview in the Dallas Morning News. Children
are forced to adapt to the way of life of the commu-
nity or risk being ostracized, she says. Thandeka,
whose name was given her by Archbishop Desmond
Tutu, believes that much of the racial division in
America is due to social and family pressures to
declare a racial identity at an early age. The chosen
racial identity becomes a marker that divides us, she
said. Thandeka suggests that an obsession with prob-
lems of race can divert us from the realities of class in
our society. Many whites are as much victims of an
unjust economic order as blacks, she notes.

Debra Dickerson, author of the book The End of
Blackness: Returning the Souls of Black Folk to Their
Rightful Owners, believes that it is “everybody’s
responsibility to fight injustice. This is America,” she
says. “We pride ourselves on being the land of the
free. It’s not just black people’s job to fight against
injustice. It’s America’s job because it hurts America.”
Dickerson discussed her book on National Public
Radio with host Tavis Smiley in January 2004.
Dickerson proposes:

I think we ought to have a moratorium on mention-
ing white folk. And that’s really, really hard to do,
and again it’s not because racism is not a problem.
Racism is a problem. But the answer is not to
constantly be trying to fix other people’s hearts and
minds. All we need for them to do is leave us alone.
They don’t have to learn to love us. We have to learn
to love and believe in ourselves.

“Americans are choosing to opt out of any racial
classifications on the Census, college applications, and
the SAT,” according to Eric Wang writing in The
Cavalier Daily, the online publication of the University
of Virginia. “We cannot talk about racial progress
without using the language of race and collective iden-
tities,” he says. Given the growing diversity and multi-
cultural face of America, the five commonly used
racial categories, according to Wang, “fail to capture
the full array of diversity in our society.”

Relevance to modern readers
Discussions about the issue of race and identity,

and debates about who is harmed and who benefits
from segregation, continue, even as the demographics
of America change to reflect a diversity of racial and
ethnic blending that defies easy classification. For
Census 2000, 63 possible combinations of the six basic
racial categories exist, including six categories for those
who report exactly one race, and 57 categories for those
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CHRONOLOGY
1914: Clark born in Panama.

1919: Comes to America with mother and sister.

1931: Graduates from high school in New York City.

1934: Earns his bachelor’s degree from Howard
University. Gains his master’s the following year.

1950: Publishes “Effect of Prejudice and Discrimination
on Personality Development” for the Mid-Century
White House Conference on Children and Youth.

1954: Brown v. Board of Education uses Clark’s studies
as a basis for school desegregation.

1955: First edition of Kenneth Clark’s book Prejudice
and Your Child published as Clark’s first public
scientific commentary.

1959: Elected president of the Society for the
Psychological Study of Social Issues.

1961: Awarded the Spingarn Medal by the NAACP.

1965: Publishes Dark Ghetto.

1971: Elected president of the American Psychological
Association. Clark has been the only black to serve
in that capacity.

1974: Publishes Pathos of Power.

1975–1995: Serves on the New York Board of Regents.

1994: Receives the APA Award for Outstanding Life-
time Contribution to Psychology.

2004: 50th anniversary of Brown v. Board of Education.
Kenneth Bancroft Clark and Mamie Phipps-Clark
awarded honorary degrees from Earlham College
to mark their “historic contributions to the cause of
equal rights for all Americans.”



who report two or more races. Clearly the issue of iden-
tity is still in flux. Perhaps Kenneth and Mamie Clark’s
brown and white dolls will need multi-hued compan-
ions to reflect the changing face of America.

New ways of understanding black identity and
community are emerging, according to psychologist

Layli Phillips, and black Americans are finding ways
to articulate their sometimes very profound differ-
ences. Yet the persistence of racism and discrimina-
tion still provides a foundation for common cause.

The relevance of the life and work of Kenneth
Clark is perhaps less in the doll study experiments, for
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BIOGRAPHY:
Claude Steele

Claude Steele, Professor and Chair of the
Department of Psychology at Stanford University, has
focused his theoretical research for decades on the
social psychology of race and race relations. Steele’s
interest in the processes of self-evaluation, and the
coping mechanisms that come into play when self-
image is threatened, has led to his general theory of self-
affirmation and the concept he calls “stereotype threat.”
This threat, according to Steele, “characterizes the daily
experiences of black students on predominantly white
campuses and in a predominantly white society.”

Stereotype threat is a very general effect, Steele’s
studies reveal, and “one that is undoubtedly capable
of undermining the standardized test performance of
any group negatively stereotyped in the area of
achievement tested by the test.” This detrimental
effect is magnified in those students most invested in
succeeding on the particular test. “Relying on these
tests too extensively in the admissions process will
preempt the admission of a significant portion of
highly qualified minority students,” Steele contends.

Stereotype threat occurs when an individual
expects that he or she is being perceived through the lens
of a negative stereotype and becomes anxious about
being judged on that misperception, or fears that he or
she may somehow do something that might confirm the
stereotype. Steele’s studies indicate that “when this
threat occurs in the midst of taking a high-stakes stan-
dardized test, it directly interferes with performance.”
Steele has found that the deleterious effects of stereo-
types goes beyond any effects of socioeconomic disad-
vantage that individuals may be burdened with, and
affects “even the best prepared, most invested students,”
many from middle-class backgrounds.

Steele’s study, “Stereotype threat and the intellec-
tual test performance of African Americans,” was
published in 1995 in the Journal of Personality and

Social Psychology. “A Threat in the Air: How
Stereotypes Shape the Intellectual Identities and
Performance of Women and African Americans,” was
published in 1997 in the American Psychologist. He
has published in a variety of professional journals and
collaborated on books and articles on the subjects 
of race, stereotype, and the testing and schooling of
black Americans.

As a result of his considerable research, Steele
was called on to provide expert testimony in affirma-
tive action cases brought against the University of
Michigan, where he concluded that

Standardized admissions tests such as the SAT, the
ACT, and the LSAT are of limited value in evaluating
“merit” or determining admissions qualifications of
all students, but particularly for African-American,
Hispanic, and American-Indian applicants for whom
systematic influences make these tests even less
diagnostic of their scholastic potential.

Claude Steele received his Ph.D. in social psychol-
ogy from Ohio State University in 1971. He has served
as President of the Western Psychological Association,
on the board of directors of the American Psychological

Society, and on the exe-
cutive committee of the
Society of Experimental
Social Psychologists. He is
a recipient of numerous
awards including the 1996
Gordon Allport Intergroup
Relations Prize and the
William James Fellow
Award of the American
Psychological Society, for
“brilliant research” that
“exemplifies the very best
of problem-based theoreti-
cal work.”

Claude Steele. (Stanford

University. Reproduced by permission.)



which he is most famous, but more in his consistent
call for a social psychology that is relevant and
responsive to the problems of society, and capable of
informing public policy that will bring about a more
just and humane society.
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BRIEF OVERVIEW
Although Sigmund Freud was not the first person

to formally study psychology, many consider him the
most pivotal figure in the development of the field as
we know it today. Freud changed the way society has
come to think about and treat mental illness. Before
Freud, mental illness was thought to result from dete-
rioration or disease of the brain. Freud changed all of
this by explicitly rejecting the purely organic or phys-
ical explanations of his predecessors. Instead he
believed that unconscious motives and drives
controlled most behavior.

During a career that spanned 58 years, beginning
with an earned medical degree in 1881 and continuing
to his death in 1939, he developed and repeatedly
revised his theory of psychoanalysis. Most of Freud’s
theory was developed from contact he had with
patients seen in his private practice in Vienna. This
type of “clinical” work was a radical departure from
the laboratory research that was practiced by most
leading psychologists of the day.

When Freud first presented his ideas in the 1890s,
many of his contemporaries reacted with hostility. In
fact, throughout his career, Freud faced enormous
opposition to many of his ideas. Those especially
controversial included notions about the role of the
unconscious in behavior, childhood sexuality, and
how the mind was governed (id, ego, and superego).
But despite the opposition, Freud eventually attracted
a group of followers that included well-known theorists
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Alfred Adler and Carl Jung. Over time though, Adler
and Jung distanced themselves from Freud and those
loyal to him, due to theoretical disagreements with
some of the core principles of psychoanalysis. Jung
and Adler went on to develop their own theories of
psychology.

Freud was a prolific writer and published many
books and articles during his lifetime. Among the
most influential books were The Interpretation of
Dreams (1900), Three Essays on the Theory of
Sexuality (1905), The Ego and the Id (1923), and
Civilization and Its Discontents (1930). His combined
writing fills 24 volumes in the standard American
edition of his complete works.

Despite much controversy over his theories and
psychoanalysis as a form of treatment, Freud’s is
considered to be one of the most influential thinkers
in history. His theories on sexual development,
although dismissed now by many, at the time led to
open discussion and treatment of sexual matters and
problems previously ignored. His stress on childhood
development helped establish the importance of an
emotionally nurturing environment for children. In
addition, Freud’s insights paved the way for other
disciplines such as anthropology and sociology. Most
social scientists accept his concept that an adult’s

social relationships are patterned after his or her early
family relationships.

BIOGRAPHY
Early years

Sigmund Schlomo Freud was born on May 6,
1856, in a small town in Freiberg, Moravia, located in
what is now the Czech Republic. Freud’s father Jacob
was 40 when Freud was born, 20 years older than
Freud’s mother Amalie. The patriarch of a large
family, Freud’s father had already been married twice,
with two grown boys from his first marriage that were
now older than Amalie. The dynamics of his extended
family left their impression on Freud in his first years
of life. In 1860 the family settled in Vienna where
Sigmund, as he came to call himself, received an
education emphasizing classical literature and philos-
ophy. Little did he know that this education would
eventually serve him well in developing his theories
and conveying them to a wide audience.

Sigmund was the first child of Jacob and Amalie
Freud. About a year and a half after Sigmund’s birth
another son, Julius, was born. Years later, Freud
recounted memories of being extremely jealous of
Julius after his arrival and admitted to having a secret
wish that he could somehow rid himself of this other
child who monopolized his mother’s love and atten-
tion. A number of critics have proposed that Freud’s
early jealously of Julius played significantly in the
development of his later theories on sibling rivalry.
Tragically, Julius died less than a year later, on April
15, 1858. Freud later admitted that his childhood wish
to be rid of his brother caused him lingering guilt
throughout his life.

In December of the same year that Julius died,
another child was born: Anna, the Freuds’ first daugh-
ter. During the next six years, five more children, 
four girls and one boy, would round out the Freud
family. Despite the many children his parents were
responsible for, Sigmund was aware that he was the 
favored child.

Almost all of the details of Freud’s early years
stem from his own recollections. Most of the events
were recounted and recorded during his pivotal time
of self-analysis, following the death of his father. His
self-analysis was also described in letters he had
written to his colleague Wilhelm Fliess, which have
since been published.

Jacob and Amalie Freud had both been raised as
Orthodox Jews, but they gave their children a relatively
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nonreligious upbringing. At an early age, Sigmund
began to distance himself from any hint of formal reli-
gion. As an adult he was firmly atheistic and at times,
antagonistic regarding religion. He associated religion
with superstition and was uncompromisingly commit-
ted to science as a means of measuring the cause and
effect of behavior. But though he rejected formal reli-
gion, he did not reject his Jewish roots. In fact, he was
proud of his Jewish identity and did not attempt to
hide his Jewish heritage, though his relationship to it
was purely secular.

Freud’s early schooling, like that of his siblings,
took place at home under his mother’s direction. His
father, Jacob, contributed to his education as Freud grew
older. At the age of nine Freud passed the examination
that allowed him to enter the Sperl Gymnasium, a
German equivalent of a combined grammar and high
school, with a strong emphasis on Latin and Greek. He
also learned French and English and in his spare time
taught himself the rudiments of Spanish and Italian. He
had a keen interest in science at a young age that may
have been sparked by a copy of History of Animal Life
awarded as a school prize when he was eleven. He
would frequently bring home plant and flower 
specimens collected during solitary walks in the 
nearby woods.

Despite comments in his later years that suggested
his childhood was an unhappy one, he seemed to enjoy
the Gymnasium. Freud, always very serious and
studious, was first in his class for seven years until he
graduated at age 17. His parents recognized his excep-
tional intellect at an early age and strongly encouraged
him to pursue a scholarly career. In their quest to see
him succeed, they showed obvious favoritism by
giving him his own room and the privilege of using a
gas light instead of candles to accomplish his school-
work. From this point forward, Freud’s singular focus
was on scholarship.

In 1873, at the early age of 17, Freud entered the
University of Vienna as a medical student. He had
briefly considered a career in law, but found the allure
of science too compelling to ignore. Although he was
content to be engaged in work that might benefit
humanity through working as a physician, research
and the search for knowledge held a deep fascination
for him.

University years
It took Freud eight years—an unusually long

time—before he finally received his medical degree in
1881. Reports from friends who knew him during that
time, as well as information from Freud’s own letters,

suggest that he was less diligent about his medical
studies than he might have been. He focused instead
on scientific research. In the spring of 1876 he
obtained a coveted grant to perform research at a
nearby research center maintained by Vienna
University. Although it wasn’t necessarily the most
compelling subject—studying the sexual organs of
eels—Freud was nonetheless enthused by the prospect
of engaging in a long-held dream to conduct research.
Freud performed his assigned task satisfactorily, but
without brilliant results. In 1877, disappointed at his
results and perhaps less than thrilled at the prospect of
dissecting more eels, Freud moved to the laboratory
of Ernst Brücke, the man who was to become his first
and most important role model in science.

Freud’s move to Brücke’s laboratory was one he
never regretted. Brücke was a celebrated physiologist
teaching at the University of Vienna and was regarded
by Freud as the greatest authority he had ever met.
According to his own account, he spent some of his
happiest years in Brücke’s lab. As a physiologist,
Brücke was concerned with the function of particular
cells and organs, not just with their structure. Brücke’s
work thus focused on the attempt to discover basic
physical laws that governed the processes that took
place in living systems.

In Brücke’s laboratory, Freud worked on the
anatomy of the brain and other tissues. His most impor-
tant project was determining whether a certain kind of
nerve cell in frogs was the same kind found in humans.
In other words, did the brain cells in humans reflect a
commonality with those found in “lower animals?”
This project had relevance to an ongoing debate that
had been sparked by Charles Darwin’s Origin of the
Species, published some 20 years earlier. Freud’s work
in Brücke’s laboratory showed that the human and 
frog spinal neurons cells were of the same type. So, in a
small way, Freud furthered Darwin’s theory by showing
that humans were genetically and historically linked to
other animals. Throughout his life, Freud viewed
Darwin’s work as the precursor for many of his own
discoveries in the development of psychoanalysis.

It was also in Brücke’s laboratory that Freud first
met Josef Breuer, the doctor whom Freud would later
claim “brought psychoanalysis into being.” Breuer
was fourteen years older than Freud and had built a
thriving private practice in Vienna by the time of their
meeting. It was Breuer who first realized that symp-
toms of hysteria completely disappeared when the
patient recalled and relived past emotional circum-
stances brought forth from the unconscious. Much of
Breuer’s insight along these lines was gleaned from
his clinical work with a young hysterical woman he
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worked with named Anna O. According to Freud,
these insights were the birth of what he later called
catharsis. Freud and Breuer’s professional collabora-
tion also developed into a friendship that was nurtured
by their mutual interest in music, painting, and litera-
ture and lasted for over 15 years.

In 1875, early in Freud’s university career, he
took his first of three trips to England. There, he
visited his half-brother Emmanuel and his family in
Manchester. Freud adored the English language and
culture, and greatly enjoyed his visit. He returned only
twice more during his lifetime. His second trip in
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1908 was also to visit his brother in Manchester. His
final trip in 1938, 63 years after his first visit, occurred
when the Nazi takeover of Austria in World War II
forced him to flee Vienna.

Amid the years Freud worked in Brücke’s labora-
tory, there was an unwelcome interruption to his
research. In 1879 and 1880, he was forced to take a
year away from his research to fulfill compulsory
military service. This obligation meant that he was to
be “on duty” as a doctor to attend to sick or injured
soldiers as the need arose. Though he found the mili-
tary service tedious due to long stretches of idle time,
he struck up a relationship with a German publisher
who commissioned him to translate four essays from
John Stuart Mill’s collected works. This allowed
Freud to at least partially exercise his intellect during
this hiatus from the work with Brücke.

On his return from military service to university
life, Freud decided at last to sit for his medical degree.
Despite an earnest desire to help people, he had previ-
ously shown no particular enthusiasm for a doctor’s
life. By this time he had probed into several areas of
medical research without committing himself to any
one field. And from evidence that has survived, it
appears that his aim was not so much to make his mark
in some chosen area as much as turn an opportunity

into a profitable venture. He didn’t doubt that he had a
mission in life, but at this point he wasn’t what it was.

It wasn’t until the summer of 1882 that he left
Brücke’s laboratory, at Brücke’s suggestion, to take a
post at Vienna’s General Hospital. While laboratory
research was stimulating to Freud, he was always on
the verge of poverty. Had he not been living at home
during these years, it would have been very difficult
for him to have supported himself on the meager
wages he earned. His motivation for earning more
money was not simply to build a financial reserve for
its own sake, he began thinking about the possibility
of marrying.

Marriage and family
In 1881 Freud made the acquaintance of Martha

Bernays, the sister of one of Freud’s university
friends. Martha was slim and self-assured, with long
dark hair and a narrow face. It seems to have been love
at first sight. Martha was five years his junior and only
two months after their first meeting they were secretly
engaged. But both were too poor to marry and contin-
ued a long-distance relationship for another five years
before marrying.

With no real prospect of ever earning a livelihood
from his scientific work and desperate to marry
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Martha, Freud made a painful decision. Just six
months after he met her, Freud sacrificed his scientific
ambitions for the woman he loved: he decided to
become a doctor. At Brücke’s suggestion, Freud left
laboratory work and spent the next three years at
Vienna General Hospital, trying his hand at surgery,
internal medicine, and psychiatry, not knowing which
might become his specialty.

During their engagement Freud rarely saw
Martha. By some estimates, they spent four and a half
of those five years apart. She had moved with her
family to Hamburg in northern Germany, far from
Vienna. He continued working by day, and at night he
read incessantly. He also wrote long, romantic letters
to Martha every day.

Martha was Freud’s first love, and he conveyed a
passion for her that was reciprocated by her for him.
However, money became increasingly important as he
contemplated how to support a partner and the chil-
dren that would follow after their marriage. Seeking
financial support from Freud’s father was out of the
question. His father had been out of work for some
time and was barely supporting his own family. In
fact, Freud increasingly felt the burden of needing to
help support his parents and sisters in addition to his
own family as time passed.

On September 14, 1886, after five years of
waiting, 30-year old Sigmund Freud married Martha
Bernays. And even though Freud had been trying to
save money after leaving laboratory work to pay for
the marriage, their celebration was largely funded by
generous friends.

They quickly settled into married life by setting
up a home, and soon after began a family. Freud and
Martha went on to have six children over the next nine
years: Mathilde, Jean Martin, Oliver, Ernst, Sophie,
and finally Anna. Anna would be the only child to
follow in her father’s work. Martha quickly became the
kind of wife for whom Freud had hoped. She raised
their children and managed their household while
Freud attended to his medical practice and researched
his theories.

Martha also had her own convictions that emerged
as their children grew and the theory of psychoanalysis
took shape, however. Martha had been raised in a reli-
gious family; her grandfather had been chief rabbi of
Hamsburg, Germany. Her religious upbringing formed
in her a steadfast commitment to her faith that she did
not relinquish. Of course, this turned out to be a life-
long point of contention in her marriage with Freud,
whose atheistic orientation undoubtedly created
distance between them. In addition, Martha disagreed

with a number of aspects of psychoanalysis as the
theory emerged. What those disagreements were in
detail is not precisely known.

It was known to Freud, Martha, and others,
however, that their relationship was slowly disinte-
grating. As Freud delved deeper into his research and
explored the mysteries of behavior that still eluded
him, the passion once evident in his relationship with
Martha faded. Although he remained married to
Martha throughout his life, his work became his
mistress.

Only one question has been raised regarding
Freud’s faithfulness to his wife. It concerns his sister-
in-law Minna, who originally came in 1895 to live
with them for several months, but ended up staying for
the rest of her life. Freud had stated at one point that it
was Minna Bernays along with his long-time friend
Wilhelm Fliess who sustained his faith in himself
when he was developing psychoanalysis in the face of
much opposition. Freud occasionally went on summer
holidays with his sister-in-law while Martha joined
them later. Some observers found it difficult to believe
that their relationship was entirely platonic.

After 10 years of marriage, Freud had firmly
established himself as the patriarch of his own large
family. His exhaustive work to find a cure for hysteria,
however, had not brought him the fame, success, and
happiness he longed for. Fears of poverty from his
childhood resurfaced to haunt him.

Early days as a neurologist
In the spring of 1886, in a small office in the heart

of Vienna, Freud began to practice medicine. His
specialty was neurology and involved treating patients
with both physical and so-called “nervous disorders.”
The majority of his work though focused on the
causes and treatment for hysteria. Conventional treat-
ment at the time consisted of measured electric shock
and hypnosis, both of which Freud used in the early
years of his practice.

But Freud eventually abandoned both of these
treatments. He found hypnosis, despite its increasing
popularity, to be of little help in working with neurotic
disorders. He began experimenting with a number of
methods to elicit the retrieval of memories from the
unconscious. Eventually he hit upon a technique that
seemed to work. He simply asked his patients to begin
talking freely, verbally following their thoughts in any
direction they were inclined to go. He called this tech-
nique “free association,” and it eventually became the
cornerstone of his treatment for hysteria.
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FURTHER ANALYSIS
Hypnosis

The application of hypnosis to the treatment of
emotional disturbances was introduced by Franz Anton
Mesmer, a Viennese physician who was part scientist,
part showman. Mesmer believed that the human body
contained a magnetic force that operated like the
magnets used by physicists. This magnetism was
capable of penetrating objects and acting on them from
a distance. Mesmer also believed that magnetism could
cure nervous disorders by restoring equilibrium between
a patient’s magnetic levels and the levels present in the
environment. Not surprisingly, Vienna’s medical
community considered him a quack. Yet, Mesmer
became very successful in Paris and attracted quite a
following. That is, until an investigative commission
reported unfavorably on his so-called “cures,” and he
fled to Switzerland. But, despite this, the practice of
using magnetism to cure, which eventually came to be
known as mesmerism, spread to many other geographic
areas including England and the United States.

Hypnosis gained more legitimacy and profes-
sional recognition in medical circles with the work of
French physician Jean Martin Charcot, head of a
neurological clinic in Paris for insane women. Charcot
had some success treating hysterical patients by using
hypnosis. More important, he described the symptoms
of hysteria and the use of hypnosis in medical termi-
nology, making them more acceptable to the French
Academy of Science. But Charcot’s work was 
primarily neurological, emphasizing physical distur-
bances such as paralysis.

One of Charcot’s students, Pierre Janet, took
hypnosis one step further. He was a strong proponent
of viewing hysteria as a mental disorder caused by
memory impairment and unconscious forces. He
chose hypnosis as his preferred method of treatment.
Thus, during the early years of Freud’s career, the
medical establishment was paying increasing atten-
tion to hypnosis and the psychological causes of
mental illness.

Most of Freud’s patients at this time were young,
middle-class, Jewish women who suffered from a host
of “neurological” symptoms such as paralysis, partial
blindness, hallucinations, and loss of motor control;
these symptoms, however, appeared to have no real

neurological cause. For most of the 1880s and well into
the 1890s, Freud treated these kinds of patients with a
combination of massage, rest therapy, and hypnosis.

Freud was thus eager to find a more effective
technique, and his partnership with Breuer was about
to provide him with one. About this time, Freud
visited France and was impressed by the therapeutic
potential of hypnosis for neurotic disorders. On his
return to Vienna he used hypnosis to help his neurotic
patients recall disturbing events that they had appar-
ently forgotten. Soon thereafter, however, he became
disillusioned with hypnosis because he was not
obtaining the results for which he had hoped.

The case of Anna O. that Breuer conducted, and
to which Freud was privy through innumerable
conversations with Breuer, was the beginning of what
Breuer called “the talking cure,” a conversational style
of interaction that seemed capable of unlocking mate-
rial in the unconscious.

As Freud began to develop his system of psycho-
analysis, theoretical considerations, as well as the diffi-
culty he encountered in hypnotizing some patients, led
him to eventually discard hypnosis in favor of what he
would later call free association. Free association was
characterized by spontaneous disclosure of thoughts
and emotion as it would arise without censorship.

It was this new technique of talking through the
patient’s hidden memories that would become the
center of Freud’s technique. Freud believed that the
hidden, or “repressed,” memories that lay behind
hysterical symptoms were always of a sexual nature.
Breuer did not hold with this belief, which led to a
split between the two men soon after the publication
of the studies.

Despite Freud’s influential adoption and then
rejection of hypnosis, some use was made of the tech-
nique in the psychoanalytic treatment of soldiers with
combat neuroses during World Wars I and II.
Hypnosis subsequently acquired various other limited
uses in medicine. Various researchers have put forth
differing theories of what hypnosis is and how it could
be understood, but there is currently still no generally
accepted explanatory theory for the phenomenon.
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Freud considered everything a patient said to be
important—even their dreams. Though other physi-
cians of the day discounted dreams, Freud examined
their role in the unconscious mind and eventually
interpreted the meaning of dreams. These and other
techniques enabled Freud to create the theory of
psychoanalysis bit by bit, layer upon layer.

Research on cocaine
One of Freud’s most promising areas of research,

which he conducted on his own time, had to do with a
drug that had only recently been made available in
Europe—cocaine. Although the effects of the coca plant
had been known for quite some time, it was only in the
1880s that refined cocaine—the active ingredient in the
coca leaf—became widely available in Europe. Freud
was one of the first researchers to study the effects of
cocaine on the mind and body. He used himself as the
prime subject. The results of his earliest experiments—
mostly subjective reports on how cocaine affected his
own mood, wakefulness, and somatic symptoms—were
published in July of 1884 in a paper called “Über Coca”
(“On Coca”). His general assessment of the drug was
that it might be useful not only in treating low mood but
also in treating morphine addiction.

What Freud failed to emphasize sufficiently,
however, was the anesthetic effect of cocaine on mucous
membranes such as the nose and mouth. A colleague of
his, Dr. Carl Koller, performed experiments that showed

it could also be used to anesthetize the eye for the
purposes of eye surgery. Since there was no other effec-
tive way to do this at the time, Kohler’s discovery was a
major one, and Freud deeply regretted not making the
discovery himself.

After this disappointment, Freud continued his
research with cocaine, eventually publishing two more
papers. The first one was slightly more subdued in its
praise than “Über Coca” had been, and the third one
was even more skeptical. Freud frequently used
cocaine himself to deal with minor aches and pains,
and he recommended it enthusiastically to friends and
acquaintances, even going as far as sending it to his
fiancé, Martha Bernays, for her own use.

His enthusiasm for cocaine was sharply curtailed,
however, by an ugly incident in 1885 in which he tried
to treat a friend’s morphine addiction by giving him
cocaine. The friend, Ernst von Fleischl-Marxow, who
had been one of Brücke’s assistants while Freud was
working in the same laboratory, abruptly gave up his
morphine addiction and replaced it with a voracious
appetite for cocaine. The incessant use of cocaine
contributed to Fleischl-Marxow’s death in 1891. The
episode affected Freud deeply and soured him perma-
nently on cocaine. Nonetheless, it appears from his
correspondence with Wilhelm Fliess, a nose and
throat specialist from Berlin and Freud’s best friend
and confidant during the 1890s, that Freud used
cocaine occasionally, and sometimes heavily, through

(Courtesy Thomson Gale.)

MYTHS ABOUT HYPNOSIS

 Myth Scientific response

 Hypnosis places the subject in someone else's control. Magicians and other entertainers use the illusion of
  power to control their subjects' behavior. In reality,
  people who act silly or respond to instructions to do
  foolish things do so because they want to. The hypno-
  tist creates a setting where the subject will follow sug-
  gestions—but the subject must be willing to
  cooperate.

A subject can become "stuck" in a trance. Subjects can come out of a hypnotic state any time
  they wish. The subject has control of the process of
  hypnosis, with the hypnotist simply guiding him or
  her.

The hypnotist can plant a suggestion in the subject's It is impossible for anyone to be implanted with sug-
mind—even for something to be done in the future. gestions to do anything against his or her will.

Hypnosis may be used to improve accuracy of the Memories recovered under hypnosis are no more reli-
subject's memory. able than others.
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the mid-90s. After that time, however, he seems to
have stopped using it entirely.

Self-analysis
The years between 1896, when Freud’s father

died, and 1899, when The Interpretation of Dreams
was completed and published, were some of the most
difficult but productive years of Freud’s life. During
this time, he formulated the basic techniques and theo-
retical framework of psychoanalysis. Aside from his
patients, Freud’s primary source of data was himself.
He analyzed his dreams, his slips of the tongue, and
the childhood memories he was able to dredge up
from his unconscious. Freud called this process of
interpreting himself his “self-analysis” and it proved
to have a significant effect on his theories. Ongoing
self-analysis was a routine that he more or less prac-
ticed the rest of his life. We know about this period
only because of letters written to and saved by Marie
Bonaparte, a princess of Greece and Denmark who
was one of Freud’s most loyal patients. She was also
instrumental in his escape from Austria in 1938.

On October 23, 1896, after an illness of four
months, Freud’s father, 80-year-old Jacob Freud, died
in Vienna. Freud was deeply shaken. Freud’s feelings
about his father’s death were complex and confusing
to him. He felt in some way he had distanced himself
from his father in his pursuit of his mother’s affections
during childhood. In an effort to understand the nature
of hysteria, he had wrongly imagined that his father
had abused him and some of his siblings.

The suspicions about his father, he now realized,
were no more than a figment of Freud’s own imagina-
tion. It caused him a great deal of emotional conster-
nation to admit this error. He wondered that his own
mistake in assuming his father’s alleged perversion
might also mean that he had misinterpreted the many
seduction stories heard by his patients. But years later,
he would conclude that he had not done so, and that
his practice simply had a disproportionate number of
patients with seduction in their background. To the
charge of “suggesting” to his patients that they might
have been sexually traumatized, he both admitted to
the possibility and also denied it at various times in
his professional career.

Through self-analysis, Freud was able to see the
truth about his relationship with his parents. Freud
came to realize that his father was innocent, and that
as a boy he had wanted to marry his mother. He saw
his father as a rival for her love. Freud interpreted his
own wishes as that which is common to all young
boys in all cultures. He called this newly discovered
phenomenon the Oedipus complex, and it would

become one of his most important ideas. He later
formed a parallel concept he called the Electra
complex that pertained to girls and their fathers,
although he did not develop this concept as thoroughly
as the Oedipus complex.

After his father’s death, Freud began to work on
a book based on the self-analysis of his own dreams.
The Interpretation of Dreams was published in
November 1899, with the title page dated 1900.
During the next six years, the book sold only 351
copies. It took two decades before Freud achieved the
fame he had always imagined. But The Interpretation
of Dreams would be the book that would establish
Freud as a seminal thinker in his time. The book even-
tually brought him more wealth and fame than his
father could have imagined. In his latter years, Freud
still viewed this book as his most important.

Psychoanalysis taking shape
With the publication of The Interpretation 

of Dreams and another of Freud’s books, The
Psychopathology of Everyday Life, his writings
gained a much wider audience. This presented lecture
opportunities and gained him a substantial following.
It was at this time that Freud began hosting a weekly
discussion group at his home on Wednesday evenings

Hypnosis being used on a woman in London in
1947. (Hulton Archive/Getty Images. Reproduced by permission.)
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called the “Wednesday Psychological Society.” After
several years and a significant increase in member-
ship, the group became formally known as the
Viennese Psychological Society.

Among notable participants in the society were
Carl G. Jung, Sandor Ferenczi, and Alfred Adler.
Although membership in the society included many
brilliant men, Freud considered himself the residing
expert on all matters pertaining to psychoanalytic
thought. He was not tolerant of disagreements, espe-
cially those that challenged core concepts of his theo-
ries. Such rigid expectations for adherence to his ideas
inevitably caused sharp divisions among members. A
number found aspects of Freud’s theory to be weak or
unhelpful as they employed the theories in their clini-
cal practices. Others wanted to refine the ideas, but
Freud would not waver from his own observations.

Sharp disagreements arose between Freud and key
members of the Society in 1911. This was significant
regarding Jung, because Jung had been Freud’s
intended heir to lead the Psychoanalytic Society to the
next plateau. By 1914, however, the theoretical differ-
ences between Freud and several esteemed members
had frayed to the breaking point. As a result, a number
of leading members resigned from the society, includ-
ing Adler and Jung. Freud was unforgiving in his sepa-
ration from these and other resigning members and had
little contact with them from that time onward.

The society resignations were quickly overshad-
owed by the beginning of the First World War in 1914,
which was a major setback for the movement and its
members. Freud was too old to fight, but his three sons,
Martin, Oliver, and Ernst were all drafted. They even-
tually returned without loss of life or major injury.

Despite Freud’s new position as a well-respected,
if not world-famous, psychologist, the 1920s were not
pleasant ones. Freud’s daughter Sophie died of
influenza in 1920. Her son, Heinz, who had been
Freud’s favorite grandchild, died of tuberculosis in
June of 1923. Freud took the death of Heinz particu-
larly hard. He seems to have invested much of his
hope for the future in his grandson, and Heinz’s death
was a crushing blow. Josef Breuer, a man from whom
Freud had been estranged for many years but whom
he still respected, also died in June of 1925. During
this decade, Freud also saw his close, inner circle of
supporters, named the Committee, begin to unravel.

Also during this tumultuous period of time, Freud
suffered from a personal illness. Freud had, for his
entire adult life, been a vigorous and unrepentant cigar
smoker. It is reported that he smoked an average of 20
cigars a day. As evidence of his habit, most photo-

graphs show him holding a cigar. In 1923, undoubt-
edly as a result of this habit, a cancerous growth
appeared in his mouth on the inside of his right cheek.
Drastic surgical measures were necessary to prevent
the spread of the cancer. Surgery was performed in
two separate sessions in the beginning of October of
that year to remove Freud’s upper right jaw and hard
palate. For the next 16 years, until his death in 1938,
Freud wore an uncomfortable prosthesis that resem-
bled a large set of dentures. Talking and eating were
difficult. Over the course of these 16 years, 33 differ-
ent operations were performed to remove cancerous
or pre-cancerous growths in Freud’s mouth. Yet
remarkably, he never stopped smoking.

The final years
From 1930 to 1938, Freud continued to live and

work in Vienna. The international psychoanalytic
movement was now well established. Freud had
become famous and most of the turbulence within the
movement during the 1920s had calmed down. Yet,
due to his increasingly poor health, Freud was slowly
becoming less involved in the inner workings of the
psychoanalytic movement. In fact, in the mid-1920s
he stopped attending meetings of the International
Psychoanalytic Association.

For the last 15 to 20 years of Freud’s life, begin-
ning from the time he was diagnosed with mouth
cancer in 1923, his daughter, Anna, was his nurse and
constant companion. In 1923 she became a member of
the Viennese Psychoanalytic Society and remained an
important figure in psychoanalysis after her father’s
death. She gradually took over increasing amounts of
responsibility from her father as it pertained to his
work in the Association. Anna Freud became best
known for her work on defense mechanisms and the
analysis of children.

The early 1930s represented a time of political
unrest and the eventual outbreak of war in Europe. On
March 12, 1938, Hitler’s forces invaded Austria and
quickly took over the country. Although he initially
resisted, his need to leave the country became appar-
ent after numerous threats. On March 13, the Vienna
Psychoanalytic Society voted to dissolve and recom-
mended that all of its members flee Austria and recon-
vene, if possible, wherever Freud took up residence.
Over the next week, Freud’s home was raided several
times, and on March 22, his daughter Anna Freud was
arrested and questioned by the Gestapo. Fortunately,
no one was hurt. Although money and valuables were
stolen from Freud’s home, his private study was left
untouched. The property of the psychoanalytic
publishing house, on the other hand, which was
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located a few doors down from Freud’s home and
office, was confiscated in its entirety.

Freud moved to England on July 6, 1938, with his
wife and daughter Anna. They settled into his last
home, a house that Anna Freud kept until her death 40
years later. Surprisingly, Freud’s joy at the pleasures
of their new home, including freedom from Nazi
persecution, was tempered by a surprising homesick-
ness for Vienna. He had always claimed that he hated
Vienna. Now that he was gone, however, he longed for
the familiarity of the city.

This homesickness was no doubt accentuated by
the need for another surgical procedure to treat his
ongoing mouth cancer in September of that year.
Since Freud’s first operations for mouth cancer in
1923, numerous pre-cancerous growths had appeared
and been removed. In 1936, however, a cancerous
growth had reappeared. Now, in 1938, the cancer had
returned once more. Removing it this time required a
significant procedure that left Freud very weakened.

In February of 1939, despite the drastic surgery
that had been performed only five months earlier,
Freud’s cancer returned. This time the doctors deemed
the tumor inaccessible and inoperable. Freud would
have to live with it until he died. Over the course of
the next eight months, Freud grew increasingly weak,
and the tumor increased in size. By September, it had
eaten through to the outside of his cheek, creating a
large, unpleasant open sore.

On September 21, Freud, in severe pain, asked his
doctor to administer a dose of morphine large enough
to ease him out of life. His doctor complied, giving
him several large injections of morphine over the
course of the next few days. Freud died near midnight
on September 23, 1939. He was cremated three days
later on September 26. Ernest Jones, who became his
first and most authoritative biographer, gave the
funeral oration.

THEORIES
Freud’s psychoanalytic system evolved over

nearly 60 years of professional work. He himself was
constantly revising aspects of his theory to better
reflect what he was learning on a continual basis.
There are a number of concepts that are essential for
understanding psychoanalytic theory.

The psyche
Main points Freud’s theory of the unconscious is the
foundation upon which much of his psychoanalytic

theory is built. Freud hypothesized that the mind is
divided into three main parts: the unconscious, the
conscious, and the preconscious. The unconscious is
by far the larger and most important part of the mind
according to Freud. It includes all the things that are
not easily available to awareness. Freud suggested that
the unconscious mind acts like a repository for those
thoughts, memories, experiences, and feelings that
can’t or won’t easily move into the conscious mind.
Items may come to this repository because of trauma
or for any number of reasons for which a person might
protect him or herself from unpleasant emotion. The
unconscious also includes drives or instincts that cause
humans to behave the way they do.

The conscious mind also plays a key role. Freud
believed that everything we are aware of is stored in
our conscious mind. At any given time, a person is
only aware of a very small part of what makes up his
or her personality; the rest is buried in the unconscious
and is inaccessible. Though small in comparison to
the unconscious, the conscious mind is still essential
and important for adaptive functioning.

The final part is the preconscious or subcon-
scious. This is the part of mind that can be accessed if
prompted, but is not in our active conscious. The
preconscious exists just below the surface, and is
buried until needed. Common information such as
one’s telephone number, childhood memories, or
one’s home address is stored in the preconscious.

Conflict between conscious and unconscious
impulses are said to give rise to anxiety, which Freud
believed to be common to all people. The most
common way to counteract anxiety, according to Freud,
was to employ the use of what he called defense mech-
anisms. To tap the unconscious, Freud used a variety of
techniques, including hypnosis, free association, and
dream interpretation. Carl G. Jung expanded on the
Freudian concept, adding the idea of an inherited
unconscious, known as the collective unconscious.

Also residing in the unconscious are the instincts or
drives. The instincts, for Freud, are the principal moti-
vating forces that “energize” the mind in all of its func-
tions. There are, he held, an indefinite number of such
instincts, but these can be reduced to a small number of
basic ones, which he grouped into two broad generic
categories: Eros (the life instinct), which covers all self-
preserving and erotic instincts, and Thanatos (the death
instinct), which covers all the instincts towards aggres-
sion, self-destruction, and cruelty.

Explanation Although Freud didn’t invent the idea
of the unconscious mind, he certainly was the one who
made it popular. Given the work by other theorists in
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the nineteenth century, it is not surprising that Freud’s
concept of mind, especially the unconscious, grew to
prominence. He took the principles that dominated the
thought of those working with the physiology of the
body and applied them systematically to the sphere of
the mind. Thus Freud’s conception of the unconscious
explained behavioral patterns set in motion by uncon-
scious instincts and drives, which were previously
unexplained.

The unconscious material of a person’s life drives
behavior in both positive and negative ways. But when
unconscious experience or emotion creates maladap-
tive living, the unconscious material cannot simply be
brought into consciousness at will. It must be coaxed
out using the proper techniques. Freud created the
techniques of psychoanalysis as the means of bringing
material from the unconscious into the conscious
mind, so that it could be investigated and possibly
changed. The analogy of an iceberg has been often
used to help visualize the role of the conscious as
compared to the unconscious mind. The bulk of the
iceberg, the unconscious mind, lies below the surface,
exerting a dynamic and determining influence over the
direction of the mass. The visible part, the conscious
mind, is small in comparison and is subject to the
weight of the portion below the surface.

Regarding instincts and drives, Freud is often
referenced as having said that all human actions
spring from motivations which are sexual in origin.
This assertion is not completely accurate. Freud did
state that sexual drives play an important and central
role in human life, actions, and behavior. This was the
subject of much controversy for the sexually repressed
time period in which he lived. He went also took it
further by saying that sexual drives exist and can be
discerned in children from birth, and that sexual
energy (libido) is the single most important motivat-
ing force in adult life. However, even here a crucial
qualification has to be added. Freud effectively rede-
fined the term sexuality to include any form of pleas-
ure that is or can be derived from the body. Thus his
theory of the instincts or drives is essentially that the
human being is energized or driven from birth by the
desire to acquire and enhance bodily pleasure.

Examples One of Freud’s patients once described to
him a repeating dream that involved her chasing a man
she worked with up several flights of stairs. The
woman claimed that even though she ran faster and
faster, she never caught the man nor reached the top of
the stairway, which caused her immense frustration.
Freud interpreted such dreams as the unconscious
mind representing a desire or drive for sexual contact

with the person she was chasing. Freud would say that
the dream expressed itself through the unconscious
because it might be too threatening, psychologically
speaking, for the patient to admit this to herself. It
might threaten her self-concept or sense of morality to
admit to such lustful urges. So instead, her uncon-
scious mind turned the urges into a non-threatening
symbol—running up flights of stairs.

Structure of the mind (id, ego, superego)
Main points Freud further divided the conscious
and unconscious mind into three structures or systems
that performed different roles. These systems he
named the id, ego, and superego. Freud viewed human
beings as energy systems, where only one system can
be in control at any given time, while the other two
systems give themselves over to the psychic energy of
the one in control.

The id is the original system of personality and
the dominant one at birth. In German, the word was
literally translated as the “it.” The id is primarily the
source of psychic energy and the core of all instincts.
It is infantile in the way it manifests and functions on
the unconscious level. It lacks organization and is
demanding, insistent, and impulsive. The id cannot
tolerate tension and works to discharge tension as
quickly as possible and return to a balanced state.
Therefore the id operates according to the demands of
what Freud called the pleasure principle. That is, it
wants to satisfy its desires so as to relieve the tension.

The ego, in contrast, works not by the pleasure
principle but rather by the reality principle. In other
words, there is a real world out there that must be
reckoned with. The ego (literally “I”) is the personal-
ity structure that develops to deal with the real world
and solve the problems of life. It acts as the “execu-
tive” branch of the personality that governs, controls,
and regulates matters of life. The ego functions as part
of the conscious mind.

The superego is the judicial branch of the person-
ality. It imposes a moral code, concerning itself with
whether a particular action is good or bad; right or
wrong. It represents the ideal, rather than a reflection
of reality, and strives for perfection instead of pleas-
ure. The superego represents the ideals of society as
they are passed from one generation to another. The
superego can be represented by both the unconscious
and conscious mind depending on the particular func-
tion it is serving.

Explanation The id never matures, remaining infan-
tile in its impulses and urges while seeking pleasure
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and avoiding tension at all costs. If it had its way it
would forever seek indulgence, the same way a young
child seeks only to get his or her selfish needs met. If
left to its own appetite, the id would be unable to func-
tion in the world.

To temper the id’s urges, the ego steps in to
acknowledge an objective reality that must be dealt
with. Other people, for instance, also have needs that
must be considered. While it is the job of the ego to
help satisfy the id’s inclinations, it also must mediate
how serving those needs will affect one’s reality. Over
time, the ego’s efforts create a “dialogue” of sorts with
the real world that transforms into actual skills,
competencies, and memories. These resources are
then internalized into what Freud referred to as the
“self,” an emerging sense of personhood, instead of a
bundle of urges and needs.

The superego works to inhibit the id’s impulses
while persuading the ego to substitute moralistic goals
for realistic ones and to strive for perfection. The
superego works off the basis of psychological rewards
and punishments. If a person responds in the “right”
manner, the reward might be a feeling of pride or self-
love. If the individual deems their action as immoral
or “wrong,” the resulting punishment might be guilt or
feelings of inferiority.

Example Freud conceived the mind as being in
constant conflict with itself. He understood this conflict
as the primary cause of human anxiety and unhappiness.
His classic example is the patient Anna O., who
displayed a rash of psychological and physiological
symptoms: assorted paralyses, hysterical squints,
coughs, and speech disorders, among others. Under
hypnosis, Josef Breuer, a fellow physician and close
friend of Freud, traced many of these symptoms to
memories of a period when she cared for her dying
father. One symptom, a nervous cough, they related to a
particular event at her father’s bedside. Upon hearing
dance music that was drifting from a neighbor’s house,
she felt an urge to be there, gone from her father’s
bedside. Immediately, she was struck with guilt and self-
reproach for having the desire to leave him. She covered
this internal conflict with a nervous cough, and from that
day on, coughed reflexively at the sound of rhythmic
music. Freud’s investigations into internal conflicts such
as this led him to eventually construct the divisions of
the mind now known as id, ego, and superego.

Defense mechanisms
Main points Because the ego is the great equalizer
between the id and superego, conflict is inevitable. This
conflict, according to Freud, brings anxiety and serves

as a signal to the ego that its survival may be in jeop-
ardy. Freud further divided anxiety into three kinds:
realistic anxiety (fear of real situations), moral anxiety
(fear that stems from the internalized ideal world of the
superego), and neurotic anxiety (fear that results from
impulses originating in the id). It is the unconscious
neurotic anxiety that most intrigued Freud and formed
the basis for his research. Psychoanalytic therapy was
developed to treat the various neuroses that were
largely unconscious. Freud postulated that the ego aids
this process of repressing the anxiety through use of
what he called defense mechanisms.

The ego deals with the demands of reality, the
urges of the id, and the perfectionist tendencies of the
superego as best as it can. But when the anxiety
becomes overwhelming, the ego must defend itself. It
does so by unconsciously blocking the impulses or
distorting them into a more acceptable, less threaten-
ing form. The techniques for doing this are called the
ego defense mechanisms. Freud, his daughter Anna,
and other disciples have discovered a number of
defense mechanisms that accomplish this purpose.

Explanation: Repression Repression is one of the
most important Freudian processes, and it is the basis
for other ego defenses and neurotic disorders. It is a
means of defense through which threatening or
painful thoughts or feelings are excluded from aware-
ness. Freud explained repression as an involuntary
removal of something from consciousness. Anna
Freud called it “motivated forgetting.”

Examples Victims of war or other trauma some-
times face experiences that are too overwhelming for
them to assimilate into their conscious mind. In order
to cope, they must protect themselves from letting the
painful experience incapacitate them. The result is
that they unconsciously repress the emotion. This
emotion may resurface unexpectedly if a similar life
event such as an accident or other victimization trig-
gers the repressed memories.

Explanation: Denial Denial involves blocking exter-
nal events from awareness. For example, if a particular
situation is too much for a person to handle, he or she
simply refuses to allow the experience to become
reality for them, despite the fact that it happened. The
use of denial is a primitive and dangerous defense
because eventually the individual must face reality. The
longer one attempts to deny the objective reality, the
greater may be the consequences. Denial can operate
by itself or, more commonly, in combination with other,
more subtle defense mechanisms that support it.
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Examples Denial can be unconscious as when a dying
person refuses to admit that their life will soon end or
when a person with a heart condition denies that their
overeating or smoking is of any consequence. It can also
take a semi-conscious state where the individual accepts
a portion of the situation but denies another. For
instance, a person may acknowledge that they were in
an automobile accident but they will not accept the fact
that a loved one who was critically injured might die.

Explanation: Displacement Displacement is the
redirection of anxiety onto a substitute or “safer”
target. The redirected energy, often anger, cannot be
discharged in the most logical way, so it must find
another way to be released.

Examples The classic example is the frustrated
worker who feels victimized by his boss but cannot
express his anger directly at his supervisor. Instead, he
finds a safer target and yells at his family when he
arrives home. According to Freud, the man does not
intentionally displace his anger and frustration on his
family, but unconsciously does so because he finds the
relationships of his family “safer.” Venting his frustra-
tion at home will minimize consequences arising from
his actions, were he to express his anger on the job.

Explanation: Projection Projection takes one’s own
anxiety-arousing impulses and attributes them to
someone else.

Examples A husband finds himself attracted to a
charming and flirtatious woman at work. Instead of
acknowledging his attraction, he becomes increas-
ingly jealous of his wife and worried about her faith-
fulness to the marriage. Freud would say that the
jealous husband is simply projecting his own feelings
onto his wife in an effort to reduce the anxiety he feels
about his own unacceptable feelings.

Explanation: Reaction formation Reaction forma-
tion helps protect against threatening impulses by
overemphasizing the opposite of one’s actual thoughts
and actions.

Examples A pastor who is involved in a secret
extramarital affair unconsciously attempts to push
away threatening impulses related to his behavior by
preaching vehemently against sexual impurity. The
pastor, according to psychoanalytic theory, is attempt-
ing to reduce his own feelings of guilt and almost
atone for his secretive behavior by taking the opposite
or morally “right” stance.

Explanation: Regression Regression involves
going back to an earlier phase of development when
there were fewer demands. In the face of severe stress,
individuals may attempt to cope with anxiety by cling-
ing to immature behaviors.

Examples Children who are frightened in school
may indulge in infantile behavior such as weeping,
excessive dependency, thumb-sucking, and clinging to
the teacher. Again, this is perceived by psychoanalytic
theory as an unconscious wish on the part of the child
to obtain nurturing, attention, or some type of conso-
lation to cope with stressors they feel unable to
handle. So, regression to an earlier, more helpless
state can either provide them with the safety they feel
they need or exempt them from responsibilities they
perceive are beyond their capabilities.

Explanation: Rationalization Rationalization helps
a person justify specific behaviors or decisions that
may not be acceptable to the conscious mind.

Examples A woman interviews for a job that she
really wants, but after the interview is over and she is
not offered the position, she claims that she really did
not want the job anyway. Rather than admitting to
herself that she may not have conducted the interview
in an appropriate manner or did not have the neces-
sary skills or experience the employer was seeking,
she portrays the situation as one where she is the deci-
sion-maker. This distortion of the situation helps her
minimize potential feelings of failure, inadequacy, or
inferiority.

Explanation: Sublimation Sublimation, according
to a psychoanalytic perspective, involves diverting
sexual or aggressive energy into other channels that
are often socially acceptable and even admirable.

Examples A male with aggressive impulses
becomes an all-state linebacker on the school football
team. Were these same aggressive impulses acted out
in common social situations, it would be considered
inappropriate and possibly abusive to those on the
receiving end. But given that “hitting” is inherent in a
contact sport, the student can legitimately channel his
aggressive tendencies toward a socially acceptable
“performance.” Not only does this give the student a
release for the unconscious aggression, but it may also
provide social approval for reinforcing the aggressive
behavior in that context.
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Psychosexual development
Main points Freud’s theory of psychosexual devel-
opment had its origins in, and was a generalization of,
Josef Breuer’s earlier discovery that traumatic child-
hood events could have devastating negative effects
upon the adult. This view assumed that early child-
hood sexual experiences were the crucial factors in the
determination of the adult personality. Freud’s
believed that from the moment of birth, the infant is
driven in his actions by the desire for bodily/sexual
pleasure. Initially, infants gain such release, and
derive such pleasure, through the act of sucking. Freud
termed this period the oral stage of development. This
is followed by a stage in which the locus of pleasure
or energy release is the anus, particularly in the act of
defecation, and this he termed the anal stage. Then the
young child develops an interest in its sexual organs
as a site of pleasure and an accompanying sexual
attraction for the parent of the opposite sex, while
developing a subtle hatred for the parent of the same
sex. This, Freud called the phallic stage of develop-
ment. Following this the child then enters what Freud
called the latency period, in which sexual motivations
become much less pronounced. This lasts until
puberty, when the mature genital stage of develop-
ment begins, and the pleasure drive refocuses around
the genital area.

This developmental sequence best described the
progression of normal human development, according
to Freud. A child at a given stage of development has
certain needs and demands, such as the need of the
infant to nurse. Frustration occurs when these needs are
not met. Freud called these frustrations conflicts, and the
child encounters them as part of the developmental
process. Successful resolution of the conflict is crucial
to adjustment and eventual adult mental health.
According to Freud, when a child experiences a signifi-
cant degree of frustration or overindulgence around
these conflicts, the child’s sexual urges become stuck to
some extent in that stage of development. He called this
inability to resolve the conflict a fixation. The child then
continues to repeat the maladaptive behaviors that are
indicative of that unresolved conflict. In contrast, if the
child progresses normally through the stages, resolving
each conflict and moving on, then the sexual urges do
not become fixated and will progress normally.

In Freud’s view, many mental illnesses, particu-
larly hysteria, can be traced back to unresolved
conflicts experienced at one of these developmental
stages or to events which otherwise disrupt the normal
pattern of infant development. For example, homosex-
uality is seen by some Freudians as resulting from a
failure to resolve the conflicts inherent in the phallic
stage, particularly a failure to identify with the parent

Interior of Sigmund Freud’s study. (Archive Photos, Inc. Reproduced by permission.)
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of the same sex. The obsessive concern with washing
one’s hands and personal hygiene, which character-
izes the behavior of some neurotics, is seen as result-
ing from unresolved conflicts/repressions occurring at
the anal stage.

Explanation: Oral stage The oral stage of psycho-
sexual development begins at birth when the oral
cavity is the primary focus of psychosexual energy
(libido). The child, of course, preoccupies himself
with nursing and receives the pleasure of sucking and
accepting things into the mouth. The child who is
frustrated at this stage and unable to get his needs met
adequately, because his mother refuses to nurse him
on demand or who ends nursing sessions early, is
characterized by pessimism, envy, suspicion, and
sarcasm. The overindulged infant, whose nursing
urges were often excessively satisfied, is optimistic,
gullible, and is full of admiration for others around
him. This stage culminates in the primary conflict of
weaning, which both deprives the child of the sensory
pleasures of nursing and of the psychological pleasure
of being cared for, mothered, and held. This stage lasts
approximately one and one-half years.

Examples A child fixated at the oral stage of devel-
opment may become very dependent on his or her
mother, clinging to her and becoming fearful of being
away from her. This, according to Freud, results
because the child was unable to adequately resolve the
dependency needs in the oral stage of development.

Explanation: Anal stage At approximately 18
months of age, the child enters the anal stage of
psychosexual development. With the advent of toilet
training comes the child’s obsession with the anus and
with the retention or expulsion of the feces. This repre-
sents a classic conflict between the id, which derives
pleasure from expulsion of bodily wastes, and the ego
and superego, which represent the practical and socie-
tal pressures to control the bodily functions. The child
meets the conflict between physical desires and the
parent’s demands in one of two ways: Either he puts
up a fight or he simply refuses to go. The child who
wants to fight takes pleasure in excreting maliciously,
perhaps just before or just after being placed on the
toilet. If the parents are too lenient and the child
manages to derive pleasure and success from this
expulsion, it will result in the formation of what Freud
called the “anal expulsive character.” This character-
izes adults who are generally messy, disorganized,
reckless, careless, and defiant. In contrast, a child may
opt to retain feces, thereby spiting his parents while

enjoying the pleasurable pressure of the built-up feces
in his intestine. If this tactic succeeds and the child is
overindulged, he will develop into an “anal retentive
character.” This type of person is stereotypically
viewed as neat, precise, orderly, careful, stingy, with-
holding, obstinate, meticulous, and passive-aggressive.
The resolution of the anal stage, which includes proper
toilet training, permanently affects the individual’s
inclinations to possess and their attitudes toward
authority. This stage lasts from ages one and one-half
to two years.

Examples According to psychoanalytic theory, if a
child becomes fixated at the anal stage, it carries over
into the rest of the person’s life. For instance, an adult
who has anal expulsive traits may like crude or inap-
propriate bathroom humor or exhibit passive-aggres-
sive behavior toward others. Those characterized by the
anal retentive trait may be overly concerned with order,
cleanliness, or organization. This behavior is some-
times diagnosed as obsessive-compulsive disorder and
may pose significant problems for the person as he or
she attempts to carry on normal activities of living.

Explanation: Phallic stage The phallic stage is the
setting for the most crucial sexual conflict in Freud’s
psychosexual model of development. In this stage, the
child’s genital region becomes the focus. As the child
becomes more interested in his or her genitals and in
the genitals of others, conflict arises. This conflict,
which Freud labeled the “Oedipus complex” for boys
and the “Electra complex” for girls, involves the
child’s unconscious desire to possess the opposite-
sexed parent and to eliminate the same-sexed one.

In the young male, the Oedipus conflict stems from
his natural love for his mother, a love which becomes
sexual as his libidinal energy transfers from the anal
region to his genitals. Unfortunately for the boy, his
father stands in the way of possessing his mother. The
boy therefore feels aggression and envy towards this
rival, his father, and also feels fear that the father will
strike back at him. The boy, by this time, has undoubt-
edly noticed that women, his mother in particular, do
not have penises. Although he understands that this is a
male-only fixture, he fears that his father will do some-
thing to take away his penis. Freud called this fear
“castration anxiety,” which helps the boy to repress his
desire for his mother. Moreover, while the boy recog-
nizes now that he cannot possess his mother, because
his father does, he can possess her vicariously by iden-
tifying with his father and becoming as much like him
as possible. This identification indoctrinates the boy
into his appropriate sexual role in life.
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While the Oedipal conflict was developed in great
detail, Freud did not provide as much clarity on the
Electra complex. The Electra complex has its roots in a
young girl’s discovery that she, along with her mother
and all other women, lack the penis that her father and
other men possess. Her love for her father then becomes
both erotic and envious, as she yearns for a penis of her
own. She comes to blame her mother for her perceived
castration, and is struck by “penis envy,” the apparent
counterpart to the boy’s castration anxiety. The resolu-
tion of the Electra complex is far less clear-cut than the
resolution of the Oedipus complex is in males. Freud
stated that the resolution comes much later and is never
truly complete. Just as the boy learned his sexual role
by identifying with his father, so the girl learns her role
by identifying with her mother in an attempt to possess
her father vicariously. At the eventual resolution of the
conflict, the girl passes into the latency period, though
Freud implies that she always remains slightly fixated
at the phallic stage.

Fixation at the phallic stage develops a phallic
character who is reckless, resolute, self-assured, and
narcissistic. The failure to resolve the conflict can also
cause a person to be afraid of or incapable of close
love. Freud also postulated that fixation could be a
root cause of homosexuality.

Examples Freud believed that adults may uncon-
sciously replay unresolved conflicts from their child-
hoods if fixated at that stage. Perhaps the best example
is young adults who seek the company of the opposite
sex, and may eventually marry someone like their own
mother or father. Freud would say that this not only
represents familiarity, but an unconscious effort to
resolve the fixated conflict from the phallic stage of
psychosexual development. The young person may try
to “win” the affection of the desired one in an effort to
finally achieve the maternal or paternal closeness for
which they have longed.

Explanation: Latency The resolution of the phallic
stage leads to the latency period, which is not a
psychosexual stage of development, but a period in
which the sexual drive lies dormant. Freud saw
latency as a period of unparalleled repression of
sexual desires and impulses. During the latency
period, children pour this repressed libidinal energy
into asexual pursuits such as school, athletics, and
same-sex friendships. But soon puberty strikes, and
the genitals once again become a central focus of
libidinal energy. The latency stage extends approxi-
mately from ages six to 12. Critics claim that Freud’s
assumption of a latency period of sexual development,

especially at this stage of growth, represents a signifi-
cant weakness in his theory.

Examples Boys and girls in the latency stage, for the
most part, have same-sex playmates and show little
interest in being in the company of peers of the oppo-
site sex. During this period, boys and girls typically
begin evidencing their sex roles through play. Boys
gravitate to those activities characterized as masculine,
participating in more aggressive play. Girls tend to
favor more feminine activities such as playing with
dolls or dressing up.

Explanation: Genital stage In the genital stage, as
the child’s energy once again focuses on his or her geni-
tals, interest turns to heterosexual relationships. The
less energy the child has fixated in unresolved psycho-
sexual development, the greater the capacity will be to
develop normal relationships with the opposite sex.
Freud thought that if a person did not get trapped in any
of sequential psychosexual stages, then adolescence
would mark the beginning of an adult life and normal
sexual relations, marriage, and child-rearing. If,
however, the person remained fixated, particularly in
the phallic stage, development would be troubled as he
or she struggled to resolve the points of contention.
Unfortunately, the person will often resort to repression
and other defense mechanisms because he or she does
not know how to truly resolve the unconscious issues.
Freud, unlike Erik Erikson who expanded his stages to
cover the full span of life, believed that the crucial
conflict of the genital stage occurred between the ages
of 12 and 18, but left the impression that the genital
stage continues indefinitely.

Examples The genital stage primarily comprises
adolescents who are intensely interested in the oppo-
site sex, dating, and sexual experimentation. If young
people have resolved the previous conflicts in earlier
psychosexual stages, they should be able to contain
their genital urges in an appropriate manner. If not,
they will, according to Freud, act out their unresolved
conflicts in aberrant ways. For instance, a male who
has not resolved the phallic stage conflict may become
possessive and jealous of his girlfriend, attempting to
restrict her social life and thereby demanding loyalty
to him exclusively.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
There were three major sources of influence on

the psychoanalytic movement: previous assumptions
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about the unconscious, early notions about psycho-
pathology, and evolutionary theory.

Assumptions of the unconscious
As early as the eighteenth century, German

philosopher and mathematician Gottfried Wilhelm
Leibnitz developed the notion that there were degrees
of consciousness ranging from completely unconscious
to fully conscious. A century later, German philosopher
Johann Friedrich Herbart refined Leibnitz’s concept of
the unconscious by stating that only conscious ideas are
perceived in awareness. Gustav Theodore Fechner, who
preceded Freud but had contact with him in the later
part of the nineteenth century, also speculated about the
unconscious. Fechner conceived the classic illustration
of an iceberg to visualize the contrast between the
conscious and unconscious mind.

Discussion of the unconscious was very much a
part of the European intellectual community during the
1880s when Freud was beginning his clinical practice.
But the unconscious was not only of interest to profes-
sionals. It had become a fashionable topic of conversa-
tion among the educated public. A book entitled
Philosophy of the Unconscious became so popular that
it appeared in nine editions. In the 1870s, at least a half
dozen other books published in Germany included the
word “unconscious” in their titles.

So, although Freud is often credited with “discov-
ering” the unconscious, his genius was more accu-
rately stated as having taken the preexisting notions of
the unconscious that were popular in his day and fash-
ioning them into a coherent and tangible system.

Early ideas about psychopathology
History is replete with examples of misconcep-

tions about mental illness. In the Middle Ages people
who were mentally ill were perceived as being
possessed by the devil. It was believed that only severe
punishment of these individuals could yield a cure.
Those who would not publicly repent of their “sins”
were often executed. Over time this view softened. By
the eighteenth century, mental illness came to be
viewed more as irrational behavior. Mentally ill
persons were confined in institutions similar to jails.
Although they were no longer put to death, they were
offered no treatment.

In the early 1880s, a French physician by the name
of Philippe Pinel recognized the need for treating those
suffering from mental illness and began attempting to
make sense of a patient’s problems by listening to them.
Under Pinel’s direction, a number of patients previously
thought to be hopelessly disturbed began to be cured.

This concept of a “talking cure” began to spread rapidly
throughout Europe and then to the United States.

During the nineteenth century, psychiatrists were
divided into two camps, the somatic and the psychic.
The somatic approach held that abnormal behavior had
physical causes such as brain lesions, or understimu-
lated or overly tight nerves. The psychic school
subscribed to emotional or psychological explanations
for abnormal behavior. In general, the somatic view-
point dominated, supported by the ideas of the German
philosopher Immanuel Kant, who ridiculed the view that
emotional problems somehow led to mental illness.

The discipline of psychoanalysis developed as a
revolt against the somatic orientation. It was against
this backdrop that Freud later adopted his “talking
therapy” techniques, which he used extensively with
his neurotic patients.

Evolutionary theory
Freud’s thinking was greatly influenced by the

writings of Charles Darwin. Freud read all of
Darwin’s works and made notations in the margins of
each book. He regularly praised the works to
colleagues and in his own publications. Some have
claimed that Darwin’s writings exerted more influence
on Freud’s thinking, and therefore on the development
of psychoanalytic theory, than any other single source.
As almost a confirmation of this, Freud insisted later
in life that the study of Darwin’s theory of evolution
should be an essential part of the training program for
psychoanalysts.

Darwin discussed several ideas that Freud later
emphasized in psychoanalysis, including unconscious
mental processes and conflicts, significance of dreams,
hidden symbolism of certain behaviors, and importance
of sexual arousal. On the whole, Darwin focused, as
Freud did later, on the nonrational aspects of thought
and behavior. Darwin’s theories also affected Freud’s
ideas about childhood development and the notion that
humans were driven by the biological forces of love 
and hunger.

Rise of the sciences
The sciences also experienced a boom during

Freud’s first few decades in Vienna. In addition to
Darwin’s writings, most notably The Origin of Species,
published between the years 1859 and 1880, there were
numerous other avenues of innovation. Alfred Noble
invented dynamite. Alexander Graham Bell invented the
telephone. Vienna was eager to join the ranks of Europe’s
leading cities and showcased its latest innovations during
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the Vienna World’s Fair in 1873, which Freud eagerly
attended.

Revolt against Jews
With Vienna’s prosperity also came a growing prej-

udice against the newly arrived Jews of eastern Europe.
And when the populist, anti-Semitic Karl Lueger was
elected as the city’s new mayor in 1897, Freud and his
fellow liberal, middle-class Jews were revolted.

World War I, 1914–1918
The First World War created a significant uproar

in Europe as it was sparked by the assassination of the
Archduke Ferdinand in Serbia. The Austro-Hungarian
attempt to punish the Serbs for the assassination insti-
gated a series of threats and counter-threats by the
European powers. Eventually almost all of Europe
became involved in a war that lasted far longer than
anyone had expected and resulted in the defeat of the
Central Powers and the destruction of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire.

During this four-year period when the war was
being waged, the psychoanalytic movement slowed its
prewar growth but survived. During the war years, all
international congresses were canceled, since half of the
nations represented at the International Psychoanalytic
Association’s were at war with nations represented by
the other half. Communications between members were
restricted for the same reason. In 1918, with the war
winding down, the fifth International Psychoanalytic
Congress met in Budapest, Hungary, and attracted a
number of government officials from Austria, Germany,
and Hungary. This was a direct result of interest sparked
by the application of psychoanalysis to war neuroses.

World War II, 1939–1945
By the time World War II started, Freud was

famous, and the psychoanalytic movement was well
established. Internal conflict between Freud and key
members of the Psychoanalytic Society had resulted in
the resignation of several important figures, including
Jung and Adler. The society had resettled by the begin-
ning of the Second World War. The most significant
event for Freud and the psychoanalytic movement
during this time occurred in March 1938, when the
German Nazis invaded Austria. The event forced Freud
to flee to England and fragmented the Psychoanalytic
Society for several years. It also marked a turning point
for Freud as he began to recede into the background of
the movement and allowed others, his daughter Anna in
particular, to assume greater leadership over the direc-
tion the movement would take.

CRITICAL RESPONSE
Freudian psychoanalytic theory did not long

remain the only method of explaining the human
personality. Even during Freud’s lifetime, alternatives
were offered by a number of other theorists, resulting
in a splintering of psychological thought.

Freud’s early disciples
Freud’s theory of psychoanalysis was built on the

assumption that human beings have an unconscious
mind. This unconscious mind, with its hidden drives
and instincts, is what drives behavior. And since the
unconscious is so pervasive and directive, it deter-
mines behavior, or to say it more philosophically, is
deterministic. Psychoanalysis is a highly deterministic
approach to human behavior because it assumes that
behavioral patterns established in youth determine
one’s behavior later in life. This deterministic presup-
position is in large part what made Freud’s theory so
intriguing and controversial.

Yet despite the controversy, psychoanalysis
spread rapidly within professional circles and
attracted some of the brightest physicians of the day.
This included both Alfred Adler and Carl Jung, two
names that would become synonymous with Freud as
much for their alliance as for their eventual split.

Alfred Adler, a medical doctor with a deep interest
in psychology and human nature, met Freud in their
native Vienna in 1900 at a medical conference where
Freud presented his new ideas about dreams and the
unconscious. Freud’s radical ideas were met with scorn
and open hostility, as they often were during these early
years of the psychoanalytic movement. Adler, one of
the few who had recognized the brilliance of Freud’s
first major work, The Interpretation of Dreams, was
dismayed by the proceedings and came to Freud’s
defense in an article he wrote for a medical journal. In
the article, he demanded that Freud’s views be given the
respect and attention they deserved. Adler soon joined
the circle of psychologists who gathered at Freud’s
home on Wednesday evenings for animated discussion,
debate, and collaboration about emerging psychoana-
lytic theory. Buttressed by his loyal supporters, many of
them insightful psychologists and original thinkers in
their own right, Freud’s movement grew as his seminal
ideas gradually captured the imagination of intellectu-
als throughout Europe, England, and America. Adler
was for a time the president of the Vienna Psycho-
analytic Association and the editor of its journal. Yet
there had always been differences between Adler’s
views and Freud’s, and over the years, these differences
became increasingly apparent and problematic. First,
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Adler never accepted Freud’s views about the overarch-
ing significance of infantile sexual trauma. Freud was
typically intolerant of disagreement, though, and in a
dramatic and politically charged break, Adler resigned
his posts in 1911, leaving Freud’s circle along with a
group of eight colleagues to found his own school of
psychology. He and Freud never met again.

Individual psychology Adler then took his ideas and
his followers and began what he called individual
psychology, which was based on the idea of the indi-
visibility of the personality. His most significant diver-
gence from Freud’s theory was his belief that the
human being is a whole person, not a conglomeration
of mechanisms, drives, or dynamic parts. And in
contrast to most psychological thinking of the time,
Adler believed that human beings are fundamentally

self-determined. Central to his therapeutic approach,
and in direct conflict with Freud’s views, was his belief
that people always have control over their lives; their
choices are what shape them. “Individual Psychology
breaks through the theory of determinism,” Jung wrote.
“No experience is a cause of success or failure. We do
not suffer from the shock of our experiences—the so-
called trauma—but we make out of them just what
suits our purposes. We are self-determined by the
meaning we give to our experiences.” Adler’s empha-
sis on the wholeness of the person and the fact that our
values inevitably shape our experience led to his
conviction that, in the end, there is only one true
meaning to human life: care and love for our fellow
humans. “There have always been men who under-
stood this fact; who knew that the meaning of life is to
be interested in the whole of mankind and who tried to

A group of prominent psychologists at Clark University, Massachusetts, in 1909. In the front row are (left to
right) Sigmund Freud, G. Stanley Hall, and Carl Jung. (Copyright Bettmann/Corbis. Reproduced by permission.)
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develop social interest and love. In all religions we find
this concern for the salvation of man.” For Adler, it is
only this meaning, this interpretation of our experience
as it pertains to the whole of humankind that leads 
to the genuine mental health and happiness of the 
individual.

Analytical psychology Carl Jung met Freud in 1907,
after he sent Freud a report on some of his early
research in the psychotherapeutic technique of word
association, to which Freud responded with an invita-
tion to meet him in Vienna. Jung lived in Zurich, where
he was practicing psychiatry and teaching at Zurich
University. At that first meeting in Freud’s home, the
two men talked “virtually without a pause for thirteen
hours.” Each was captivated by the other’s genius and
passionate interest in psychology, and they began a
close correspondence in which they exchanged letters
as often as three times a week. Jung quickly stepped
into a leading role in the psychoanalytic movement,
becoming a staunch defender and chief disseminator of
Freud’s ideas. Freud confided to Jung that he saw him
as his “successor and crown prince,” and Jung became,
for all concerned, Freud’s heir apparent. From the
beginning, Jung found Freud’s theories about repres-
sion and the unconsciousto be ingenious explanations
of much of what he was finding in his work with his
own patients. But, as Adler did, he struggled with
Freud’s insistence on the primacy of the sexual drive.

There was another significant tension between
Freud and Jung, however. Jung had a burgeoning
interest in world religions, mythology, and alchemy,
interests with which Freud had little patience. In fact,
Freud was by this time openly atheistic and viewed
religion as inferior to science. In contrast, religious
imagery and occultism had in fact been a recurring
fascination for Jung, and he had had several “paranor-
mal” experiences and encounters with psychic
mediums during his youth.

A major turning point in Jung’s intellectual career
was his book Symbols of Transformation, researched
and written between 1909 and 1912, while he was still
Freud’s champion spokesman and organizer. Jung
immersed himself in a world of mythology, fantasy,
and preverbal imagery. “The whole thing came upon
me like a landslide that cannot be stopped,” he wrote
of his work during this period. “It was the explosion
of all those psychic contents which could find no
room, no breathing space, in the constricting atmos-
phere of Freudian psychology and its narrow outlook.”

In 1914 Jung broke with Freud to develop his own
school of psychology. His analytical psychology
emphasized the interpretation of the psyche’s symbols

from a universal mythological perspective rather than
a personal biographical one. Jung believed that the
psyche has a collective ancestry that goes back
millions of years. He argued that the psyche was made
up of what he termed archetypes, which are primordial
images inherited from our ancestors. As support for
such a theory, he spoke of the immediate attachment
infants have for their mother, the inevitable fear of the
dark seen in young children, and how images such as
the sun, moon, wise old man, angels, and evil all seem
to be predominant themes throughout history. The aim
of life, according to Jung, is to know oneself. He
thought the best way to do that is to explore both the
personal unconscious and the collective unconscious.

Other schools of thought
Freud and his theory of psychoanalysis were so

pivotal in the establishment of modern psychology
that a strong argument can be made that virtually
every major psychological theory of the twentieth
century was either a hybrid of or a reaction to psycho-
analysis. Even staunch behaviorists such as John
Watson, and later B. F. Skinner, used psychoanalysis
as a reference point to develop radically different
theories of the personality that had little or no resem-
blance to Freud’s ideas.

Object relations Freud used the word “object” to
refer to any person, object, or activity that can satisfy
an instinctive desire. In his view, the first object in an
infant’s life that can gratify such a desire is the
mother’s breast. As the child grows, other people
become desire-gratifying objects in a variety of differ-
ent ways.

Object relations theory owes its roots to Freud but
diverged on a different path. Its core principles focus
on interpersonal relationships with these objects,
whereas Freud emphasized the instinctual drives them-
selves with little attention given to a child’s actual rela-
tionship to the object. Object relations theorists see the
social and environmental influences on personality,
particularly between the mother and child, as crucial to
the development of personality and the child’s sense of
self or ego. Object relations is closely aligned with
what is also known in professional circles as ego
psychology. Two well-known pioneers in object rela-
tions theory are Melanie Klein and Heinz Kohut.
Klein’s early career overlapped Freud’s later years, and
Kohut’s began around the time of Freud’s death.

Karen Horney Karen Horney was trained as a
Freudian psychoanalyst in Berlin and is considered one
of the first modern feminists. From 1914 to 1918 she
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underwent psychoanalytic training at the Berlin
Psychoanalytic Institute and later became a faculty
member there. Though initially devoted to Freud’s
systematic paradigm of psychoanalysis, she eventually
disputed several of his key concepts. In particular she
took issue with his view on unchanging biological
forces as the determining factors for personality devel-
opment. She denied the high status of sexual factors in
his theory, including the Oedipal complex, the concepts
of libido, and the three-part structure of the personality
(id, ego, and superego). In fact, she left Freud’s psycho-
analytic circle over his views that women have poorly
developed superegos and inferiority feelings about their
bodies because they lack a penis. She countered Freud’s
view by saying that men have “womb envy,” an uncon-
scious desire for a womb.

Other criticisms of Freud and 
psychoanalysis

As more has been learned about child develop-
ment since Freud’s theories were first launched, there
has been an increasing lack of support for some of his
assumptions about the human personality. Perhaps
none of his ideas have met with as much criticism as
his psychosexual stages of development. While many
modern-day clinicians still find aspects of his stages
helpful, most do not adhere to the presupposition of
sexual conflict being the central task of developmen-
tal maturity. Thus, concepts like Oedipal and Electra
complexes are held by a very small minority of profes-
sionals overall.

Another criticism of Freud concerns his training as
a physician and his extensive reliance on a medical
model to develop his theory of psychoanalysis. His
strong emphasis on pathology causes him to label behav-
ior as “problematic” or “inappropriate” that most in con-
temporary times would classify as normative or common
to the human condition. In other words, he is accused by
some of “creating” psychopathology when it may not be
anything out of the ordinary human experience.

Example: Data collection and report Freud’s
methods of collecting data from his patients have also
drawn much criticism by scholars. The following
represent some of the most prominent concerns:

Freud did not make verbatim transcripts of his
conversations with patients. If he made notes at all it
was typically hours after the interaction. Critics claim
that important data would inevitably be lost because
recall of specific details would fade the longer the
interval between analysis and recording. This opened
up the possibility that there were important omissions
and distortions of the original data.

Because a central component of Freud’s theory
involved interpretation of a patient’s disclosures, some
critics claim that Freud could have easily recalled 
and recorded only what he wanted to hear or selec-
tively chosen those aspects that would support his
assumptions.

Freud claimed that a high percentage of his
female clients had experienced sexual abuse as chil-
dren, often by their fathers. Some have suggested that
Freud used suggestive or even coercive procedures to
elicit or plant memories of child sexual abuse in his
patients. Freud himself later acknowledged that some
recollections by his patients may have been fantasies
they imagined. He even left the door open to the possi-
bility, though he did not explicitly state it as fact, that
he may have influenced their recollection in a coer-
cive way.

Researchers have found discrepancies between
Freud’s notes and those cases histories on which those
notes were supposedly based. This is a difficult
problem to trace because Freud destroyed most of his
patient files. Freud only published six case histories,
and none are considered to be compelling evidence for
the soundness of psychoanalysis. One of the cases he
published was not even one of his patient, but that of
another physician.

Even if Freud’s recollections of events discussed
in therapy were completely accurate, the reports given
to him by patients may not have matched reality.
Freud is known to have spent little time verifying
accounts about patient’s childhood experiences, espe-
cially those accusing family members of sexual abuse.
Critics argue that he should have questioned family
members to determine the accuracy of patient reports.

Critics have also pointed out that Freud’s theories
are based upon a very small homogenous sample
group made up almost exclusively of upper-class
Austrian women. Not only is it limited in gender and
geographical location, but it is also influenced by a
late nineteenth century society that was Victorian in
manner, which manifested as sexually repressed. Such
a sample, many contend, made Freud’s focus on sex
simply a reflection of the time period more than a
determinant of personality.

Example: Is psychoanalysis science? Some
psychologists claim that psychoanalysis is good
science, others that it is bad science, and still others
that it is not science at all. Those who believe psycho-
analysis is good science are no doubt the minority
based on findings in the latter half of the twentieth
century. Surprisingly, not all psychoanalysts fall into
this group. Rather, a fair number of psychoanalysts are
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willing to concede that psychoanalysis is not science
and that it was never meant to be science. Instead, they
claim that it is more like a worldview that helps people
see connections that they otherwise would miss.

It is questionable whether Freud himself thought
of his theory of psychoanalysis as science. Despite the
growing popularity of psychoanalysis for therapy
during his lifetime and beyond, Freud admittedly had
little personal interest in the potential treatment value
of his system. His primary concern was not to cure his
patients but rather to explain the dynamics of human
behavior. Though he thought of himself as a scientist
more than a therapist, he did not apply scientific
methods to how he gathered or analyzed the work
upon which his theory was built.

THEORIES IN ACTION
Freud’s laboratory did not consist of various

apparatus like beakers, scales, or microscopes.
Instead, his lab consisted of essentially one piece of
furniture: the couch. Most who told their stories on his
couch did so as if they were speaking to themselves,
since Freud traditionally sat at the head of the couch,
out of sight. Some say this therapeutic remoteness was
necessary for objectivity; others claim it is evidence
of his lack of warmth. Freud admitted to having less
interest in treating patients and more passion for
understanding the workings of the human personality.
His patients were simply his subjects or the means by
which to gather the data toward that end.

Despite the many critics Freud has garnered in the
last several decades, he did create a number of impor-
tant techniques that were repeatedly used with his
patients and that were adopted by large numbers of
followers in subsequent years. Traditional psychoana-
lysts still use some of these techniques in treatment,
much in the same way Freud attempted them. Many
others use modified versions that faintly resemble
Freud’s original work. The fact remains, however, that
the discipline of psychology owes a large debt to this
pioneer for how he challenged and contributed to our
treatment of mental disorders.

The techniques of psychoanalytic therapy are
designed to increase awareness, foster insights into the
patient’s behavior, and shed light on the meaning of
one’s symptoms. Following are some of the most impor-
tant techniques that are associated with psychoanalysis.

Free association
Free association plays a central role in analytic

treatment. In using free association, patients are encour-

aged to say whatever comes to mind, regardless of how
painful or irrelevant it may seem. The aim of this
unchecked verbalization is to open the door of the
unconscious so that thoughts, wishes, fantasies,
conflicts, and motivations held in the unconscious mind
can flow into consciousness without censorship. Free
association often leads the patient to remember past
experiences that may have been repressed and can result
in an intense expression of emotion, called catharsis.

During the free-association process, the thera-
pist’s task is to identify the repressed material that is
locked in the unconscious. If there is any disruption in
the flow, this usually indicates the presence of anxiety,
which the therapist attempts to identify and interpret.

Dream analysis
Dream analysis is also an important procedure for

uncovering unconscious material and giving the patient
insight into areas of unresolved problems. During sleep,
defenses are lowered and repressed feelings surface.
Freud called dreams the “royal road to consciousness,”
because in them unconscious wishes, needs, and fears
are expressed. Some motivations and fears are so unac-
ceptable to the person that they are expressed in
disguised or symbolic form through dreams rather than
being directly revealed in some other way.

Dreams have two levels of content: latent content
and manifest content. Latent content consists of hidden,
symbolic, and unconscious motives, wishes, and fears.
But latent content, if revealed directly, can be very
painful for the person to experience. So to make it less
threatening, it transforms into what is called manifest
content, which is the dream as it appears to the dreamer.
This manifest content is often disguised in symbols.
The therapist’s task in dream analysis is to identify the
symbols in dreams and provide guidance to the patient
as to the dream’s meaning.

As part of dream analysis, the therapist may ask
the patient to free associate some aspect of the mani-
fest content to help him or her understand latent mean-
ings. As the meaning of the dreams are recognized, it
helps the patient unlock the repression that has kept
the material hidden and allows the patient new poten-
tial to deal effectively with the material.

Analysis and interpretation of transference
Transference is the unconscious shifting of feel-

ings from someone in the patient’s personal life to the
therapist. Transference allows the patient to under-
stand and resolve previously “unfinished business”
from past relationships. As therapy progresses, child-
hood feelings and conflicts begin to surface from the
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unconscious. A patient may unconsciously transfer
feelings of love, sexuality, hostility, or any number of
other emotions onto the therapist during the process
of therapy. If the therapy is to produce real change, the
transference relationship must be worked through.

The transference situation is considered valuable
because it allows the patient an opportunity to re-
experience a variety of feelings that would not other-
wise be accessible to them. By using the therapist as a
safe or neutral object to express these wishes, beliefs,
and desires, patients are able to change some of their
long-standing patterns of behavior.

The analysis of transference is an important tech-
nique in psychoanalytic therapy because it allows the
patient to achieve present-moment insight into past
relational issues. As the therapist interprets the trans-
ference process for the patient, he or she can work
with the insights to make changes in desired areas.

Analysis and interpretation of resistance
Resistance in a psychoanalytic context is anything

that works against the progress of therapy and prevents
the patient from accessing unconscious material.
Resistance then is any idea, attitude, feeling, or action
that gets in the way of potential change. During free
association, a patient may show an unwillingness to
relate to certain thoughts or experiences. Freud views
resistance as an unconscious process that people use to
protect themselves against intolerable anxiety and pain
that might result if they became aware of the repressed
feelings.

In therapy, resistance blocks both the patient and
therapist from gaining insight into the processes of the
unconscious. The analytic therapist’s role is to point
out resistance when it is observed in hopes that the
patient will acknowledge the block and deal with the
conflict.

Resistance in psychoanalytic therapy is not some-
thing to be rid of, but something that must be dealt with.
The anxiety that causes the resistance will not lessen
unless the resistance is faced. Having said this, it is
important that the analytic therapist respects the resist-
ances of clients and assists them in working therapeuti-
cally with their defenses. When handled properly,
resistance can be one of the most valuable tools in
understanding the patient.

Research
It appears that the current status of psychoana-

lytic theory is going through an identity crisis of its
own and has been since the mid-1980s. Some in the
psychoanalytic community believe that the theory and

practice of psychoanalysis are declining due to several
key factors.

Terms long used in psychoanalysis are familiar to
many but remain vague and imprecise. This makes
continuity of use across the professional landscape
difficult and open to various interpretations, some of
which may be contradictory. Second, many terms in
psychoanalytic theory refer to abstractions, such as
drives or instincts, yet are often treated as if they refer
to substantial entities. Yet, without more concrete
ways of describing these abstractions, some fear that
psychoanalysis will never be subjected to the rigorous
empirical testing that would enhance its credibility in
a therapeutic environment that increasingly values
measurable therapeutic outcomes. Another problem
within psychoanalytic theory surrounds the multiple
layering of concepts and terms, often making it redun-
dant and more complicated than it needs to be.

On the issue of empirical testing, those in the
psychoanalytic community differ widely. Some believe
that the theories are not empirically verifiable, while
others believe they already have been extensively
tested. Proponents cite two important facts. First, they
claim that a large body of experimental evidence
already exists on psychoanalytic ideas, some confirm-
ing the theory and others not. Second, while psycho-
analysis does not seek to validate their concepts using
empirical methods, it does use a holistic method of
viewing the entire person as a single organism. This
procedure is widely used with validity in both the
social sciences and the “hard” sciences. Recognizing
the holistic nature of psychoanalytic ideas and therapy
suggests that some kinds of interpretation are more
valid than others. In the minds of some psychoanalysts,
the use of a holistic method nullifies the debate about
whether psychoanalysis is a science or merely a means
of interpretation.

Some general propositions have been set forth
that most of today’s practitioners would agree form
core foundational ideas of modern psychoanalysis:

• Humans have many thoughts, emotions, and
motives that are unconscious. Neurological studies
supply ample evidence that unconscious processes
of cognition exist. Defense mechanisms like
repression and denial against emotions that are
unpleasant are well documented as real responses.

• Personality patterns form in childhood and shape
later relationships. Observational and longitudi-
nal studies have shown that adult personality
traits have parallels that begin in childhood.

• Mental representations of the self, others, and rela-
tionships guide our social patterns. Considerable
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research on attachment behaviors both in animals
and humans confirm this.

• Personality development is more than simply
working through sexual conflict (Freud’s theory).
It also involves learning to move from depend-
ency to interdependency.

Not all of the research on Freud’s ideas supports
psychoanalytic theory. Studies on personality devel-
opment do not confirm the suggestion that personality
is formed by age five and changes little after that, as
Freud thought. Most psychologists accept that person-
ality continues to develop over time and can change
dramatically after childhood. Contemporary research
on instincts as the driving force of personality shows

that Freud’s conception of these ideas is no longer a
useful model for human motivation. But the most
important finding is that some psychoanalytic
concepts can be reduced to propositions testable by
the methods of science.

Case studies
Each of Freud’s five major case histories was

written for colleagues and was intended as an explana-
tion of the meaning of the patient’s symptoms along
with his observations and analysis. All of his case histo-
ries are relevant to the development of his theory and
practice of psychoanalysis, but three are of particular
importance because they demonstrate how his theory

CHRONOLOGY
1856: Sigismund Freud is born (changes his name to

Sigmund at age 22).

1873: Receives a summa cum laude award on gradua-
tion from the Gymnasium. He is already able to
read in several languages.

1877: Joins Brücke’s laboratory.

1880: A year of military service. Breuer provides
treatment to Bertha Pappenheim (Anna O.).

1881: Awarded a delayed doctor’s degree in medicine.

1882: Meets Martha Bernays and becomes secretly
engaged to her.

1884: Discovers the analgesic properties of cocaine.

1886: Starts private practice. Marries Martha in
September.

1887: Starts using hypnosis. The birth of daughter
Mathilda. 

1889: Birth of son Martin.

1891: Birth of son Olivier.

1892: Birth of son Ernst.

1893: Birth of daughter Sophie.

1895: Birth of daughter Anna.

1896: Freud for the first time uses the term “psycho-
analysis.” Death of Jacob Freud.

1897: Postulates Oedipus complex.

1899: The Interpretation of Dreams is published on
November 4.

1902: Begins the Wednesday Psychological Society
meetings at his home.

1906: C. G. Jung starts his correspondence with
Sigmund Freud.

1909: Publication of Analysis of a Phobia in a Five-
Year-Old Boy (Little Hans). 

1911: Adler’s resignation.

1913: Break from Jung. Publication of Totem and
Taboo.

1920: Publishes Beyond the Pleasure Principle.

1921: Publishes Group Psychology and the Analysis
of the Ego.

1923: Diagnosed with cancer of the jaw. Publication
of The Ego and the Id.

1930: Freud’s mother dies.

1933: Sigmund Freud has a letter exchange with
Albert Einstein on the topic Why the War? The
Nazis publicly burn Freud’s work in Berlin.

1938: March 13th: Austria’s annexation (Anschluss).
Freud’s house and the headquarters of the Vienna
Association of Psychoanalysis are searched.
Anna Freud is arrested and interrogated by the
Gestapo. In June, Freud and his family emigrate
to Great Britain.

1939: September 23rd, Freud’s death. Moses and
Monotheism is published.
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BIOGRAPHY:
Anna Freud

Anna Freud, in addition to being the youngest
daughter of Sigmund Freud, was a pivotal figure in the
field of child psychoanalysis and development. She
was born in Vienna, Austria, and educated at private
schools in Vienna. From the beginning Anna did not
form a close bond with her mother, but she did feel
especially close to her father while growing up. She
received much affirmation from the elder Freud, and
he routinely expressed his approval of her intellectual
interests and pursuits.

As a student she was bored and restless with formal
education and openly complained about attending
school. She claims to have learned less in her formal
education than from guests that her father had at their
home. This is where she supposedly learned several
languages such as Hebrew, German, English, French,
and Italian. At age of 19, Anna began two years of study
to become a teacher, and in the summer of 1915 she
successfully passed her teacher’s examination.

When Anna Freud was 23 years old, she under-
went psychoanalysis with her father as analyst, which
was unusual, even at that time. This analysis continued
for several years, and Anna seemed to form a depend-
ence on her father from which she never broke free until
his later years. In 1923, when her father had the first of
many operations on his jaw to remove cancer growths,
Anna felt it was her duty to care for him because he was
ill. She remained his constant companion and primary
caregiver until his death many years later.

Shortly after this, in 1924, Anna Freud began
taking more responsibility over her father’s profes-
sional career and performing active service in the
psychoanalytic community. That same year she
became a member of the Committee of her father’s
closest advisors. In 1925, she was on the executive
board of the Vienna Psychoanalytic Institute and
started work as a training analyst. In addition, she also
took over all the aspects of production of the Verlag, a
psychoanalytic publication similar to a journal that her
father created.

Anna Freud’s long-time interest had been chil-
dren. Though she never married nor had her own, she

devoted her professional career, first a teacher and
then as a psychoanalyst, to working with children. She
was undoubtedly influenced profoundly by her
father’s psychoanalytic theories. She used these theo-
ries as a framework to understand the experiences of
children and the stages of their normal psychological
development.

In 1927 Freud and two of her closest friends,
Eva Rosenfeld and Dorothy Burlingham, organized a
nursery school for local children. Within this school
Freud and her colleagues (the most famous of which
was Erik Erikson) taught alternate teaching methods
while taking careful notes of the process. Anna
would increasingly use her work with children as a
means to study the developing ego of children. She
eventually published, The Ego and the Mechanisms
of Defense in 1936 in honor of her father’s 80th
birthday.

World War II brought dramatic changes in the
structure of the psychoanalytic movement. After the
Nazis took control of Austria in 1938, Anna and her
father emigrated to London, England, where Sigmund
Freud died a year later.

In 1947, Freud and Burlingham established the
Hampstead Child Therapy Course and Clinic in
London, which provided training opportunities for
individuals interested in the psychological and
emotional development of children. From the 1950s
until her death, psychoanalysts, child psychologists,
and teachers worldwide sought opportunities to hear
Freud lecture, and to benefit from the insights 
she developed from a lifetime of working with 
children.

After her father’s death, Anna Freud’s career
flourished. She published several books of her own,
adhering mostly to the psychoanalytic principles her
father had set, but expanding or refining in places that
set her apart from him. Among her important written
works are: The Psychoanalytical Treatment of
Children (1946), Normality and Pathology in
Childhood (1965), and the seven-volume Writings of
Anna Freud (1973).
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and methods evolved. The first, the case of Anna O.,
was conducted by Dr. Joseph Breuer, Freud’s mentor.
The remaining two, the “Rat Man” and “Dora,” were
conducted and recorded by Freud.

Anna O.: free association Joseph Breuer was a
famous physician that had befriended the young Freud
as he was just beginning his practice. The two men
frequently discussed Breuer’s patients at length. One
in particular, a 21-year-old Anna O., would become a
pivotal case in the development of psychoanalysis.

An intelligent and attractive woman, Anna O.
suffered from severe hysterical complaints including
paralysis, memory loss, mental deterioration, nausea,
and disturbances of vision and speech. The symptoms
first appeared when she was nursing her dying father,
who had always pampered her.

Breuer began Anna’s treatment by using hypno-
sis. He found that while hypnotized she would recall
specific experiences that seemed to have given rise to
certain symptoms. Talking about the experiences
under hypnosis often relieved the symptoms. For more
than a year Breuer saw Anna every day. She would
recount the day’s disturbing incidents and after they
talked she sometimes reported that her symptoms had
been eased. She referred to their conversations as the
“talking cure.”

Freud’s interest in what lay beyond conscious life
and in hypnotism and hysteria led him to study with the
famous neurologist Jean-Martin Charcot in Paris. When
Freud returned to Vienna, he began using hypnosis,
massage, and pressure on the head to get patients to
dredge up thoughts related to their symptoms. Only
later did he ask them to say whatever crossed their
minds. This he called free association, what the patient
called Anna O. had already labeled as the “talking
cure.” Freud’s investigations into internal conflicts such
as this case also led him to determine that the mind was
divided into three conflicting, now known as id, ego,
and superego. So, in a very real sense, Anna O. was the
first psychoanalytic patient even though Freud did not
administer the treatment.

“Rat Man” One of Freud’s best known cases
involved a young lawyer he assigned the name “Rat
Man.” The young man’s case was thus named by Freud
because he had obsessive thoughts concerning rats,
torture, and punishment. Treatment included having the
man talk about the first things that came to mind as he
considered his disturbing thoughts. Freud used this
technique, which he called free association, to probe the
man’s unconscious conflicts that resist direct expres-

sion. Freud then interpreted the man’s symptoms and
found them rooted in ambivalence about sexuality and
about his hostile feelings toward his father. For Freud,
interpretation was necessary to give meaning to the
apparently random thoughts of free association. In 
the case of “Rat Man,” Freud wove together elaborate
stories, explanations, and speculations to make sense
out of constellations of symptoms that seemed impossi-
bly puzzling.

“Dora”: Transference The famous and controversial
case of “Dora,” an 18-year old female, would become
the first of Freud’s major case histories. “Dora,” as
Freud called her, worked intensely with him in analysis
initially but abruptly ended her work with him after just
11 weeks. Through the process of analysis, Dora had
“transferred” on Freud some very passionate feelings
ranging from love to fury during their work together.
Freud initially did not recognize the significance of
these emotions. Also embedded in her disclosures was
a homosexual theme which Freud failed to fully appre-
ciate, in large part because he had not yet discovered
how homosexual urges manifested in neuroses.

Upon completion of the analysis, Freud had orig-
inally intended this case to be an exposition on dream
interpretation but after reflection, considered it a

Anna Freud with her dog. (AP/Wide World Photos. Reproduced by

permission.)



failure in this regard. Instead he chose to evaluate the
transfer of emotion that was a prominent dynamic of
“Dora’s” analysis. Freud used the concept of transfer-
ence to refer to the strong emotions that are projected by
the patient onto the therapist. This case, perhaps more
than any other, helped formalize his concept of transfer-
ence and its essential role in effective psychoanalysis.

Relevance to the modern reader
Freud and his theory of psychoanalysis have had

a great impact on Western society and specifically on
American popular culture. Perhaps one of the most
obvious ways psychoanalysis has affected popular
culture is the legitimization it gave to sexuality in the
early part of the twentieth century. Sexual restraints
were already starting to loosen around the time that
Freud began espousing his ideas publicly, but the
popularity of psychoanalysis was a great boost to
public openness toward sexual issues.

Freud’s psychoanalysis, though dated, can still
provide students of psychology a number of helpful
insights into the human condition. Nearly every
person can benefit from understanding basic aspects
of psychoanalytic thought like transference, resist-
ance, ego-defense mechanisms, etc. Whether in a
professional context or lay context, these and other
psychoanalytic concepts provide a conceptual frame-
work for looking at and understanding the origins and
manifestations of behavior. This is something nearly
everyone is curious about.

It is feasible for someone to not accept the ortho-
dox Freudian position and still benefit from the many
psychoanalytic concepts that shed light on inner
conflicts and human relationships. From a broader
perspective, psychoanalysis shows us that there are
patterns to life and relationships, patterns that are often
established in the early phases of development. This
has significant implications for many areas of human
interaction, such as intimate relationships, the family
and child rearing, and therapeutic relationships.

As newer psychoanalytic theorists refine classical
analytic techniques, it opens the possibility that
psychoanalytic theory will regain some of the influ-
ence it has lost over the years. Current directions in
psychoanalytic therapy are focusing on building
collaborative working relationships with patients,
instead of giving the therapist control over the thera-
peutic relationship. Also, there is a push in some
circles to incorporate briefer forms of psychoanalytic
therapy due to societal pressure for accountability and
cost-effectiveness. This is also a trend that uses
psychoanalytic theory as the basis for group therapy,
which has been well received.
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PROFESSOR

UNIVERSITY OF FREIBURG; UNIVERSITY OF
BERLIN

BRIEF OVERVIEW
The study of mental health and the feminist

movement are deeply indebted to Karen Horney for
offering the world innovative and alternative views of
psychodynamic theories. She influenced society and
the treatment of the mentally ill in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. Ironically, Horney never
perceived herself as a feminist, and many aspects of
her lifestyle—especially her dependence on having a
man in her life—appear to make that label problem-
atic. In Europe, where Horney was born and began her
career, the study of the mind was completely male-
dominated, and came to be firmly under the sway of
three men that were her contemporaries: Sigmund
Freud, Carl Jung, and Alfred Adler. Yet despite these
three disparate voices, Karen Horney was also able to
make her voice heard.

Horney is often described as a neo-Freudian, but
her view of neurosis is markedly different from
Freud’s. She became convinced that neurosis was
much more a normal component of life than it was in
Freud’s universe. Where Freud perceived neurotics
made sick by forces beyond their control in the
subconscious, Horney saw people termed neurotic
attempting to make their lives bearable. She called
their symptoms a means of “interpersonal and
intrapsychic control and coping.” Where Freud
viewed culture as the necessary bulwark for survival
pitted against the primitive desires of the id, Horney
saw culture as the problem. Culture provided bad
environments that caused frustration of people’s

Karen Clementine Horney
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emotional needs and created hostility, fear, and inse-
curity, leading to neurosis.

Freud believed that sick patients could be saved
by healthy doctors. Horney, however, came to believe
something that was anathema to Freud and the rest of
the psychological community of her time: People
suffering from mental illness could take responsibility
for the illness and help themselves. The concept that
people dealing with minor problems caused by neuro-
sis could be their own psychiatrists was far from a
popular view among the providers of psychiatric care.
Though the concept of self-help is not consistently
given credence by mental health professionals today,
self-help programs for a wide variety of emotional,
social, and physical problems have become a standard
facet of treatment. Karen Horney was far ahead of her
time when, in 1942, she published Self-Analysis, one
of the earliest self-help books ever written. Much of
her work was based upon her own terribly personal
and painful experiences, and yet from that pain she
gave birth to optimism. Karen Horney was, in herself,
living proof that human beings, even neurotic,
depressed human beings, can do great things. Her
honesty and unflinching ability to look inward and use
that vision became the tools that she used to help
others. Sadly, for most of her life, she was unable to
help herself.

Horney’s unique vision of the treatment of mental
illness didn’t stop with self-help. One of the leading
feminist thinkers in the psychological world of her
time, Horney was an early critic of Freud’s penis envy
and Oedipus complex hypotheses. One of her earliest
published works, a collection of essays titled Feminine
Psychology, went into print in 1936. Though she
agreed that such a phenomena as penis envy could and
did exist among little girls, she was convinced that it
was far less significant an issue among adult women
than Freud and his followers believed. Horney could
accept that it was possible for penis envy to be a
component of some neurotic females’ psyches, but
adamantly disputed that it was as universal as Freud
believed. Much of her early writings suggest that what
Freud called penis envy may instead be the justified
resentment that women feel as they attempt to survive
as second-class citizens of a male-dominated world.

It is unclear if Horney was thumbing her nose at
Freud when she developed a premise that indeed there
may be a male version of penis envy. Horney called
this “womb envy.” Womb envy, she stated, was the
unexpressed inadequacy some men felt because they
could not bear children. She suggested that womb envy
manifests itself in two ways: men trying to dominate
women, and in over-achievement and the drive 
to succeed.

In reviewing Horney’s theories over the span of
her life, there are marked changes in those beliefs. It
could be said that she was inconsistent—at first
espousing Freud’s theories regarding childhood sexual
conflict and transference and later attacking them. But
this change demonstrates one of Horney’s great abili-
ties: to hold nothing sacrosanct. Horney seems to have
received this gift from living with a fanatically reli-
gious father and a sanctimonious mother. It gave her a
unique aptitude to critically look at her own ideas as
well as the viewpoints of others, and to revise her own
tenets as they needed changing, due her life experi-
ences. This open-mindedness—this refusal to become
rigidly orthodox—it appears, was for Horney the
reason her beliefs and approach to psychoanalysis
have remained a part of mental health treatment
decades after her death.

Horney’s critics also called her politically incor-
rect. There is some evidence to support that criticism.
Surely her ongoing attacks against Freud within
months after his death might have been avoided by a
more circumspect person. Her statements about the
“pious Jew thanking his God. . .that he was not created
a woman,” made in Germany in the years that the
Nazis were fighting to gain control of the country,
sound anti-Semitic and inflammatory. Yet early on,
Horney equally expressed anger at her family’s

Karen Horney. (Corbis–Bettmann. Reproduced by permission.)
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discrimination against (the first of several) Jewish
lovers. In her decades-long battle with Freud and his
followers, Horney certainly wore no velvet gloves.
Neither did her critics. However, for all the evidence of
political incorrectness, there is at least as much substan-
tiation that Horney was among the most courageous,
honest, and forthright of the analysts of her time.

BIOGRAPHY
Horney’s family of origin and early years

Eilbek was a bustling small town on the outskirts
of the port of Hamburg, Germany, when Karen
Clementine Danielsen was born there on September
15th, 1885. She was the second (and last) child born
to Berndt (Wackels) Danielsen, a Norwegian sea
captain and his young wife, Sonni. Captain Danielsen
had been married before, and had four grown children
before he fell in love with this woman 20 years his
junior. Clothilde Sonni Van Ronzelen Danielsen was
an unusual woman for her time. Described as beauti-
ful, well-educated, sophisticated, and liberal, Sonni
was the daughter of a well-known Amsterdam 
architect. Sonni came to the marriage an independent
woman in an era when men were the unquestioned
masters of their homes. From early childhood, Karen’s
mother confided the unhappy details of her married
life to her children. As a young girl Karen already
knew that her mother had married Wackels Danielsen
in 1880 less because of love than the fear that she
might not marry at all. She also came to know that her
mother wished Captain Danielsen dead. In 1881, their
first child, a son also named Berndt had been born, but
it did little to stop the already-looming battle between
the poorly educated, overly religious Wackels
Danielsen and his freethinking, urbane wife. Karen’s
birth four years later was equally ineffective in uniting
the unhappy couple. Throughout their marriage,
Wackels Danielsen would continue to go into frequent
angry tirades. Equally, Sonni would persist in looking
in disdain upon him, considering him far beneath her
in life-station.

Horney wrote of her father, 

He delivers conversion sermons, says endless, rather
stupid prayers every morning. . . . I cannot listen to his
sensuous, materialistic, illogical, intolerant views of
everything high and holy. He is simply a low, ordinary,
stupid character who cannot rise to higher things.

This excerpt from Horney’s diary that she began
to keep at age 13 is quite telling. Karen and young
Berndt Danielsen called their father “the Bible
thrower.” Apparently Wackels Danielsen’s interactions

with the family when he was not at sea fluctuated
between brief periods of quiet interspersed with terrible
arguments with Sonni and severe punitive measures
aimed at his children. He was given to rages during
which it was not uncommon for him to throw his ever-
present Bible across the room. Karen alternately feared
and hated her father both for his religious hypocrisy
and harsh, authoritarian ways. But perhaps his great-
est sin, in her eyes, sprang from her belief that he
favored her older brother over her simply because she
was a girl.

Captain Danielsen, for all the negatives attributed
to him, is also described as having brought young
Karen on three of his voyages, something rarely done
by sea captains in the late 1800s. He also reportedly
brought her presents from all over the world. Those
trips with her father remained some of Karen’s better
childhood memories. Even as an adult, she still
remembered hearing the Norwegian sailors read aloud
on these journeys. In her writings and lectures, she
quoted passages from Kierkegaard and other
Norwegian writers that they had read. Despite the sea
voyages and the gifts, Karen viewed her father as a
hypocrite fixated on religion, and invariably sided
with her mother in the frequent battles that disrupted
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the Danielsen household. Even with the healing
passage of time, Karen’s recollections of her early
years were conflicted and painful, replete with
conflict of a cold, uncaring father battling with a
mother she came to view as smothering.

Despite her overwhelming possessiveness, Sonni
seemed to truly love Karen and in childhood often
referred to her as “my little lamb.” Yet she often gave
the appearance of being closer to, and confiding more
in, her son Berndt. That closeness between mother and
son, along with Sonni’s beauty and grace, seem to
have made Karen feel alienated and to view herself as
an ugly duckling. The resultant bitter, rebellious, and
angry little girl seems to have tried to gain her brother
Berndt’s affection in lieu of her parents’ love. There
apparently was some sexual play between them as
children, and Karen, with characteristic candor,
describes childhood incestuous feelings toward her
older brother. When young Berndt reached adoles-
cence and turned his back on her, Karen was for some
time devastated by his rejection.

“If I couldn’t be pretty, I decided I would be
smart.” A childhood picture of Karen Danielsen shows
a blonde-haired little girl that clearly is at least attrac-
tive. Yet it seems that Karen never perceived herself
that way. Much of her memories suggest that instead
she felt awkward, unwanted, and valued less than her
brother because she was a girl. Despite emotional
problems that were already clearly in evidence
(Karen’s first depression, she states, was at the age of
nine), she found an escape from her unhappiness in
her studies. By the time she was 13, she already was
determined to become a doctor. When she decided
that she wanted to transfer from the church-run school
that she had been attending to a newly opened gymna-
sium in Hamburg to prepare girls for university, the
struggle between her parents reached new heights.
Captain Danielsen, tight-fisted and not a believer in
higher education for girls, as might be expected saw
the move as foolish and a waste of money. He appar-
ently wanted Karen to stay at home and help out,
making it possible for the family to dispense with the
services of their maid. But Sonni prevailed, and in
1901, Karen, then 16, began high school in prepara-
tion for attending the university, paid for by her father.

Schooling and marriage
In those high school years, Karen expanded her

education in more than academics. She was a gifted
student, but while still in her teens, she began a series
of affairs with an unending parade of men. Such
liaisons would characterize most of her life. In the
diary she began to keep at age 13, Karen noted,

“Being in love displaced all other worries: for if he is
my thought day and night, how then should others
have room?” Her first love was an unnamed actor,
followed by an equally anonymous friend of her older
brother’s in 1903, but these liaisons were brief. A
longer affair with a Jewish musician named Rolf soon
followed. It was during this relationship with Rolf that
Karen discovered and railed against her mother’s and
brother Berndt’s condescension and anti-Semitism. In
1904, a momentous event happened that would
change many things for Karen Horney. She was still
involved with Rolf when nearly a quarter century of
marital discord between Sonni and Berndt Danielsen
came to an end. Sonni separated from her husband,
moved out of the Danielsen home, and joined Karen
in Hamburg.

Sonni’s departure also signaled the end of finan-
cial support for both she and Karen. It is at least
arguable that in addition to fears of being left on the
shelf, Sonni had married Berndt Danielsen for his
money. It is clear that at least at the end of her
marriage, she had no financial resources of her own.
To make ends meet after Sonni left her husband, she
began to take in boarders and Karen began to tutor.
Her parent’s separation made Karen increasingly
conscious that the mother she had defended all of her
life might not be a model of perfection after all.
Earlier, Karen had made cutting remarks about her
father, saying that “mother is our greatest happiness”
and “we are so unspeakably happy when you are not
here.” Karen now began to describe Sonni as
“depressed, irritable, and domineering.” Karen
quickly became involved with one of her mother’s
boarders, a man only referred to as “Ernst.” With
equal speed, Sonni made it known to her daughter that
she did not approve. This led to even more tension
between mother and daughter.

In 1906, at the age of 21, Karen began medical
school at Freiburg University. Once more she was free
of her parents, who had caused so many conflicting
feelings in her young life. Inevitably, she met and
began a liaison with a fellow medical student named
Louis Grote Losch. For once, Sonni approved of the
relationship and in what was beginning to be a pattern,
moved to Freiburg to be near Karen. Sonni even took
in Losch and another of his friends as lodgers. By
then, Karen was beginning to see her relationship with
Sonni as too close, overwhelming. She described
feeling “as if I would suffocate under all the love and
care surrounding me.” In the autumn of 1906, in a
move rampant with rebellion and reminiscent of a
Freudian case study in which a woman “marries her
father,” Karen began an affair with one of Losch’s
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friends, a young law student named Oskar Horney.
Passing her medical examinations the next year, Karen
moved to Gottingen to begin her medical internship.
But the affair with Oskar Horney continued unabated.

“In Oskar,” she said in a letter at the time, “I found
everything I consciously wished for.” By all accounts,
Oskar Horney’s political beliefs could minimally be
called right wing while Karen, though never overly
involved in politics, was rather liberal. But in October
of 1909 these two opposites were married and moved
to Berlin. It would soon be evident that she had indeed
“married her father.” Oskar Horney was every bit as
harsh a disciplinarian and as unfeeling a man as her
father had been. In Berlin her new husband quickly
found employment with a man named Stinnes. Stinnes
owned a giant German industrial conglomerate most
noted at the time for its cruel squashing of a strike in
the Stinnes coalmines the year before. The newlyweds
initially lived in a boarding house, but soon, thanks to
Oskar’s early and frequent promotions, they were able
to upgrade their living accommodations to their own
apartment in a middle-class section of Lankwitz, a
suburb of Berlin. They quickly began to lead an upper-
class lifestyle. She and Oskar almost immediately
became part of the freewheeling culture that pervaded
Berlin just prior to the onset of World War I. That
milieu was replete with sexual abandon, and by 1912
their marriage was what is commonly today called an
open marriage, with both partners blatantly having
affairs outside of their marriage.

Karen continued her studies at the Berlin Medical
School during this time, affiliating at the school’s
neuropsychiatric clinic. Sometime during this period
of time, Karen became depressed once more. The
reason given was discouragement at being excluded
from dissection classes as medical school because she
was female. It was also during this time that she first
met Berlin’s premier psychoanalyst, Karl Abraham, a
rigid adherent of Sigmund Freud.

In a pattern that would emerge over and over in
her life, things did not continue to go well for Karen.
The next year, she continued to become even more
depressed, experiencing something new with her feel-
ings of hopelessness—sexual difficulties. In 1910 she
began psychoanalysis with Karl Abraham. Her melan-
choly was compounded that same year in May when
her father, the source of much of her internal conflict,
died. Even more depressed by summer, and now also
pregnant, she stopped psychoanalysis. She would later
try psychoanalysis again with Hans Sachs in the
1920s, but it would never help her to any appreciable
degree. In Mothers of Psychoanalysis, Janet Sayers
describes Horney’s reaction to the pregnancy. It was

remarkable for both its uniqueness and honesty: 
She feared it would “interfere with her affairs and
vagabonding.” Yet the thought of becoming a mother
made her “happy and proud.” In February of 1911,
Karen’s mother Sonni suffered a stroke and died,
missing by one month the arrival of her first grand-
daughter, Brigitte.

In 1911 with her depression once more on the
wane, Horney began to attend meetings of the Berlin
Psychoanalytic Society. The next year, she presented
there a paper on the sexual education of children.
Horney was still, at that point, sufficiently a Freudian
that Karl Abraham wrote to Freud in Vienna recom-
mending Horney’s paper as “showing a real under-
standing.” In 1915, with so many men away at war,
she was elected secretary of the Berlin Society.
Oskar’s continued affiliation with the Stinnes busi-
nesses became even more profitable with the incep-
tion of World War I. In 1913 the Horneys’ second
daughter, Marianne had been born, followed in 1916
by a third daughter, Renate. They bought a home 
in a wealthy town, Zehlendorf, and vacationed along
the Baltic coast and in the mountains around
Berchtesgaden, where Adolph Hitler would later
locate his vacation home.

Horney seems to have been determined not to
suffocate her children as her mother had once smothered
her. Early in life, her first-born, Brigitte, contracted
tuberculosis, an illness common even in developed
countries in the early part of the twentieth century.
Karen promptly shipped Brigitte, then six years old,
and her younger sister, four-year-old Marianne, off to
Switzerland. They were sent without her and stayed
for several months, Karen said, because she wanted
them to become independent. Her children—especially
her middle daughter Marianne—would experience
Karen as both benignly neglectful and often unavail-
able. She impulsively sent them to a number of exper-
imental schools and began sending all three of her
daughters to fellow analyst Melanie Klein for therapy
in 1923 when the eldest, Brigitte was 11. Apparently
neither the stay in Switzerland nor therapy with
Melanie Klein was designed to protect her children.
Though the girls would remember their father as
playing with them more than their mother did, he
would also be remembered as a harsh disciplinarian.
In an ironic replay of her own childhood, Karen
Horney was already allowing her husband Oskar to
inflict the same type of verbal and physical abuse of
her daughters that she and her brother had once
endured. With characteristic honesty, she would
later say that at the time she had believed that she
should not interfere, that the discipline was good for
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her children, and that it would foster their independence.
It was a belief that she would later come to see as
incorrect.

In 1920, the prestigious Berlin Psychoanalytic
Clinic and Institute, the first clinic that made psycho-
analysis available to the public, opened its doors. Its
ahead-of-its-time mindset would give Horney her first
feminist victories: She would become both the
Institute’s first female member and its first female
instructor. Once more she attempted psychoanalysis,
this time with Vienna-born Hans Sachs. Her mothering
experience in the previous decade had led Horney to
insights regarding feminine sexuality and psychology
that were beginning to clash with Freud’s theories.
Adding insult to injury, her first therapist, Karl
Abraham, at a conference in The Hague that year
opined that women really wanted to be men. He based
this belief upon Freud’s penis envy theory. That same
year, for the first time, Horney wrote a paper expressing
psychoanalytical criticism of Freud’s male-domination
philosophy. It was not destined to be her last.

Though many of her male, Freudian colleagues
soon began to openly disagree with her increasingly
antagonistic perception of Freud’s psychosexual theo-
ries, especially those involving women, Horney did
encounter some triumphs in her work. Her 1922
appearance at the Berlin Psychoanalytic Congress in
which she dismissed Freud and Abraham’s beliefs as
nothing more than “masculine narcissism” drew a
larger audience than any other speaker. She lectured
on female sexuality, drawing large crowds, and even
was covered in Berlin newspapers. But the price for
this success was high. More and more the members of
the Institute saw her as a heretic from orthodox
Freudian psychology, and in another parody of her
childhood, Horney felt increasingly alone and
estranged from everyone around her. Increasingly she
expanded on thinking begun in the prior decade, in the
times of her own pregnancies, about the unexplored
importance of motherhood. In a letter to another ther-
apist she noted, “I consider it rather one-sided that the
(Freudian) emphasis is always on the attitude toward
the father. . .always explaining that for simplicity’s
sake only the attitude toward the father is mentioned
but it would also apply to the attitude toward the
mother. But it does not.”

World War I’s end left a vanquished Germany
awash in economic chaos. Even a man as ruthless as
Stinnes was not able to avoid financial collapse, and
Oskar lost his job. In 1923, Oskar also came down
with meningitis, which was soon followed by his own
financial failure and bankruptcy. Never a particularly
pleasant man, Oskar became progressively more

depressed and aggressive after his illness and business
failures. In 1926 the Horneys had to sell their home in
Zehlendorf. The straw that broke the camel’s back
occurred that same year when Karen’s 42-year-old
brother Berndt developed pneumonia and died. After
Berndt’s death, she felt unable to cope. While on vaca-
tion at the Baltic seashore that summer, she contem-
plated suicide by drowning, but did not. She continued
work at an increasingly hostile Berlin Institute and
remained in an increasingly unhappy marriage with
Oskar. Three years later, in 1927, 42-year old Horney
and her three children moved out of that house, never
again to return. They relocated to a Berlin apartment,
and like her mother, Horney took in lodgers. In 1936,
Horney returned to Nazi Germany on one of her many
visits and began divorce proceedings against Oskar. He
would eventually marry his secretary, with whom he
had become romantically involved.

There were those who said Horney only married
Oskar Horney for his money. The same suspicion had
been raised regarding Horney’s mother Sonni years
before. There is no way of knowing. What is known
is that despite her reduced financial status, Karen
Horney seemed to blossom after she left her
marriage. Though she had written and lectured on
feminist themes even in the early twenties, in 1932
she published two essays that clearly set forth her
views on men, women, and Freud: “The Problems of
Marriage,” and “The Dread of Women.” Adolph
Hitler and his National Socialist Party were rapidly
replacing Germany’s anarchy and turmoil, and clearly
would soon be in power. Horney, though apolitical,
was never an admirer of the Nazis. When a former
student, Hungarian analyst Franz Alexander offered
her a position in the United States as Assistant
Director of the Chicago Psychoanalytic Institute in
1932. Horney jumped at the chance to leave
Germany. Now 47 years old, she and her youngest
daughter Renate moved to the United States. They
arrived in Chicago on September 22nd of that year,
leaving behind in Germany Brigitte, now 21 and
already an up-and-coming movie actress, and
Marianne, studying to be a doctor.

The early years in the United States
Horney passed her U.S. medical board examina-

tions the next year and applied for U.S. citizenship.
She also began her practice in the Chicago area and an
affair with a younger man she was supervising in
analysis, Leon Saul. Horney’s experience treating
American neurotics increased an already burgeoning
belief that Freud’s tenets had depended too heavily on
constitutional factors and not enough on the social.
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The next year, when Erich Fromm came to lecture at
the Chicago Institute, Horney renewed an acquain-
tance that was to change her life. Fromm, a 34-year-old
psychoanalyst from Frankfurt, Germany, and recent
escapee from Nazi Germany, had, like Franz
Alexander, previously been one of her students at the
German Psychoanalytic Institute. Though he was 
15 years her junior, Horney and Fromm began an
affair that would go on for several years.

If Freud’s theories could be broken down to a
belief that biology shaped us, it was Fromm’s convic-
tion that society made us who we are. Fromm’s ideas
would validate and enhance the theories Horney was
already developing, as her ideas would nourish and
enhance Fromm’s work. Fromm is often described as
a melding of Marx and Freud, and indeed, both men
were his mentors. Fromm was born in Frankfurt,
Germany, of Orthodox Jewish parents. Like Horney,
his childhood memories were less than idyllic,
containing a moody, business-obsessed father and a
depressed mother. The suicide of a beautiful woman, a
friend of the Fromm family, and the insanity he
perceived in Germany related to World War I were the
motivations for Erich to become interested in the work-
ings of the human mind. By 1922, he, like Horney,
was working as a psychotherapist. But by 1934,
Fromm could see what lay ahead for Germany as well
as both Jews and Communists, the two identities he
shared. He came to the United States as a refugee, as
did so many other intellectuals from Germany and
Central Europe.

In 1934, Horney resigned from the Chicago
Psychoanalytic Institute and took a teaching position at
the Washington-Baltimore Society for Psychoanalysis.
The main motivation for this job change seems to have
been her desire to be closer to Erich Fromm. When
Fromm moved to Brooklyn, New York, then a cultural
center for Europe’s earliest refugees from the Nazis,
Horney followed him there, requiring her to commute
from New York to Washington and Baltimore to teach.
Marianne had completed her studies, left Germany, and
begun an internship in Chicago. In 1935, Renate, now
19, chose to drop out of school and return to Nazi
Germany to marry her childhood sweetheart rather than
remaining in the United States with her mother. Yet for
all these changes within her family, this was a happy
and prolific time for Horney. She was elected a member
of the New York Psychoanalytic Society and began to
teach at the New School for Social Research, part of the
University of Exile, a school developed by the vast
number of intellectuals being driven out of Europe. She
published the first of her many books, the collection of
her essays and lectures entitled Feminine Psychology in

1936. She eventually published seven major works on
neurosis, psychotherapy and self-help, as well as more
layman-oriented, “pop” versions of these books.

Karen Horney and the Nazis
Horney made several trips back and forth to

Germany in the 1930s, both to see her daughters and
to lecture. As an expatriate, she was more welcome
than one might have expected, perhaps due to her anti-
Freud stance over the years. A full-scale Nazi attack
on Freudian thought, calling it “Jewish Science,” was
underway in Germany at the time. (Ironically, Carl
Jung, who had been Freud’s collaborator and later,
like Horney, one of those that disagreed with his
psychosexual theories, was also welcomed by the
Nazis. Though he was said to disagree privately with
the Nazis, Jung never offered any audible disagree-
ment with the Nazis’ anti-Freud stance. Jung in fact
served as the head of the German Medical Society for
Psychotherapy, an early breakaway group defecting
from Freud’s tenets. Horney was a member and
supporter of the group.) While attending one of
Brigitte’s plays one evening, Horney was even
mistaken for a Nazi party official. Her trips to
Germany invariably included giving lectures. On a
bittersweet note, one of these lectures was at her alma
mater, the Berlin Institute, now commonly called the
Goering Institute, after the relative of Hermann
Goering, Deputy Führer, who was now in charge
there, and where discussion of Freudian principles
was no longer allowed. This cousin of Goering’s so
enjoyed Horney’s address (which apparently complied
with the ban on mentioning Freud) that he requested a
copy of one of her books, which she later sent him.

Horney was never involved to any degree in poli-
tics, and unlike other intellectuals of that time who
constantly spoke out during World War II, she kept her
thoughts her own. Her only known reference to the war
concerned mothers and mothering, and how such an
event as World War II caused stress to mothers. Horney
knew something of that stress: she, too, had the added
concern of still having two daughters living in Germany
in the 1930s. But on the eve of World War II, in 1939,
she did relate her long-held theories to the rise of
fascism in Europe. She stated that on an individual
level, her parental lack of approval for any kind of
dissent on her part was instrumental in keeping her
from becoming politically active. On a larger scale, she
speculated that this early fear of losing acceptance
conditioned people to “uncritically adore one
parent. . .or become subservient to the demands of a
self-sacrificing mother.” Horney believed that this early
conditioning made people ready targets for fascism,
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easily agreeing to blindly obey in return for “promises
to fulfill all their needs.” She saw Adolph Hitler as the
consummate patriarchal figure, ready to dispense what-
ever was needed by the German people in return for
their absolute obedience. The only defense against
dictators, she believed, was for people to “become
stronger in their self-resolve and individual capacity for
forming judgments and making decisions.”

In 1941, there were marriages on both sides of the
Atlantic for Horney’s family. Marianne, in analysis
with Fromm for some time, married in New York
while Brigitte married in Germany, in Berlin. Brigitte
was growing increasingly unhappy with life in Nazi
Germany, however. When a close friend of hers,
Joachim Gottschalk, committed suicide along with his
(Jewish) wife and child rather than be arrested by the
Gestapo, Brigitte desperately wanted to leave her
native land. However before that could happen, she
had a recurrence of the tuberculosis that had plagued
her in her childhood. She spent most of the war in a
sanitarium in Switzerland.

Later years
Horney and Fromm’s affair had been at its height

during the 1930s. They lived well and seemed to be
good for each other. Their love affair was far more
than physical attraction. It was a meeting of the minds,
a sharing of Horney’s view of psychoanalysis and
Fromm’s of both sociology and psychotherapy that
was mutually beneficial. Despite Fromm’s socialist
views, they hosted lavish parties replete with the finest
gourmet dining, roulette parties, or even being sere-
naded by Erich Fromm and Hasidic choruses. These
affairs were attended by most of the luminaries of the
time. Among the regular attendees were Karl
Menninger, Harry Stack Sullivan, and Margaret Mead.
Up until the onset of World War II, Horney and
Fromm took frequent vacations to France and
Switzerland. Karen Horney had arrived. Thanks to her
psychoanalytic practice, her books, and her lectures,
money was no longer a problem. She enjoyed the
good life, and bought several homes, including a vaca-
tion home at Croton-on-Hudson. The last of Horney’s
homes were located on Fire Island and Wildwood
Hills, Long Island.

It was a basic tenet of Horney’s life, however, that
things never went well for any great length of time.
She had always, dating back to her years in Berlin,
been tremendously popular with her students, and this
adoration continued at the New York Institute. In June
of that year, though, New York Institute students
submitted a petition to the school asking that Horney’s
work be included in the school’s curriculum, a request

met with hostility by the institute’s administration. In
September of 1939, as World War II was beginning,
Sigmund Freud died in London. His death did nothing
to diminish Horney’s continuing outspoken, anti-
Freud stance. Once more it would make her a light-
ning-rod for her colleagues’ censure. Her teaching
position was downgraded to sporadic lecturing and a
senior year elective course. An October 1939 address,
one month after Freud’s death, added insult to injury.
Once more Horney assailed the prominence Freud had
given childhood psychosexual experience in creating
neurosis. This time Horney’s anti-Freud message was
greeted with stony silence or derision. Mystified by
the response and in tears, Horney asked, “Why can’t
we have different opinions and still be friends?”

The next year, the school required several of her
students’ papers to be revised, causing these students
to feel that attending Horney’s classes doomed them to
unfair grading and prejudice. A special inquiry into
this incident, including a student questionnaire the next
year supported their belief, but it made no difference to
the New York Institute. In April of 1941, Horney’s
teaching status was further downgraded to infrequent
lecturer. At that point, Horney and several of her
supporters (including the 14 students who believed
themselves discriminated against) resigned from the
New York Institute. She, together with Fromm, Harry
Stack Sullivan, William Silverberg, Clara Thompson,
and others, soon formed the Association for the
Advancement of Psychoanalysis (AAP) in late 1941.
The association seemed to get off to a good start, initi-
ating its own training program and a publication, The
American Journal of Psychoanalysis.

During this stressful time, Horney’s relationship
with Erich Fromm had been deteriorating as well. Self
Analysis, her work advocating that neurotic people
could aid in their own therapy, was published in 1942.
It received lukewarm reviews at best from the psycho-
analytic community, and for the most part, was
completely ignored. Fromm, too, had published a
book the previous year: the landmark Escape From
Freedom, which had been far better received. A
summer vacation at Monhegan the previous year
proved to be their last as a couple. It was Fromm that
left the relationship, but it is believed that their break-
up was mostly related to her jealousy over the recog-
nition his book received. The fact that he continued to
teach at the New York Institute after the institute’s
treatment of her and that Fromm, too, was a highly
popular teacher, apparently added to her resentment.
Always the survivor, Horney threw herself into her
work. Her private practice was thriving, and she
remained actively involved in the AAP. At least in
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some ways, the AAP proved a freewheeling group.
(At its first annual conference, the association began a
tradition: the toasting of “luxurious and lecherous
living.”) Karen had also become editor of the group’s
journal, The American Journal of Psychoanalysis.

During her years of analysis with Fromm,
Horney’s daughter Marianne had come to realize the
hostility she felt toward her mother. In spite of this,
she, now also a psychoanalyst, joined Horney’s new
psychoanalytic association. As this antagonism
surfaced, Horney seems to have blamed her former
lover for Marianne’s feelings. This quickly became
another cause of the rift between them. Horney and
Fromm managed to put aside their differences, and
both remained in the new organization for several
months. In 1943, in a parody of the situation Horney
had just put behind her at the New York Institute, a
request by students for Fromm to teach both clinical
and theoretical subjects was blocked by Horney. Soon
after, his teaching privileges were revoked. The reason
given was Fromm’s lack of a medical degree, but most
saw it as the vengeful reaction of a rejected and bitter
woman. When Fromm resigned from the AAP in
April of 1943, several others, including Harry Stack
Sullivan and Clara Thompson, followed. One of the
most painful defections for Horney was her daughter,
Marianne. Six further defectors later that year, includ-
ing William Silverberg, assured that Horney’s AAP
would not receive the acceptance of recognized
psychoanalytic organizations.

Following these bitter disappointments, she once
more looked to another younger man, her trainee
Harold Kelman, to become her lover. Kelman would
not be the last. She never remarried, though there were
several relationships, often with admiring younger
men, over the ensuing years. There continued to be
turbulence in her life due to her outspoken disagree-
ment with Freudian teachings, her poor relationships
with many of her colleagues, and her penchant for
getting into relationships with the wrong men. She
was described by many as “imperious” in her manage-
ment style. Yet she remained the dean of the American
Institute for Psychoanalysis for another decade. Her
private life remained replete with dinner parties and
social activities with artists and existentialist philoso-
phers from both sides of the Atlantic. Among her
friends was a wealthy manufacturer, Cornelius Crane,
who introduced her to a Zen Buddhist scholar named
Suzuki. That meeting would lead to a later fascination
with Zen Buddhism.

In those later years, when Horney was in her late
60s, it seems that she finally began to make some
personal progress toward the self-realization she had

sought for others for most of her life. Though she
continued to work hard, seeing patients from early
morning until late in the day, she also seemed to find
more enjoyment in her private life. She took up paint-
ing, traveled a good deal, and the bond with her daugh-
ters improved as she visited Brigitte in Switzerland and
Renate in Mexico. They accompanied her on trips and
spent pleasant summers vacationing together. She
published her last book, Neurosis and Human Growth,
in 1950. Her earlier contact with Suzuki led to an
expanding interest in Zen philosophy. In pursuit of that
interest, she traveled to Japan with Suzuki and her
daughter Brigitte, now divorced, in 1952. Shortly after
she returned from Japan, she was diagnosed with
stomach cancer, already quite advanced. She died on
December 4th of that year.

THEORIES
Horney’s Freudian beginnings

No discussion of the philosophy of Horney is
possible without first elaborating on the ideas that
initially formed her theories—the work of Sigmund
Freud. More than Alfred Adler and Carl Jung, whose
breaks with Freud in the early twentieth century were
well documented and publicized, Horney initially
seemed to agree with Freud. It is for this reason that
she is so often characterized as being a neo-Freudian,
and why Horney would always, even after tremendous
differences developed between them, express great
appreciation for Freud’s ground-breaking discoveries.
It was the material that Horney would build on. 

Freud discovered that he could bring relief to
patients suffering from neurosis by encouraging them
to talk with him about their feelings. This free-talking
method, called free association by Freud, gave rise to
the treatment modality Sigmund Freud is famous for:
psychoanalysis. The famed Viennese psychiatrist and
his disciple Carl Jung introduced this concept in the
United States in 1909. Freud’s work with patients
using free association and dream analysis created
experience that helped him to map what soon became
known as the unconscious. Freud defined portions of
the human mind as the id (the primitive, undisciplined
part of the mind), the superego (the conscience), and
the ego (the self-concept that regulates and integrates
all the rest). Freud hypothesized that unconscious
processes and their relationship to early childhood
experiences were the primary factors in determining
personality adjustment or maladjustment in adult-
hood. He also came to believe that sexual conflict was
the principal reason for neurosis.
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Freud’s ideas were the first and most famous
theories in psychology. Most of the leading mental
health professionals of his time began to follow him. At
certain junctures after that early acceptance, opinions
would split, and at each of these divisions, some of
Freud’s followers took different paths. Carl Jung, along
with another follower, Alfred Adler, were the first sepa-
rate from Freud’s road and begin the journey on their
own paths. Horney would soon fill one of the vacancies
in the Freudian ranks—but only for a brief time.

Horney spent three decades bringing the world
innovative psychiatric and psychological theories that
have led the way for many schools of psychological
thought and are still considered to hold great rele-
vance today. Her contributions in many ways match
the decades of her life as a psychiatrist, with each
decade highlighting a separate portion of her theory
development:

• Early essays on feminist psychology in the 1920s.
These are said to be the actual beginnings of
Horney’s break from standard Freudian thought.
Because of her feminist stance in those years, she
is often credited with being the founder of femi-
nine psychology, creating its original political and
theoretical philosophy. She saw penis envy,
Oedipal complexes, and the lack of focus on
motherhood and mothering as the flaws in
Freud’s patriarchal-based beliefs, and set out to
remedy these deficiencies.

• Psychoanalytic experience supported her growing
belief that the society people live in and relation-
ships that they experience are far more important
in the development of neurosis than Freud’s prede-
termined instinctual and biological causation. The
development of these convictions by Horney make
her one of the founders of humanist psychology.

• Her work in the last decade of her life culminated
in the development of what she termed interper-
sonal defenses and intrapsychic defenses, and her
hypothesis of how these defenses develop as a
means of dealing with anxiety.

Horney and feminist thought
Explanation

She is said to be at home only in the realm of Eros.
Spiritual matters are alien to her innermost being,
and she is at odds with cultural trends. She therefore
is, as Asians frankly state, a second-rate being. She is
prevented from real accomplishments by the
deplorable, bloody tragedies of menstruation and
childbirth. And so every man silently thanks his God,
just as the pious Jew does in his prayers, that he was
not created a woman.

These words, from Horney’s first book, Feminine
Psychology published in 1936, are echoes of earlier
essays written in the 1920s, soon after Freud first
published his theories of female sexuality. Horney
believed that classic Freudian psychoanalysis (which
she had then recently undergone with Freud disciple
Karl Abraham) inherently perceived women as imper-
fect because it was the work of a male (Freud) in a
male-dominated society. Horney saw Freud’s hypothe-
ses regarding female sexuality were nothing more than
an attempt to curb the “power struggle between the
sexes.” Horney made every effort to stimulate debate
on this difference between Freud and feminists during
her years at the Berlin Psychoanalytic Institute, but
was unsuccessful. Both Freud in Vienna and her male
colleagues at the Institute in Berlin allowed the issue to
die a natural death by simply ignoring it. For Horney,
though, it did not die.

Horney’s disagreement with Freud’s 
penis envy theory

When Freud disciple Karl Abraham in 1920
posited that women, because of penis envy, actually
wanted to be men, he went on to state that he believed
that this desire to be men led to lesbianism, women
with masculine ambition, and feminists. Horney, who
was from all reports not a lesbian, and did not consider
herself a feminist (but may have possessed what
Abraham called masculine ambition), was offended.
Horney, who had already witnessed decades of male
sexism, was put off by this theory not because of femi-
nism but because of its illogical nature. Horney was
feminist in her beliefs, but too much of an individual
to join any organized feminist movement for any
period of time. One of Horney’s responses to Karl
Abraham’s idea was, “that one half of the human race
is discontented with the sex assigned to it. . .is decid-
edly unsatisfying, not only to feminine narcissism but
to biological science.”

Perhaps because of her own childhood experi-
ences, Horney was fascinated by how men view
women and the reasons for their perceptions. What she
concluded seems based, as is typical of Horney, in her
own experience. Her feminist theories seem to have
developed during her childbearing years, a time when
she described being pregnant as, “It is just the expec-
tation and joy in it that are now so indescribably beau-
tiful. And the feeling of carrying in me a small,
becoming human being invests one with higher
dignity and importance that makes me very happy and
proud.” In her disagreements with Freud over penis
envy, Horney came to believe that there was an even
more common phenomenon—womb envy. Men



K a r e n  C l e m e n t i n e  H o r n e y

1 8 5
P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s

unconsciously devalued women out of long-suppressed
jealousy of the female reproduction capacity, the male
lack of a uterus for childbearing and breasts for nurtur-
ing. She further noted that apparently womb envy was
evidently more prominent a problem than penis envy,
as men appear to have a far stronger urge to degrade
women than women have to denigrate men.

Examples From infancy onward, Horney believed,
men perceive their mothers as “nurturing, selfless, and
self-sacrificing. . .the ideal embodiment of the woman
who could fulfill all of his expectations and longings.”
This leads to envy of not being able to become this
nurturing person themselves. As compensation for
this, men have created a society where women are
considered inferior to men, motherhood is cheapened,
and male sexuality is over-esteemed.

A lecture given by Horney in 1930 in Dresden
noted that the (then) male-dominated specialty of obstet-
rics was the theft of a power that women had traditionally
held (as midwives)—the ability to facilitate childbirth.
She saw it as an unconscious wish on the part of men to
divest women of the capacity to be mothers.

In “The Dread of Women,” one of her early
papers written in 1920 rebutting Karl Abraham’s
statements regarding all females desiring to be males,
Horney expressed the belief that male children had an
innate dread of females, fearing that their reproduc-
tive organ was inadequate when compared with the
reproductive organs of women. This dismissed
Freud’s supposition that men fear castration by
women, replacing it with what Horney saw as the real
fear: humiliation and devaluation of the boy’s mascu-
line self-image.

The symbolic manifestation of this fear, Horney
states, is expressed in dreams of “a motorcar is
rushing along and suddenly falls into a pit and is
dashed to pieces,” or “a boat is sailing in a narrow
channel and is suddenly sucked into a whirlpool.” In
Horney’s experience, dread of being rejected or
humiliated was a component of analysis with every
male patient, no matter what his mental status was or
the structure of his neurosis.

In place of Freud’s Oedipus complex, wherein
sons identified with fathers in wanting sexual relation-
ship with mothers and daughters equally desired their
fathers, Horney believed that female babies from birth
identify with their mothers. The reason for Oedipal
feelings in girls is not based upon desire to have sex
with their fathers, but rather in their perception that
this is what their mothers do. In Freud’s patriarchal
theoretical realm, this was not possible. Horney was
joined in her promotion of mothers and mothering as

essential in the development of the psyche by Melanie
Klein, a contemporary female psychoanalyst. (Klein
was also the person who analyzed Horney’s children.)

Horney often superimposed the tremendous power
of mothering over the fear of the father that Freud
posited so much. This feminine power could be used in
varying ways, some leading to neurosis: the demand-
ing mother who requires total devotion, constant atten-
tion, and sacrifices from her children simply “because
she is the mother and she has borne them in pain,”
“making her offspring feel guilty if they do not
constantly meet her needs” is one example.

The obvious irony in this discussion of Horney’s
early years in the psychoanalytic field is that Horney
did not see herself as a feminist. For her, the issues
expressed were simply matters of attitudinal and
intellectual difference that she perceived as creating
psychiatric difficulties. She found it entirely possible
that little girls wished for penises like their little
brothers, but felt that it was irrelevant to the larger
discussion. What women really wanted, Horney
believed, was not penises, but rather the opportunity
to develop their own unlimited potential in a fair and
unbiased society. Initially she focused strongly on a
feminine persona, motherhood, and young girls’
identification with their mothers. But as time went
on, she developed equal difficulty with the concept of
a feminine mystique. Though convinced that there
were male and female personality traits, she believed
that male-dominated society had so obscured and
modified whatever personality qualities were
distinctly feminine that it was no longer possible to
determine what these traits are. Therefore Horney
came to favor gender neutrality. In a 1935 lecture in
Paris, France entitled “Women’s Fear of Action,” she
summed it up in this way:

We should stop bothering about what is feminine.
Standards of masculinity and femininity are artificial
standards. . . . Differences between the two sexes
certainly exist, but we shall never be able to discover
what they are until we have first developed our
potentialities as human beings. Paradoxical as it may
sound, we shall find out about these differences only
if we forget about them.

Perhaps the greatest reason Horney did not
consider herself a feminist springs forth, as so many
other things in her theories, from her own life experi-
ence. From her teens on, as her ex-therapist Karl
Abraham had noted, Horney seems to have wandered
from one heterosexual relationship to another. Her one
marriage to Oskar Horney could not be termed a
success, and in the long run, neither were most of her
affairs. Her essay, “The Overvaluation of Love,”
published in 1934, looks at this behavior as one of her
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neurotic symptoms. It is actually the case studies of
seven women possessing a compulsive need for
having a man in their lives yet never being able to
form a fulfilling and loving relationship. It is widely
believed that one of these case studies is indeed a self-
description by Horney. Her examination of these self-
described neurotic needs is an early span in the bridge
between her feminist years and those in which she
more closely looked at society’s role in creating
neurosis.

One classic example of how valid feminine
personality traits can be altered by a male-dominated
society’s expectations that Horney cites is the
Victorian woman. Because it was expected of her by
the society she lived in, women of Victorian times
were so delicate that they frequently fainted, and
could do very little. There is no scientific reason why
these women would faint or be so weak and unable to
do any sort of physical work. Therefore, the only
possible explanation for their delicacy and weakness
is the programming of the society in which they lived.

Horney also speaks of a woman clearly “more
gifted than her husband,” and of this woman’s total
inability to do anything for herself. This problem can
be overlooked, Horney states, in a society where
females are expected to be passive and not be achiev-
ers. This would then, in such a society, be considered
“a normal feminine attitude.”

Main points Horney’s feminist theories as opposed
to classic Freudian thought of her time:

• More focus on the pride and fulfillment of being
a mother and mothering, rather than wishing to be
male and have a penis as Freudians believed.

• Replacement of Freud’s castration theory with the
belief that the fear in young boys is of male inad-
equacy and the loss of self esteem.

• Society’s perception of women: Horney’s belief
was that feminine psychological traits were
impossible to determine because the male-domi-
nated society she lived in had so completely
obscured them. Freud’s view was that women
were both definable and treatable as a group
because of these personality traits. Horney
believed that it was preferable to look at the
person’s experience with and interaction with his
or her environment rather than at sexuality.

• Freud’s Oedipus and penis envy theories:
Horney’s basic tenet is that women do not experi-
ence penis envy as much as they experience the
desire for equal status living in a just and fair
society instead of a patriarchal one.

• However she also felt that if indeed penis envy
did exist, it was equally possible for men to expe-
rience womb envy. She reasoned that womb envy
was the precursor, in male-dominated societies,
of men trying to subjugate women.

Horney’s middle-decade theories: 
“Basic anxiety” and neurosis

No doubt because of her own life experience,
Horney put great emphasis on childhood hostility
developed toward rejecting parents. Because this
hostility could not be safely expressed for fear of
parental retaliation or abandonment, the child learns
to avoid any kind of friction with the parent. This
creates a psychic situation that makes it impossible for
the child to stand up for his or her rights, and requires
that he or she tolerate parental injustice. Desires and
needs become submerged, and much of the child’s
energy is depleted in fighting these internal, danger-
ous impulses. The final result of this struggle is the
crippling of personality development leading to
neurosis or other psychopathological conditions. For
Horney, the object of psychoanalysis was to assist her
patients in being able to give up their defenses. These
defenses, she believed, barred them from their real
selves—from being aware of the things they innately
loved, hated, feared, or wanted. This notion of self-
realization would become one of the tenets of human-
istic psychology. Her early espousal of, and emphasis
on, self-realization as mental health makes her one of
this movement’s founders.

Examples Horney uses one of her patients as an
example of this submersion of needs and desires. The
patient’s initial anxiety occurred when she wanted
something for herself simply because she wanted it—
not because it was necessary to her health or educa-
tion. She felt rage, but suppressed it when people did
not do what she wanted them to, or when she wasn’t
first in competitions. The unexpressed rage resulted
for her in a feeling of exhaustion.

Horney cites her own lack of involvement in poli-
tics as an example of this. She states that because she
was not expected to have her own opinions as a child,
she did not grow up considering what opinion she
should have. This is actually rather remarkable,
considering that her life encompassed World War I,
the Weimar Republic, and the rise of Nazism.

Basic anxiety
As noted previously, Horney came to perceive

neurosis as one major type of maladaptive personality
development, not nearly as abnormal as psychiatric
thinkers prior to her had believed. Like Freud, she was
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convinced that it developed out of childhood experience.
Surprisingly, she did not believe that parental abuse or
neglect necessarily caused children to grow into
neurotics. However she was convinced that what she
termed “the basic evil,” the lack of warmth or caring,
the indifference of parents, did create neurotic person-
alities. Most significant about her observations is that
she viewed this totally from the viewpoint of the
patient. The parent may not have even actually been
cold and uncaring, but if the child perceives the parent
in this way, it becomes a reality for that child. Even
those considered good parents may show a preference
for one sibling over another; humiliate, shame, or
unjustly blame a child; or alternate between being
loving and rejecting behaviors. These parental actions,
so tellingly similar to those of Horney’s childhood,
became for her the great underpinning of all neurotic
psychic activity.

Generally children are thought of as defenseless
and submissive, but Horney describes the earliest and
primary response to parental indifference as “basic
hostility,” feelings of rage and aggression. If the child
experiences victory from this reaction, belligerent
behavior may become the method of choice for coping
with life situations. But Horney notes that aggression is
not the usual reaction that sustains the neurotic person
through life. Instead “basic hostility” is typically
followed by “basic anxiety,” the fear of being helpless
and abandoned as punishment for having had these
angry feelings. In order to survive, the “basic hostility”
felt must then be concealed, and every effort made to
convince the indifferent parents that the child is worthy
of their love. This is, according to Horney, the progres-
sion for the majority of these children. Despite their
rage, if they experience success through making them-
selves pleasing and lovable, then this will be the façade
they will present to the world throughout their lives.
However, Horney also describes a third group. These
children simply withdraw and make every attempt to
make themselves self-sufficient in the belief that if no
one can get close to them, no one can hurt them.

Horney said that children can only express this
anger in dreams or fantasy. These include fears of
being attacked and torn apart by wild animals, or
ghosts or burglars chasing them. As long as this basic
anger against indifferent or shaming parents is held in
check, Horney states, the neurosis is held in check.
When the angry child grows up and an event the
person’s life brings up the issues of love and rejection,
the person may exhibit neurotic behaviors.

Example In analyzing the reasons for what she
perceived to be Adolph Hitler’s sado-masochistic

perversions and nightmares, Horney posits that his
mother was too afraid of her cruel and domineering
husband to protect her son (Adolph) from him, and
too obsessed with deifying his older, dead siblings to
really love him for himself.

Horney spoke of a patient who told her that he
disliked his mother intensely yet was able to live in
the same house with her. They came to “a fine under-
standing” between them, but there were times when
he suddenly and inexplicably broke out into an unpro-
voked rage.

Neurosis
As stated, the basis for all of Horney’s theories

was her personal experience. She considered herself
neurotic, and all of her work relates to the treatment of
neurosis. She also considered herself and the neurotic
patients she saw to be victims. The psychic pain she
had experienced from her earliest years convinced her
that the events of her childhood had colored all of the
rest of her life. In this belief—the notion that neurosis
has its basis in childhood experiences—she and Freud
concurred completely. Over the years though, Horney
began to believe that these childhood experiences,
while truly the basis of the neurosis, needed to put into
their proper perspective. Dealing with the patient’s
current array of coping devices and inner conflicts
became more important for Horney, because these
could be treated. The ability to exchange ineffective
defense mechanisms for those behaviors that led to
self-realization became the emphasis of Horney’s
psychoanalytic practice.

Example Horney’s path to self-realization required
a patient to focus on the present. It would be impos-
sible to change or repair the original causes of the
neurosis as the person is no longer the same as they
were when the basic hostility and basic anxiety first
emerged. She used the example of the man who
considered himself to be very gifted at times, and
then considered himself stupid. He showed virtually
no emotion most of the time, but was at times given
to becoming very upset and angry. Horney chose to
ignore interpreting the similarity between his inter-
action with Horney, as his analyst, and with his
mother. She focused instead on getting him to see the
connection between his attempts at being rational
and unemotional and his fear of being disliked and
humiliated.

Differences with Freud about neurosis After the
divergence regarding feminine psychology, probably
the next basic difference Horney encountered between
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her beliefs and Freudian thought regarded the definition
of neurosis. Freud viewed neurotic behavior as biologi-
cal, driven by instincts, the inevitable consequence of
the clash between a necessary and orderly society and
an equally necessary but disorderly id. Horney’s early
observations, though, convinced her that neurosis was
far more common than previously thought. In fact, it
was a method people use to cope with problems and
feel like they have control over their lives. Of the two
ideas, hers was clearly the more optimistic perception.
Freud further had viewed the behaviors he studied as
being universal, common to all humans, while Horney
was convinced that cultural factors contributed heavily
to the neurotic adaptation to life. She also believed that
neurosis could not even be diagnosed without a careful
examination of the society from which the person orig-
inated. Probably most important of all, Freud’s vision
of humans increasingly was one of pessimism. He
thought the human race was condemned to repeat a
pattern of destruction and suffering. Horney saw it
differently. In Our Inner Conflicts, she said in this affir-
mation of hope: “Man can change, and go on changing,
as long as he lives.”

Horney’s unsuccessful attempts at psychoanaly-
sis as a young adult with both Freudian analyst Karl
Abraham and Hans Sachs led her to try self-analysis.
This was a concept few if any of her colleagues
viewed as viable or useful. For Horney self-analysis
proved to have value, but only because she had a
remarkable and unusual gift: an ability to dispassion-
ately pursue her own truth without rationalization or
excuse. The knowledge she gleaned from that self-
analysis became the information she imparted to
mental health professionals through her books and to
her patients in therapy. She addressed only neurosis,
but many mental health professionals believe that her
theory of neurosis is the best in existence. Horney
defines neurosis as “psychic disturbance brought by
fears and defenses against these fears, and by attempts
to find compromise solutions for conflicting tenden-
cies.” Put more simply, neurosis is an attempt by the
person to make life bearable.

Horney’s approach to psychoanalysis was also
different from Freud’s. Freud saw analysts leading
their patients through a complex maze of transference
(falling in love with the analyst), repression, and
denial. She saw the role of the therapist as a much
more a humanistic one, helping the person to change
the perceptions of him or herself and life—“striving
toward a clearer and deeper experiencing” of the direc-
tion of life. Mental health, Horney felt, involved
having an accurate understanding of who you are—
self-realization. When that understanding is present, it

is quite possible for a person to reach a mentally
healthy potential. In Self-Analysis, Horney describes
psychoanalysis as helping people toward their best
possible further development. Freud’s insistence of
universal transference, too, seemed invalid in Horney’s
view—the patient in analysis “is not prompted by love
for the analyst,” she argues in Self-Analysis. She spec-
ulated instead that what Freud considered transference
may actually be more related to the person’s fear of
others and the inadequate methods neurotics use in
their attempt to cope with life.

Examples In psychotherapy, Horney from her 
earliest days was perceived by her patients and her
students as an Earth mother. She describes one of her
patients that clearly was extremely dependent on
Horney and constantly craved her affection. When the
patient was offered an extra therapy session because
she was upset, the patient began to feel humiliated.
This was because the offer made her perceive her own
greed for both the therapist’s time and for Horney’s
unconditional love.

Main points
• Neurosis, according to Horney, is an attempt to

make life bearable.

• It includes the use of an array of defenses that a
person develops against what Horney terms
“basic anxiety.”

• The initial reaction to parental indifference is
anger. Ordinarily this anger creates fear (“basic
anxiety”) in the child over the possibility that he
or she will be abandoned or punished because of
having these angry feelings.

• These defense mechanisms are ultimately self-
defeating and conflicted, and must be recognized
by the person and then changed.

• It is necessary to move beyond this realization of
the childhood “basic anxiety” to focus on the self-
defeating coping devices currently in use. Only in
recognizing and changing these methods of
coping can the person reach self-realization.

Horney’s later years: Self-realization,
neurotic needs, and coping mechanisms

Like Carl Jung, Horney preferred the term “self” to
the Freudian term ego. Horney’s self is not a fixed
entity. She believed that it was composed of both hered-
itary factors, including temperament, predisposition,
talents, and abilities; and environmental factors such as
the family of origin and area of residence. In a further
expansion of discoveries of the 1930s, Horney began to
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see that in mentally healthy people, self-realization is
necessary to allow people to see who they are and what
they are capable of. This realization of self is what
endows them with the ability to be spontaneous, enjoy
life, and reach life goals. Neurotics, created by the
“greatest evil,” parental indifference, lack the capacity
to view themselves in this way. Instead, the neurotic
self is divided into two parts: the despised self and the
ideal self. The neurotic person is in perpetual conflict,
wavering each day between the despised and the ideal.
Horney calls this conflict “the tyranny of the shoulds.”
The person finds the despised self to be unbearable; but
equally, the ideal part is impossible to attain.

Horney’s ten neurotic needs
In Horney’s practice, she began to see patterns of

needs in the neurotic patients she treated. She noted in
The Neurotic Personality of Our Time in 1942 that
neurotics utilize extreme and unrealistic measures to
meet these needs, and will not even be aware that they
are doing it.

She categorized these need patterns as the
following:

• The need for acceptance and affection: All human
beings need acceptance and affection, but in
people with healthier selves, the need is balanced

Karen Horney with her pet dog. (Copyright Bettmann/Corbis. Reproduced by permission.)
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by an understanding of what is possible and what
is not. This need in neurotics can be manifested
by an obsessive need to please others and be liked
by them, or an unreasonable belief that others will
meet every need. As these techniques are unreal-
istic and doomed to failure, anxiety is constantly
generated when this need, as perceived by the
neurotic, is not met.

• The need for love: Obviously all people want and
need to be loved, but again, the neurotic’s percep-
tion of what this means is unrealistic. Loved 
ones are expected to completely take over the
neurotic’s life, and solve all difficulties and
conflicts for them.

• The need to simplify what is seen as the complex-
ity of life: This is clearly a need that is tempting
to all people at times, but again the neurotic takes
this need to a problematic level. He or she may
desire a very small number of material posses-
sions, or wish to have no laws or schedule to
follow. The neurotic seeks to be able to virtually
become invisible when stress-increasing confronta-
tion occurs. This invisibility is aimed at making
them safer and decreasing their stress.

• The need for having power: We all desire to be
empowered, but the neurotic feels a desperate
need to control and have power over others.

• The need to manipulate others: Generated in a
basic belief that others are simply there to be
used, the neurotic, who perceives him- or herself
as having been manipulated and used, tries to
carry out a preemptory attack against others. The
primary rationale for this behavior is to avoid
looking stupid or being used by others.

• The need for social recognition: Again, it is the
outer limit of a desire that is considered normal,
our innate need for prestige and recognition. The
neurotic takes this to another level with over-
whelming fear of not looking good, being popular,
or considered “in the loop.” No matter how diffi-
cult it may be, the neurotic tries to be sociable.

• The need for the admiring recognition of others:
Among the greatest fears of the neurotic is that
the people they interact with every day will see
them as being less than important, or as worthless
or irrelevant.

• The need for achievement: Clearly setting goals
and reaching them are important facets of all
people. But the neurotic becomes obsessed with
succeeding at meeting goals and being the best in
whatever they attempt to do. Failure to achieve
their unachievable goals results in more mental

pain and/or the devaluation of whatever it is that
they try to do.

• The need for independence: Autonomy is impor-
tant to all people, but the neurotic takes this to the
extreme. The illusion of self-sufficiency becomes
more important than seeking help when it is
needed. At some level neurotics truly believe that
they can handle the situation by themselves, but
there is also the self-centered portion of their
psyche that does not want another person to help
them and be recognized for an achievement. This
would take away from the individual attention
they feel should belong only to them.

• The need for perfection: Neurotics have an innately
immature view of the world in which they live.
There should be happy endings for everything, and
the neurotic should be in control of all situations at
all times. There is a terror of being flawed, of others
seeing the mistakes the neurotic makes.

Horney’s coping strategies
In the course of Horney’s experience in analysis

with her patients, she began to see that these neurotic
needs correlated with the psychic personality devel-
opment she had observed and documented earlier.
She called meshing of these neurotic personality
types, and the needs addressed by each behavior,
“coping strategies.” Her coping strategies are broken
down into three types: compliance, aggression, and
withdrawal.

Compliance According to Horney, compliance, or
the “basic anxiety” that overcomes “basic hostility”
has its origin in fears of abandonment or punishment.
This abandonment or punishment would be in retalia-
tion for the feelings of rage experienced by the child
in the early years of life. It is found, she believes, in
neurotic needs number one, two, and three. If in fact
“basic hostility” must be hidden and the victim of
parental indifference must become more loveable in
order to survive, then clearly the need for acceptance
and affection, even to the point of people pleasing,
becomes critical. So, too, is the need for all-encom-
passing love. Number three—the need for simplifica-
tion, the rejection of schedules and laws—initially
seems the antithesis of compliance. But when this is
viewed as part of the need to avoid confrontation by
becoming unnoticeable, it becomes more clear. That
avoidance of confrontation is yet another means of not
allowing the “basic hostility” to be witnessed by
others, resulting in rejection and the desertion of loved
ones. Horney sometimes referred to this strategy as
the “moving toward” or the “self-effacing solution.”
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Aggression Aggression, also called the “moving
against” or the “expansive solution,” is the second
coping strategy and deals with neurotic needs four
through eight. The requirements of having complete
power over others; the ability to exploit others; and to
have total (unrealistic) social recognition, admiration,
and fame are obvious. The need to be fiercely compet-
itive and always to be number one in accomplishments
is equally self-evident and easily seen as aggressive
behavior in this light.

Withdrawal What Horney calls withdrawal is repre-
sented, she states, by neurotic needs three, nine, and
ten: To be self-sufficient and perfect clearly correlate
with a retreat from being a member of the human race.
The totally independent person requires no one else,
never needs to ask for help from anyone, and is
completely unfettered from any type of committed rela-
tionship. The perfect person, it is immediately evident,
is also divorced from the rest of the human race as none
of the rest of those on Earth are perfect. Interestingly,
Horney added number three neurotic need because of
her belief that the total independence and perfection
were not possible in the neurotic’s view unless limita-
tions were put on the dimensions and complexity of
life. Withdrawal is also referred to in Horney’s writings
as the “moving away,” or “resigning solution.”

In Horney’s lexicon, the defensive strategies
people use for dealing with the outside world are
termed interpersonal strategies, while those used for
dealing with the inner selves are called Horney
intrapsychic processes.

Example In Our Inner Conflicts, Horney para-
phrases Franz Wittels’ description of the neurotic’s
pursuit of love: “Love becomes a phantom that is
chased to the exclusion of everything else.” This need
for love, she asserts, is the only way that the neurotic
needs to be liked and to dominate someone else can
both be simultaneously fulfilled. Horney often
discussed this neurotic pursuit of love in thinly
disguised references to herself and a lifetime of affairs.

Main points Self-realization is the goal of
psychotherapy and the benchmark of mental health. It
can be defined as the restoration of the person to their
“center of gravity,” making it possible for them to spon-
taneously achieve their goals. Without gaining self-real-
ization, people cannot attain either spontaneous enjoy-
ment of life or accomplish their dreams and goals. The
self is fluid and ever changing; it is composed of all of
our genetic features—temperament, predisposition,
talents, and abilities—as well as the environment in

which we live. The neurotic person lacks the innate
capacity to recognize self accurately, instead dividing
self into “the despised self” and the ideal self.

Horney recognizes three basic coping strategies
linked to the ten neurotic needs in the following ways:

• Compliance is the first of these strategies. It is
related to neurotic needs for (1) acceptance and
affection, (2) all-encompassing love, and (3) avoid-
ing confrontation and having no rules or regulations.

• Aggression is the next coping strategy and is
associated with the needs to (4) have control over
others, (5) manipulate others, (6) to be recognized
socially, (7) have others admire them, and to (8)
obsessively achieve.

• Withdrawal is the last of these. It is demonstrated
in the needs for (3) avoiding confrontation and
having no rules or regulations, (9) having
complete independence including never asking
for help, and (10) the need for perfection.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
It is important to note that psychoanalysis was not

a creation of Sigmund Freud. Islamic (Sufi) literature
frequently discusses psychological insight and what
we would consider psychotherapy. Afghanistan’s
Jalaludal Rumi and El Ghazali from Persia are two of
the known psychotherapists of ancient times. Writings
from over three millennia ago mention “healing
through words” used in both Ancient Egypt and
Greece. But if the era often referred to in the Western
World as The Golden Age of Psychotherapy was
birthed by Freud, Adler, Jung, Horney, and the other
luminaries of psychoanalysis from the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, then it follows that a
disgraced charlatan was the midwife. Franz Anton
Mesmer graduated from the University of Vienna,
then one of the foremost schools in Europe, in 1766.
In 1773, one of his patients, a Miss Oesterlin came to
him complaining of a multiplicity of somatic ailments.
Mesmer’s doctoral dissertation had been on the influ-
ence of the planets on human illness. He quickly
began to explore the possibility that the woman’s
recurring symptoms were based on tidal variations
related to such cosmic phenomena. He concocted a
tonic containing iron that he had her drink. He
attached magnets to her body, and remarkably, her
symptoms improved. With repeated treatment, her
symptoms totally disappeared. Such a remarkable
cure quickly made Franz Anton Mesmer among the
most famed men in Vienna medical circles.
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But Mesmer’s early and dramatic success was
speedily followed by marked skepticism among his
scientific colleagues. Under a shroud of suspicion, he
left Vienna for Paris. In Paris, once again Mesmer
enjoyed early triumphs and a bustling practice. In

large treatment sessions, he used lighting and music
with his magnetic therapies. Eventually, he came
under scrutiny for his failed cures, and an investiga-
tion came to the conclusion that there simply was 
no scientific evidence supporting Mesmer’s ideas.

BIOGRAPHY:
Women of Freudian psychology

“If it had been a son I should have sent you the
news by telegram, but as it is a little girl. . .you get the
news later.”

Sigmund Freud’s words, written to his friend
Wilhelm Fleiss (also his cocaine-supplier) in 1895
upon the birth of his daughter Anna show the bias
encountered by early female psychologists. From
birth, Anna had a poor relationship with her mother
and siblings, describing herself as “not part of them,”
but not her famous father. Early in life, Anna became
her father’s favored child and showed herself to be bril-
liant. She was self-taught for the most part as she hated
school, but availed herself of the many members of the
intelligentsia that frequented the Freud household. (In
her teens she spoke five languages.) At 14, she wrote
to her father: “I have read some of your books, but you
should not be horrified by that, for I am already grown
up and so it is no surprise that I am interested.” Her
father’s possessiveness and her total loyalty to him
kept her tied to him, and she never strayed very far
from his rigid beliefs. Anna taught in England, wrote
several books, and together with Melanie Klein, she
co-founded the discipline of child psychology and
became one of its foremost thinkers. The Freuds
escaped Vienna in 1938 just as the Nazis were coming
to power in Austria. They settled in London, England,
where her famous father died the next year, but Anna
continued an illustrious career. (Among her many
claims to fame are the fact that she was famed
American movie-actress Marilyn Monroe’s analyst.)
Anna Freud died in 1982 at the age of 87.

Born in 1882, Melanie (Reizes) Klein apparently
always resented her domineering mother. Melanie’s
Jewish, middle-class parents strongly encouraged
education and enrolled her in a gymnasium in prepa-
ration for university. But family financial reverses
made higher education for Melanie an impossibility.
Like Horney, she married, had three children, and
suffered from depression. Her husband Arthur’s career

as an industrial chemist brought them to Budapest,
where she was analyzed by Sandor Ferenczi.
Psychotherapy for children was then unknown, and
Ferenczi encouraged her to learn by analyzing her
own children. A pioneer of child psychotherapy, she
developed the play technique and what is known as
object relations theory—the belief that the mother-
infant relationship is the hub of personality develop-
ment. She moved to Berlin and then to London in
1927 after her marriage failed and her second analyst
Karl Abraham (Karen Horney’s old nemesis) died.
Despite her work, Klein’s relationship with her own
children was poor. Her son Hans apparently commit-
ted suicide while mountain climbing, and her therapist
daughter remained her implacable enemy. Klein died
of cancer in London at the age of 78.

In some ways, Helene (Rosenbach) Deutsch’s life
paralleled Horney’s. Born in Galacia, a Polish-speak-
ing Austro-Hungarian province, her childhood was
conflicted. Unlike Horney, it was Deutsch’s mother
that considered her “poison” because she was female.
She would win the battle for her liberal attorney
father’s affection because of her rejection of her
mother’s bourgeois values and her own social
activism. (Deutsch was an early feminist and protestor
for social reform. Her protests even included the
Vietnam War.) Following an affair with a married man
and an abortion while at medical school, she met and
married fellow-physician Felix Deutsch in 1912.
Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams made her a disciple,
and she eventually worked in Freud’s clinic. She
unwaveringly supported her mentor (though she
sometimes felt Freud focused on fathers too much to
the exclusion of mothers) and reported at one point
feeling that she was in love with Freud. She and her
husband came to the United States in 1935. They lived
in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and Deutsch practiced
psychiatry at Massachusetts General and wrote exten-
sively. She died in 1982 at the age of 91.
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Disgraced, Mesmer left Paris and returned to his birth-
place in Germany. He died there in obscurity in 1815. 

However, those in the scientific community began
to question what had actually happened to produce
successful outcomes in some of Mesmer’s patients.
After a prolonged study of the subject, an English
physician named James Braid concluded that
mesmerists induced “a peculiar condition of the
nervous system, induced by fixed and abstracted
attention. . .not through the mediation of any special
agency passing through the body.” Due to Mesmer’s
sullied reputation, Braid called the subject of his
research “hypnotism.” This is the treatment tool that
was being used by Joseph Breuer in Vienna when
Sigmund Freud began to work with him in 1893.

When Horney grew up, Germany was a place
noted for fine education and intellectual pursuit. Art,
philosophy, and medicine all flourished there. Yet
when she graduated from medical school, married,
and had her children, Horney did not have the right to
vote. Women’s suffrage came to Germany and Austria
in 1918, only two years before the beginning of her
feminist disputes with the Freudians. At that, both
Germany and Austria were still ahead of the United
States, where a woman’s right to vote was not granted
nation-wide until two years later, in 1920.

The start of Horney’s career and her child-rearing
years were contemporary with World War I, an era
when the dreadfulness of modern warfare first satu-
rated Western humankind’s consciousness. It was the
first time that cavalry units, little changed from the
days of Napoleon, went into battle against tanks,
airplanes, and machine guns. It was the first wide-
spread use of chemical warfare. These horrors would
add a new term to our vocabulary: “shell-shock.”
Shell-shock and the breakdown of Victorian society as
the barbarism of World War I continued would prove
good for business in the realm of mental health treat-
ment. Certainly, witnessing the return of World War I
soldiers with obvious emotional difficulties helped to
assure that the theories of Freud, Horney, and others
would not be discounted.

The other tragedy of the second decade of the
twentieth century was less influenced by the actions
of humans. The influenza pandemic of 1918 was
mind-boggling in its severity and its ability to travel
worldwide. It has been estimated that more people
died of what came to be known as “the Spanish flu”
than had died in the Black Death bubonic plague
epidemic of 1347 to 1351. Admittedly spread to some
degree by the movement of troops and refugees during
World War I, this influenza pandemic moved rapidly
across Europe, the United States, and eventually even

to Asia, Africa, Brazil, and the South Pacific. No
accurate figures exist for the death toll worldwide, but
a paper entitled “The Influenza Pandemic of 1918” by
Molly Billings of Stanford University estimates that
the figure is between 20 and 40 million people. The
uncertainty generated by the war and influenza added
greatly to the stress and need for mental health treat-
ment in both Europe and the United States.

The 1920s, a time of financial collapse and politi-
cal chaos in post-war Germany, became the building
block for the beginnings of the National Socialist Party
(Nazis) under Adolph Hitler. It was a time of absurd
inflation (it took over four billion German Marks to
equal one American dollar) and abject poverty for many
Germans. Gangs of armed Nazis and Communists
fought each other openly in the streets. Though Horney
does not appear to have ever been terribly involved in
politics, she does seem to have early realized that the
total annihilation of creativity and individuality was fast
approaching in Germany as the Nazis gained members,
support, and power. It apparently was a large factor in
her reason for leaving for the United States just prior to
Hitler’s takeover in 1933. Since her daughter Brigitte, a
movie actress, remained in Germany and another
daughter Renate returned there to live prior to World
War II, Horney had more than one occasion to visit
Nazi Germany. As noted, she made these visits without
problem and even lectured there. She never made her
feelings public as her adopted country, the United
States, and her childhood home, Germany, fought to the
death. She did mention that the war created stress for
women and mothers.

CRITICAL RESPONSE
Feminist theory arguments

From Horney’s earliest (feminist) arguments
against Freudian thought and through the develop-
ment of her own theories, she was embroiled in
controversy. In many ways, this controversy was a
product of Horney’s interpersonal style. She took on,
at one time or another throughout her career, nearly
every other luminary of psychotherapy that shared her
time in history. Obviously the disagreements she
became involved in with Freud and his disciple Karl
Abraham from 1920 on were the first shots fired in
what would come to be for Horney a long, long war.
In 1926, she was asked to write an essay as part of a
book honoring Sigmund Freud on his 70th birthday.
Horney started with a brief complimentary recogni-
tion of his penis envy theory, but quickly went on the
attack. She quoted Simmel’s observation that men
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manage, in a male-dominated society, to invalidly
fashion their subjective experience into what they
term objective truth. It is said that Freud once charac-
terized her as “malicious-mean.”

Her lectures and papers expressing disbelief in
Freud’s Oedipus complex premise prompted Abraham
to note her personal penchant for becoming involved
with what he termed “forceful men,” men similar to her
own father. Karl Abraham’s 1920 lecture at The Hague
seems aimed at discrediting Horney. He cited his
female patients’ transference, making him a father
figure, as evidence that women really wished to be men.
He specifically mentioned a Horney theme—that this
desire is based on being denigrated by a male-domi-
nated society. But Abraham adamantly insisted that this
female desire to be a man is not based upon any social
factor, but rather on the little girl’s lack of, and desire to
have a penis. He went on to add, based upon his recent
analysis of his own daughter, that female children
believe, “I had a penis once, as boys have. But it was
taken from me.” He described women as carrying an
unconscious sense that they had been wounded in their
genital area (where the penis had once been), and that
this sense of injury was re-stimulated by the onset of
menses, sexual intercourse, and childbirth.

Karl Abraham took penis envy even further to
insist that young daughters initially expect or hope
that their father, who is responsible for providing for
their wants and needs, will restore their penises to
them. When they are disappointed in this wish, they
then, as a second choice, hope to be given a baby. This
patriarchal assertion clearly is in conflict with
Horney’s early conviction that feminine identity is
innate in female children and derived from their iden-
tification with their mothers. In what almost appears a
personal attack on Horney recounted by Janet Sayers
in Mothers of Psychoanalysis, Abraham went on to
state that this early sense of being wounded and
deprived of their penis creates what Abraham
perceived as “women’s sense of vengeance against
men.” This, he states, accounts for two alternative
behaviors in women: being frigid or (as was the case
for Horney) a “defensive belittling of men by taking a
succession of lovers.”

In The Neurotic Personality of Our Time, Horney
again disputed Freud’s paper on “Some Psychological
Consequences of the Anatomical Distinction Between
the Sexes.” This time she used quotations from Ruth
Benedict’s Patterns of Culture as an argument, thereby
stressing another of her basic differences with the
Freudians, her belief that the culture a person lives in
plays a huge role in determining neurosis. Horney
states: “In making statements like these (regarding

penis envy), Freud is yielding to the temptation of his
time: to make generalizations about human nature for
the whole of mankind, though his generalization
grows from the observation of only one culture zone.”
She goes on to question if Freud’s hypothesis remains
true in other societies where men are customarily
more jealous than women, or cultures where there is
no observable jealousy at all.

Is not the tremendous strength in men of the impulse
to creative work in every field precisely due to their
feeling of playing a relatively small part in the
creation of living beings, which constantly impels
them to an overcompensation in achievement?

Horney’s belief that men tried to overcompensate
(because of their inability to experience motherhood)
caused both arguments from some male psychologists
and affirmation from some female ones. Freud, too,
felt compelled to argue against Horney’s stance on
maternal identification. In 1925 he once more insisted
that female heterosexuality is not the result of early
association with the mother, as Horney contended. He
argued that if this were the case, as he felt could not
be assumed, then it was necessary to explain how the
young girl makes the transition from this affinity with
the mother to a heterosexual wish for sexual inter-
course (in Freud’s belief, a desire for intercourse with
the father). Freud referred to the work of Helene
Deutsch, a contemporary of both Horney and Freud,
who completely supported Freudian theory. Invited as
a speaker to the International Congress of Mental
Hygiene in Washington in 1930, newspapers described
Deutsch as “a lady-in-waiting at the Freudian court,”
and “the master’s foremost feminine disciple.” Deutsch
then became the target of Horney’s assaults. Deutsch
had stated that childbirth concerned both loss of the
phallus and orgasm, claims that Horney, based upon
her own child-bearing experience, quickly ridiculed
as “patently absurd.”

It seems that Melanie Klein must have been in
agreement with Horney in some area, since Horney
trusted her enough to send her three daughters for
analysis with Klein when they were still very young.
That point of agreement may have been Klein’s devel-
opment of play therapy for children, in which games
are analyzed in much the same way dreams are probed
in Freudian (adult) psychoanalysis. Klein’s psychoan-
alytic theory modified one area that had been in
dispute between Freud and Horney: she believed that
sexual envy occurred in both sexes. However, there is
determinism in Klein’s work that seems at odds with
Horney’s optimistic belief that people can modify
defense mechanisms and change. For Klein, one of 
the earliest and most basic of desires in infants is to
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experience the pleasure derived from the “good breast.”
Frustration of these pleasurable experiences, especially
in the first year of life, created a schizoid, paranoid
personality manifested by isolationism and suspicious-
ness. She believed in the presence of a primitive super-
ego in infants, and posited that if the frustration was
too severe, it would lead to depression later in life.
Klein’s death instinct theory was similar to beliefs held
by Freud in his later years after experiencing the world
wars and the rise of Nazism.

It was the death instinct theory that finally put
Horney on the attack against Klein. Klein believed
this death instinct to be the cause of childhood
fantasies about harming their mothers. Horney coun-
tered that in her experience, these fantasies were not
instinctual but rather the result of children being
humiliated, abused, or rejected.

Neurosis arguments
Horney wrote extensively, disputing Freud’s

assumption that the Oedipus complex is a purely
biological phenomenon. In her 1937 book The
Neurotic Personality of Our Time, she cites several
other analysts and writers of her time—Bronislaw
Malinowski, Felix Boehm, Erich Fromm, and
Wilhelm Reich—as asserting that this force is cultur-
ally driven, not biological. She went on to note that in
her experience she knew of no case where “it was not
neurotic parents who by terror and tenderness forced
the child into these passionate attachments, with all
the implications of possessiveness and jealousy
described by Freud.”

Franz Alexander, Horney’s former student from
the Berlin Psychoanalytic Institute and responsible for
bringing her to the United States, came to believe in
what he termed “corrective emotional experience,”
psychoanalytic therapy in which the patient gets the
opportunity to alter the effects of past traumatic events
from their early years. He believed that with a compas-
sionate and affirmative therapist, these patients can
change the way these childhood psychic injuries affect
them and that they can grow from these experiences.
In one way, Alexander’s theory is contrary to the
conclusions that Horney had reached. She had come to
believe that the issues of early childhood were signifi-
cant only as reference points. The neurotic coping
mechanisms in use in the present time were what
needed to be looked at. However, she and Alexander
shared an optimism common among the humanist
psychoanalysts—that people are capable of change.

By 1935, about the same time that she was
elected a member of the New York Psychoanalytic

Society, Horney began propounding an expansion of
earlier (feminist) theories that she had espoused. She
argued that the cause of neurosis was not the result of
the conflict between masculinity and femininity; nor
was it related to an Oedipus complex or conflict
around perceived castration. Neurosis, she argued,
was the direct effect of another conflict—between
character trends that are sadistic and masochistic.
These character trends, Horney believed, were the
result of resentment and the desire for love generated
in infancy by cold, unloving mothers. This belief
would ultimately cost Horney her teaching position at
the New York Institute.

She also differed from Alfred Adler’s belief that
an “inferiority complex” is the basis for neurosis.
Neurotic strivings toward power, prestige, and
possessing things, for both Adler and Horney, can be
manifestations of neurosis. Adler’s view was that
efforts to gain power, prestige, and possession of
things are a normal component of human nature, and
that the more intense, out-of-balance forms of these
seen in neurotics were a product of either an inferior-
ity complex or physical handicap. Horney’s percep-
tion was markedly more complex. For her, the goal of
power is a bulwark against helplessness. It expresses
itself in overbearing, bossy behavior. The aim of
obtaining prestige is to prevent humiliation, and is
manifested by a tendency to shame others. The impor-
tance of possessing things is to be protected against
destitution. In neurotics, its manifestation is a
penchant for depriving others of these things.

Despite these differences, Horney’s three coping
mechanisms seem related to Adler’s three personality
types. Horney’s second mechanism, aggression, is
quite similar to Adler’s first type: the “ruling type,” a
person noteworthy for being aggressive and requiring
domination over others. (In Adler’s description,
bullies and sadists are good examples.) Horney’s first
mechanism, compliance, seems like the very methods
used by Adler’s “leaning type.” He describes them as
sensitive and dependent on other people to aid them in
surviving life problems. When overwhelmed, they
develop classic neurotic symptoms quite similar to
those described by Horney. The third coping mecha-
nism in Horney’s scheme is withdrawal, which
certainly appears to coincide with Adler’s third
personality type, the “avoiding type,” who only make
it through life by avoiding life. They manifest this
avoidance by shunning other people. Adler sees them
as fragile. If pressed too hard, he believed, avoiding-
type people would become psychotic, making the final
withdrawal into their own inner world. Adler actually
has a fourth personality type, the “socially useful
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type.” “Socially useful” people appear to be Horney’s
individual who has reached self-realization. 

Ultimately, it seems clear that Horney indeed was
the victim of criticism and even ostracizing by other
members of the psychoanalytic community for her
disagreements with Freud and classic Freudian tenets.
Her colleagues at the Berlin Institute in the 1920s
surely made her a pariah because of her feminist and
self-help beliefs, as well as her arguments against
Freud’s Oedipus complex and penis envy theories.
When her book Self-Analysis was published in 1942,
it was largely ignored or considered “simple-minded
cultural determinism” by many of her peers, accord-
ing to Janet Sayers in Mothers of Analysis. Horney’s
status downgrade at the New York Institute two
decades later seems equally related to her failure to
follow orthodox Freudian thought. However, she is
hardly the only one to have disagreed with Freud.

There is much evidence to suggest that many 
of Horney’s difficulties with others in her field 
were more related to her personal communication
style than her professional beliefs. In fact, Horney’s
communication style seems as conflicted as any of the
neurotic people she treated or wrote about. There are
volumes of evidence to suggest that Horney, as a
teacher, had students who literally lined up to take her
courses. Described as “no beauty,” and the flow of her
lectures “interrupted by endless smoking,” she was yet
described by one of her students as “a little coy. . .a
little of the actress in her. And everybody was just
hanging on what she had to say.” After her demotion
at the New York Institute and her creation of the
American Psychoanalytic Institute, well-known peers,
including Harry Stack Sullivan, Clara Thompson, and
Erich Fromm, flocked to join her newly formed
organization. Within a year, however, they had left to
form their own institute. If Erich Fromm could be
taken out of the equation because of his personal rela-
tionship with Horney, there is still the question of why
Sullivan and Thompson left. The most commonly
given answer to this question is that Horney, for all 
the punishment inflicted on her for not following
Freud’s dogma, would not allow others to stray from
her own tenets.

Horney’s self-help stance
Probably no one will ever know if two trans-

planted Vermont Yankees that first met in Akron,
Ohio, in April of 1935, had read the works of Horney.
But Bill Wilson and Dr. Bob Smith, the co-founders
of Alcoholics Anonymous, surely came to concur
with Horney’s ideas of self-help. Neither Wilson nor

Smith were strangers to psychoanalytic theory. One of
the earliest members of the Oxford Group, a spiritual
assemblage that was the predecessor of Alcoholics
Anonymous, had been in therapy with Carl Jung.
When Wilson joined the Oxford Group, Smith shared
his insights. In fact, Wilson and Jung continued a
dialogue via letters over a period of many years. More
interesting, perhaps, is the group that developed as an
off-shoot of Alcoholics Anonymous—Al-Anon. It
was begun by the loved ones of early members of AA
who often accompanied their alcoholic family
members or friends to meetings. As they talked over
cups of coffee and snacks, they discovered that quite
often they had a great deal in common. Al-Anon faces
Alcoholism, a sharing of members’ experience,
strength, and hope first published in 1965, discusses
many of the subjects Horney dealt with in her therapy
sessions—anxiety, frustration, low self-esteem, and
dependence on others for happiness.

THEORIES IN ACTION
Horney’s greatest contribution to psychoanalytic

thought clearly was her inability to accept the theories
of her contemporaries as unquestionable. That ability
to doubt was born in listening to her dogmatic, Bible-
throwing father preach his “truth.” Once Freud’s work
had gained acceptance in Europe during Horney’s
time, it became the ultimate reality. It did not become
reality for Horney and a few other free-thinkers,
however. Like Jung and Adler, Horney for the most
part was able to dispassionately consider what parts of
Freud’s theories had validity and what parts did not.
This led to the germination of a rich variety of psycho-
analytic schools of thought. (There are an estimated
400 of them today.) Varied psychoanalytic thought
ultimately makes it possible for patients to choose
from abundant resources to find what will be helpful
to them. Without Horney’s (and others’) voices, the
Western world would have been condemned to 
only Freudian treatment with its (at least perceived)
denigration of women and hopeless outlook. When
Horney published The Neurotic Personality of Our
Time in 1937, for the first time the mental health
community and laypeople were offered a glimpse of
therapy that was neither cold and distant nor all-
knowing, as Freudian analysis tended to be. It was
instead motherly, warm, and supportive. It would lead
into treatment modes totally divorced from Freud’s. 
The Neurotic Personality of Our Time would prove 
so immensely popular that it would be reprinted 
12 more times.
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Horney’s earliest work was related to the feminist
movement, and it certainly has influenced women’s
rights worldwide since. She was hardly the mother 
of feminism, however. Many other more deserving
candidates for that position exist in the annals of
history. Horney and Erich Fromm, though, certainly
do deserve the credit for founding the “culturist
school” of psychotherapy. Their shared notion, that
the outer world in which people exist is at least as
important as their inner world, would greatly influ-
ence social scientists and even social programs in
every Western nation. As noted in the statistics below,
under Research, it appears that the Culturist School of
Psychoanalysis—the insistence upon seeing poverty,
domestic abuse, and other social evils as relating 
to mental illness—has become even more significant.
Its beginnings are very much a part of both Horney’s
and Fromm’s work, which has grown and remains
viable.

Horney’s impact on the world in the years since
her death and the legacy she left behind can be meas-
ured by the organizations and treatment centers that
still further the work Horney began, now more than 50
years after her death. Three years after her death, the
Karen Horney Institute came into being. This New
York-based foundation runs the Karen Horney Clinic,
self-described as a nonprofit center serving a diverse
socioeconomic group and providing affordable mental
health treatment on a sliding scale payment basis.

In looking at Horney’s life, it seems appropriate
that among the services offered are:

• programs for people in the arts

• adult treatment programs

• child and adolescent programs

• foster care program

• therapeutic nursery

• victim treatment center

• treatment center for incest and abuse

• eating disorders treatment

• HIV and AIDS clinical services

The American Institute for Psychoanalysis begun
by Horney in 1941 is yet another part of the Karen
Horney Institute, along with the Association for the
Advancement of Psychoanalysis. Both of these asso-
ciations work closely with the clinic, providing training
opportunities for advanced mental health profession-
als and an internship in social work.

The prevalence of mental health practitioners of
the humanistic school of psychoanalysis today is
further evidence of the validity of Horney’s beliefs. 

As noted by Elizabeth Capelle in The Readers
Companion to American History, “Horney was a
thinker of undeniable originality, and many of the
issues she raised can now be seen to be crucial to the
psychoanalytic enterprise. Her questions, if not in
every case her answers, have been vindicated.”

Research
Psychoanalysis is far too nebulous an undertak-

ing to be quantified into a numerical breakdown of
cures from one form of therapy or another. There is
even some question as to whether psychoanalysis—
the talking therapy—is an art, rather than a science.
This further muddies the waters of the efficacy of
treatments. Patrick Kavanaugh of the Academy for the
Study of the Psychoanalytic Arts has described mental
health treatment in this era of the brain and of
managed care as “conceptual understandings of
human behavior based upon a biologized-medicalized-
chemicalized-pathologized reductive metaphysical
position.” Put simply, nearly all psychoanalytic and
biological theories propounded over the decades of
the twentieth century have had some validity and have

CHRONOLOGY
1885: Horney is born outside Hamburg, Germany.

1904: After a tumultuous marriage, her parents
divorce.

1909: Marries Oskar Horney.

1911: First child, daughter Brigitte, is born.

1927: After an increasingly unhappy marriage,
Horney leaves her husband, taking her three
daughters.

1932: Moves to United States with her youngest
daughter, Renate.

1933: Begins psychiatric practice in United States.

1934: Takes teaching position at Washington-
Baltimore Society for Psychoanalysis.

1936: Publishes Feminine Psychology.

1942: Publishes Self-Analysis.

1952: Dies of stomach cancer at age 67.
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been effective in helping some people. As noted by
Mark Tyrell in Uncommon Knowledge, Ltd., 

So, what works in psychotherapy? What research
tells us is effective is brief (that is to say time-limited
and not endless) therapy which includes behavioral,
cognitive, and hypnotic therapy and, if necessary,
interpersonal (communication) training and practical
support and help. Seeing someone as part of a wider
system such as their family, community, and work
environment is also essential to truly help them.

However, there is an area of statistical research
that supports one of Horney’s most basic premises:
that society is a primary factor of much of our mental

ills. The most recent (worldwide) statistics released
by the World Health Organization (WHO), Mental
Health and Substance Dependence Division, look at
mental illness in a way that Horney, Erich Fromm, and
other culturist psychoanalysts would favor. These
figures are unequivocal in their support of the premise
that social factors influence mental health.

These figures, as reported by Dr. Benedetto
Sarancenoe, Director of WHO, Mental Health and Sub-
stance Dependence, in September of 2003 show that:

• 450 million people on this planet suffer from
mental health problems.

BIOGRAPHY:
Mary Whiton Calkins

In 1863, when Mary Whiton Calkins was born,
the United States was a broken and bloody place, in
the full throes of a terrible and fratricidal Civil War.
Born in Hartford, Connecticut but living a good part
of her life in Buffalo, New York, Calkins came from a
family that could best be described as eccentric. Her
Welsh father and American (Puritan) mother spoke
German, and were opposed to the American education
system, believing their five children could be better
educated by having them board with German and
French families. Both parents actively encouraged all
of their children to receive good educations. If there
were any neurosis-producing issues in Mary Whiton
Calkins’ childhood, she kept them to herself. She
began studies at Smith College in 1882, entering as a
sophomore. The illness and subsequent death of her
younger sister caused her to leave school for a while,
but she returned and graduated in 1885.

The family traveled to Europe the next year and it
is believed that Mary furthered her studies at the
University of Leipzig. She had planned to tutor upon
her return from Europe, but was soon invited to fill a
vacancy at Wellesley College in the Greek depart-
ment. When Wellesley expanded their philosophy
department to include the newly added field of
psychology the next year, Calkins was invited to take
the position of professor of psychology, providing she
studied psychology for a year. In 1890, Harvard, Yale,
and even Clark University were not enthusiastic about
a female student in their psychology programs.
Calkins took courses at the Harvard Annex (not offi-
cially part of Harvard), but was soon encouraged to

press for attending the university by Josiah Royce, her
professor, who quickly had perceived her great
promise. With petitions from Royce and her father,
Mary was allowed to attend classes, but still not as a
regular student. She went on to work in the psychol-
ogy lab at Clark University and began teaching at
Wellesley in 1891. She continued to attempt to
complete graduate studies at Harvard, but was again
refused. She finally was given an informal examina-
tion at Harvard, which she passed, but was still not
given a degree.

In 1905 she became the first woman president 
of the American Psychological Association, and in
1918, the first woman president of the American
Philosophical Association. She taught at Wellesley
until 1927, when she retired. She was a prolific writer,
advocating self-based psychology. She created a 

method of improving
memory called “The Right
Associates Method,” and
wrote extensively on 
a variety of subjects,
including dream research,
memorization, animal
consciousness, and many
others. She was the author
of one of the earliest text-
books used in teaching
psychology, Introduction
to Psychology. She never
married, and died in 1930
of cancer.

Mary Whiton Calkins.
(Archives of the History of American

Psychology. Reproduced by permission.)
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• At minimum one member of each four families
worldwide has a mental disorder.

• Though no sector of any society is free of mental
illness, the possibility of having a mental illness
looms larger among children and adolescents
living in poverty, the unemployed, poorly
educated people, refugees, minority populations,
abused women, other victims of violence, and
neglected elderly persons.

• Though most mental illnesses are not fatal, they
do account for 31% of all disability, worldwide.

• It is estimated that depression is emerging as
among the most common mental health problems
in the world, and by the year 2020, will be the
second most common cause of disability.

Case studies
The classic case study in any discussion of

Horney is the story of “Clare.” It is believed to be
autobiographical, or at least a melding of her life and
some of her patients, as it clearly traces a woman’s
life that is markedly similar to the life of Horney.
Clare is the second and unwanted daughter of parents
involved in an unhappy marriage. The parents wanted
no more children after their first child, a son. The
father is a physician who is seldom home, and the
mother is rather pompous and insists upon absolute
loyalty and veneration from her children. Clare
initially tries to win the love of the father, but soon
discovers that her father is not interested in her or her
brother. He is far too obsessed by his beautiful and
clever wife to even notice the children. However his
wife totally detests him and makes no secret of
wishing him dead. Clare soon begins to see her
mother as the much more powerful of the two parents,
and allies herself with her mother.

This alliance with her mother does not give
Clare the love she so desperately wants, but it does
make her “the wonderful daughter of a wonderful
mother.” Totally divorced from her own feelings,
Clare relies on her mother and others for her self-
esteem, depending upon their admiration of qualities
in herself that she actually detests. This early pattern
of behavior leads to denial or lack of awareness of
her own wishes, excessive need for and dependence
on other people, and fierce competitiveness arising
from the need to be better than others in order to
replenish her self-esteem. Horney states that analysis
for someone like Clare involves uncovering the
reasons for these behavior patterns, how they mani-
fest themselves in her life, and what effects they
cause in her life.

Clare has, while in her 20s, separated from her
husband. In self-analysis, Clare discovers why she felt
unable to ask her estranged lover to return. It has to do
with an unconscious fear from childhood of asking her
mother for anything. The source of the fear was the
possibility that her mother would reject her. Clare
obsessively sought out men she could idealize—that
would protect her and care for her. When these men
didn’t meet her obsessive needs, she hid her resentful
feelings behind being a martyr and desperately sought
attention and solace. Horney’s belief was that human
beings had an innate ability to overcome denial—the
resistance to knowing themselves. Only when individ-
uals were too much divorced from their “real selves”
would they be unable to successfully enter into self-
analysis. For Horney, Clare was a suitable candidate
for self-analysis because she is not yet too alienated
from her real self.

Horney also describes a patient referred to only
as “a French girl” that she treated while in Germany
in the 1920s. This girl was one of the several Horney
saw during this time whose parents had believed her
to be “feeble-minded” (cognitively impaired, what we
commonly call mental retardation). No further
description of the parents is ever given. After seeing
the girl for several weeks, Horney began to question
whether this patient was not, indeed, cognitively
limited. Though the girl understood German perfectly,
according to Horney, she seemed to understand
nothing that was said to her, even when Horney used
simpler language. In the process of their sessions,
however, the French girl did begin to speak of dreams
she was having that had to do with Horney’s office.
The girl was dreaming that the office was a jail or that
it was the office of a physician who had examined her
physically, something she hated.

These dreams, Horney states, were indicative of
the girl’s fear of being found out. Horney obtained
further evidence that she was far from “feeble-
minded” when the young woman spoke of an incident
during which she was legally required to present her
passport, but forgot to do so. She laughed as she
explained how she had finally gone to the appropriate
official with her passport, but had feigned not being
able to speak German in hopes that this would keep
her from getting in trouble. As she described the inci-
dent, the girl realized that this behavior was identical
to how she had been dealing with Horney. This insight
helped her to realize that this behavior was a pattern in
her life: in order to avoid punishment or accusation.
she pretended to be stupid and not able to understand.
Horney states, “From this time on she proved to be a
very intelligent girl.”
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BRIEF OVERVIEW
Carl Gustaf Jung (1875–1961) is considered to

be, together with Sigmund Freud and Alfred Adler,
one of the three outstanding figures in the first genera-
tion of the psychoanalytic movement. Jung was the
son of a Swiss Reformed pastor and spent all of his
childhood and adolescence in Switzerland. He was
trained as a medical doctor at the University of Basel.
Originally intending to become a surgeon or internist,
Jung decided to specialize in psychiatry within a year
of the publication of Freud’s groundbreaking book,
The Interpretation of Dreams. Jung quickly put
Freud’s theories to work during his residency at the
Burghölzli, a mental hospital for schizophrenics in 
the city of Zurich. Jung’s early defense of Freud’s
findings led to a friendship that ended with Jung’s
publication of Symbols of Transformation, a work that
indicated how far Jung’s thinking had departed 
from Freud’s.

Jung’s break with Freud was one of the most crit-
ical events in the history of psychology in the early
twentieth century. In 1913 Jung began a period of
intense self-analysis and withdrawal from outside
activities. After 1917, he emerged from his personal
encounter with the unconscious with new theories
about the existence of archetypes, the collective
unconscious, the structures of the human psyche, the
different types of human personality, and the individu-
ation process. He combined these theories with an
interest in comparative mythology and dream inter-
pretation to construct an approach to therapy that he
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called analytical psychology. The keynotes of analyti-
cal psychology are its emphasis on the human
psyche’s drive toward balance and wholeness, on the
importance of bringing material from the unconscious
into consciousness, and on the patient’s significance
as the best guide to his or her own maturation and
individuation.

Jung continued to refine and rework his theories
throughout his mature career. His published works
fill 20 volumes in the standard American edition. In
addition to his private practice, he lectured through-
out Europe and supervised the next generation of
analytical trainees. Although Jung was reluctant at
first to set up a training institute devoted solely to
analytical psychology, he helped to establish and
direct the first Jung Institute in Zurich in 1948. As of
2001, there were Jung Institutes and study groups
located throughout the world, and at least a dozen
scholarly periodicals existed in the field of Jungian
theory and practice. Jungian theories have had an
extensive influence outside the fields of psychology
and psychotherapy; they are widely used in literary
and film criticism, religious studies, comparative
literature, and cultural commentary. In recent years
they have also been applied in political science and
sociology.
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BIOGRAPHY
Early years

Carl Gustaf Jung was born on July 26, 1875, at
Kesswil in Switzerland. Jung’s father, Johannes Paul
Jung, was a pastor in the Swiss Reformed Church and a
scholar with an interest in the Greek and Roman clas-
sics and Oriental languages. Paul Jung had originally
hoped to become a professor of classical languages, but
he settled for theology, on the grounds that the ministry
offered a better chance of employment than university
teaching. In addition, several other men in the extended
family served as clergy. Jung’s mother, Emilie
Preiswerk, was a warmhearted woman with an unpre-
dictable side that Jung found rather frightening. In spite
of this aspect of her personality, however, Jung felt
closer to her than he did to his father.

Jung was an only child for the first nine years of
his life, which may partly account for his lifelong
tendency to feel “different” and isolated from most of
his age mates. Even in his eighties, he remarked on his
isolation: “As a child, I felt myself to be alone, and I
am still, because I know things . . . which others
apparently know nothing of, and for the most part do
not want to know.” In addition to being so much older
than his sister, Jung was an intellectually precocious
youngster. His father began to teach him Latin and
other ancient languages when he was only six years
old, which also set him apart from other children.
While Jung’s father was a kind and gentle man, his
mother had a more forceful character. Emilie was
hospitalized when he was three years old for an illness
that Jung later attributed to stresses in the marriage.
Jung came to regard his father as weak, and his mother
as the source of his lifelong distrust of women. “I was
deeply troubled by my mother’s being away. . . . The
feeling I associated with ‘woman’ was for a long time
that of innate unreliability. ‘Father,’ on the other hand,
meant reliability and—powerlessness.”

Because Jung’s parents were not well-off finan-
cially, he was educated in a country school until he was
eleven, when he was sent to a school in the city of Basel.
This period of his education was stressful for him.
“Then, for the first time, I became aware [of] how poor
we were . . . I began to see my parents with different
eyes, and to understand their cares and worries.”
Although Jung disliked mathematics—“sheer terror and
torture”—and physical education, he was a gifted
student who rose quickly to the top of his class. His
success provoked the envy of his classmates, however,
and he settled for second place in the class in order to
avoid their hostility. Jung’s anxiety about drawing atten-
tion to himself and his tendency to pull back from

Carl Jung. (Courtesy of the Library of Congress.)
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competition remained with him throughout his life;
among other symptoms, he developed a tendency to
faint under stress. He remained in Basel, however, for
his university education. Although Jung’s father could
not afford the full cost of tuition, the university awarded
Jung a scholarship to cover the remainder. He originally
wanted to become an archaeologist, but since the
University of Basel did not have a department of 
archaeology, Jung entered medical school instead.
Although Jung’s father died in 1896, during his first year
at the university, he completed the requirements for his
M.D. in 1900. He had thought of specializing in surgery
or internal medicine, but decided toward the end of his
last year in medical school to seek further training in
psychiatry. This decision was prompted by his reading a
psychiatry textbook, combined with his own fascination
with religious and philosophical questions. Psychiatry
appeared to be a specialty that would allow him to
combine his interest in natural science with his equally
strong search for meaning and value in life.

Jung had first become interested as a child with the
notion that different personalities can exist within the
same human being. He thought of his mother’s changes
in behavior as the result of two different personalities
inside her. When Jung was 12, he began to think of
himself as also possessing two personalities, one a shy
and awkward schoolboy, and the other a wise old man,
respected and powerful. “It occurred to me that I was
actually two different persons. One of them was the
schoolboy who could not grasp algebra . . . the other
was important, a high authority, a man not to be trifled
with.” In addition, Jung developed an interest in para-
normal phenomena and the occult that led him to do
extensive reading in comparative religion and mythol-
ogy. As a boy growing up in a rural area, he was reas-
sured to discover that the peasants in the countryside
were also fascinated by the occult and by inexplicable
events. Jung wrote his thesis for his M.D. degree on his
15-year-old female cousin, who claimed to receive
messages from the dead when she went into trances.
Jung noted that the girl spoke only High German when
she was in a trance state, whereas she spoke only Swiss
German in her normal waking condition. He published
his thesis in 1902.

Jung’s postgraduate training in psychiatry rein-
forced his interest in the internal division, or even
disintegration, of a human personality. In December
1900, he took a position as a clinical assistant at the
Burghölzli, a mental hospital in Zurich. He began to
do research on schizophrenia, a mental disorder in
which the patient loses touch with the real world, as
reflected in illogical thinking, delusions, hallucina-
tions, and other behavioral or emotional disturbances.

Schizophrenia is classified as a psychosis or psychotic
disorder; that is, it is a severe mental illness that is not
only characterized by loss of contact with reality, but
also damages the patient’s ability to function in
society. At the Burghölzli, Jung worked under the
supervision of Eugen Bleuler, a world-renowned
expert on schizophrenia. Although schizophrenia was
then considered to be incurable, Jung came to believe
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that “. . . much of what we had hitherto regarded as
senseless was not as crazy as it seems . . . even with
such patients there remains in the background a
personality which must be called normal . . . looking
on, so to speak.”

Another important aspect of Jung’s work during
his psychiatric residency was his research in word-
association testing. Originally designed as a test of a
subject’s basic intelligence, word-association testing
has also been used to probe into a subject’s uncon-
scious preoccupations. In this evaluation, the exam-
iner reads a list of stimulus words and the subject
responds to each. The interval between the stimulus
word and the response is timed with a stopwatch.
Most subjects respond immediately to words that have
no emotional significance, but will stutter, hesitate, or
prolong the reaction time if the stimulus word is
disturbing to them. In one case, Jung deduced that a
patient he was testing had gotten into a fight when he
was drunk, based on the man’s responses to the words
knife, bottle, beat, and pointed. Jung was invited along
with Freud to give lectures in the United States in
1909 on the basis of his word-association research.

Marriage and private life
In 1903, Jung married Emma Rauschenbach. The

marriage produced five children—four daughters and
one son—but it did not satisfy all of Jung’s emotional
needs. Even though Jung credited his wife and chil-
dren with keeping him sane during his psychological
crisis in 1913–14, he had a succession of lovers. The
first was a Russian patient of his named Sabina
Spielrein, who had come to Switzerland to attend
medical school and had had a nervous breakdown.
The affair began in 1904, when Spielrein was living
temporarily in Jung’s house. Spielrein later became a
psychoanalyst herself. After Spielrein moved to
Vienna in 1911 to study with Freud, Jung became
involved with Antonia (Toni) Wolff, another patient
who became a professional colleague. Jung main-
tained a triangular relationship with his wife and Toni
until the latter died of a heart attack in 1953. Jung’s
wife, who also became an analyst, died two years
later, in 1955. In addition to Sabina Spielrein and Toni
Wolff, Jung had an affair with Christiana Morgan, an
American patient of his who later returned to Boston
and, with Henry Murray, developed the thematic
apperception test (TAT). 

Jung worked at the Burghölzli for nine years,
until 1909. In 1905 he was appointed to a lectureship
in psychiatry at the University of Zurich, which he
held until 1913. His clinical experience in the treat-
ment of schizophrenics influenced his later thought in

several important respects. First of all, he continued to
study mythology and comparative religion, and he
noticed that the fantasies and delusions reported by his
patients often contained themes or images found in
ancient myths or religious writings. Since his patients
could hardly have read these books, Jung began to
consider the possibility that all human minds contain
a layer that represents a general unconscious, distinct
from the individual’s personal unconscious. Jung later
called this psychic layer the “collective unconscious,”
which he defined as containing “the whole spiritual
heritage of mankind’s evolution, born anew in the
brain structure of every individual.”

Secondly, Jung’s work with schizophrenics stimu-
lated his interest in dream interpretation as an approach
to psychotherapy. He recognized that his patients’
waking fantasies had a dreamlike quality, and he
concluded that the dreams of less disturbed individuals
might still reveal important aspects of their personali-
ties or their current life situations. One example that he
gave in a later essay called “Dream-Analysis in Its
Practical Application” came from his treatment of a
patient who dreamed of climbing a mountain but had
to stop short of the summit due to altitude sickness.
Jung interpreted the dream as a symbolic picture of the
man’s career dilemma. The patient had risen to a posi-
tion of relative success from very humble origins, but
wanted to advance even higher even though he lacked
the necessary talents to get to the very top in his field.
Jung viewed the altitude sickness in the dream as a
warning to the patient to stop his striving and learn to
be content with what he had already attained.

The development of Jung’s 
analytical psychology

Jung’s mature contributions to psychology grew
out of two important developments: the first was his
relationship with Sigmund Freud (1856–1939), the
founder of psychoanalysis; and the second was the
mental crisis that overtook him in 1913 and provoked
him to analyze his own inner workings.

Jung and Freud Jung had acquainted himself in
medical school with Freud’s ideas, and he had read
Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams when it was published
in 1900. Jung began to correspond with Freud in 1904
about Jung’s work with the schizophrenics at the
Burghölzli. He also began to apply Freud’s method of
psychoanalytic treatment to his own patients, and he
delivered a course of lectures on Freud’s method as part
of his university lectureship. In 1906 Freud invited Jung
to Vienna, and Jung went to visit him in February 1907.
Jung’s interest in meeting Freud required a certain
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amount of courage, because Freud’s publications had
stirred up considerable controversy in the medical
community. Jung was, in fact, warned that his career
might suffer if he continued to defend Freud, as he had
for several years. For the next six years, Jung collabo-
rated with Freud through letters and occasional meet-
ings, and accompanied Freud on his trip to the United
States in 1909. Freud thought of Jung at this point as
his potential successor as the leader of the psychoana-
lytic movement, helping to secure Jung’s appointment
as permanent president of the Association of
Psychoanalysis in 1910. By 1911, however, Jung began
to recognize that his thinking was moving in a direction
that was increasingly difficult to reconcile with Freud’s
approach. When Jung published his Psychology of the
Unconscious (later republished under the title Symbols
of Transformation) in 1913, the break between the two
men was complete. Freud felt personally betrayed by
Jung’s rejection of his theories. In 1914 Jung resigned
his membership in the Association of Psychoanalysis.

The break between Jung and Freud was the end
result of a combination of factors. One factor was the
difference in their family backgrounds and postgradu-
ate training. Even though both were products of the
university system of German-speaking Europe and
were trained as medical doctors, Freud remained an
outsider to the medical “establishment” of the nine-
teenth century because he was a Jew, whereas Jung was
not a target of anti-Semitic prejudice. In addition, Jung
had longer and more intensive experience working in a
mental hospital than Freud. This difference in clinical
experience was reflected in their psychological theo-
ries—Freud’s concept of repression and the role of the
unconscious was shaped by his treatment of neurotic
patients suffering from obsessions and what was then
termed hysteria, while Jung’s concept of the uncon-
scious grew out of his work with psychotic patients.

Another factor was the generational difference
between the two men. Freud, who was nineteen years
older than Jung, was born before the American Civil
War and died before the outbreak of World War II. At
the end of World War I, which proved to be a major
turning point in Western intellectual and cultural history,
Freud was close to retirement age, while Jung was still
in his early forties. Jung noted in his autobiography that
in the early years of their friendship, he had regarded
Freud as a father-like “superior personality”; only grad-
ually did Jung feel the need to declare his intellectual
independence from this “father.”

The difference between Freud’s and Jung’s
concepts of the unconscious helps to explain some of
their other differences. Freud originally regarded the
unconscious as a part of the psyche that came into

being through repression (the unconscious exclusion
of unacceptable thoughts or desires from the conscious
mind). Jung, on the other hand, saw the unconscious as
an innate layer of the psyche acting as a reservoir of
images and symbols that emerged in human art and
creativity, as well as in emotional disturbances. It was
Jung’s emphasis in his 1913 publication on the role of
symbolism in the functioning of the unconscious that
had antagonized Freud. Moreover, Freud attempted to
be “scientific” and “objective” in his approach to
psychotherapy; while he recognized the distinction
between reason and fantasy, he considered fantasy an
inferior mode of thought. Jung, by contrast, regarded
rational thought and fantasy as equally valuable and
equally important to human well-being. Where Freud’s
medical model of psychotherapy stressed the distinc-
tion between the “healthy” therapist and the “sick”
patient, Jung regarded all human beings as possessing
divided souls. Therapist and patient stand at different
points along a continuum of mental health, rather than
being sharply separated by the categories of the
medical model. In addition, where Freud attributed
mental disorders to distortions of the sexual impulse,
Jung regarded sexuality as only one among several
sources of emotional energy. He noted that “Freud
never asked himself why he was compelled to talk
continually of sex, why this idea had taken such
possession of him.” Jung had come to the conclusion
that the fundamental problems of his patients were reli-
gious rather than sexual in nature. Lastly, Freud’s
approach to psychotherapy was basically retrospective;
that is, he asked his patients to look backward into their
infancy and childhood years for the origin of their
problems. Jung, on the other hand, emphasized the
prospective dimension of therapy, which is to say that
a patient’s dreams and fantasies could be viewed as
attempts at self-healing in the present with the hope of
improvement in the future. On the whole, Jung’s
understanding of human psychology gave a much
smaller place to childhood experiences than Freud’s.
He preferred to focus on adult issues, particularly those
related to the second half of life.

The final factor that led to Jung’s break with
Freud was a personal rather than a theoretical
disagreement—namely, Jung’s relationship with
Sabina Spielrein. Author John Kerr’s analysis of
Spielrein’s diary and the correspondence between
Freud and Jung indicates that the affair changed
Freud’s mind about his Swiss colleague and dissolved
what was left of their friendship.

Crisis and self-analysis Toward the end of 1913,
Jung underwent a period of uncertainty and inner 
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distress, which he described in his autobiography as
“a state of disorientation.” He began to have dreams
and visions of the end of the world, or of world
destruction. At one point he saw a “monstrous flood”
engulfing most of Europe. “When it came up to
Switzerland I saw that the mountains grew higher and
higher to protect our country.” Thousands of people
were drowning in the flood and entire civilizations
were collapsing into it. “Then the sea turned to blood.”
This vision was followed, in the next few weeks, by
dreams of an everlasting winter: “. . . in the middle of
summer an Arctic cold wave descended and froze the
land to ice. . . . the whole of Lorraine and its canals
frozen and the entire region totally deserted by human
beings.” Nightmares of this sort often precede a
psychotic episode and Jung himself later admitted that
he was “menaced by a psychosis” during this period. 

His apocalyptic visions persisted through the spring
and early summer of 1914; but when World War I
broke out in August of that year, Jung reinterpreted his
doomsday visions as a prophetic anticipation of the
war. As a result, he decided to analyze his own
psyche. “An incessant stream of fantasies had been
released, and I did my best not to lose my head but to
find some way to understand these strange things.”

To outside observers, Jung’s turmoil was at least
partly related to his break with Freud and to the nature
of his clinical practice. While Freud himself was
genuinely pained by Jung’s “defection,” Jung experi-
enced the loss of Freud’s friendship as a shattering
blow. In addition, Jung’s work with schizophrenic
patients placed him at some risk of developing a
disturbance of his own. Some therapists believe that
certain mental disorders are contagious, in the sense

A group of prominent psychologists at Clark University, Massachusetts, in 1909. In the front row are (left to
right) Sigmund Freud, G. Stanley Hall, and Carl Jung. (Copyright Bettmann/Corbis. Reproduced by permission.)
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that the patient’s intense emotions or disordered think-
ing can affect the therapist’s psychological equilib-
rium. For example, therapists who treat survivors of
extreme trauma (severe childhood abuse, military
combat, terrorist attacks, and similar experiences)
frequently have nightmares or mood swings that
reflect the survivor’s trauma. Similarly, therapists who
treat psychotics sometimes find themselves pulled
into the patient’s delusions and fantasies.

But although Jung recognized that he was not far
removed from the condition of the patients he was treat-
ing in 1913, he also saw himself as an exceptionally
creative and gifted individual. For this reason, he thought
that his self-analysis would benefit others. Although this
probing into his own psyche was potentially dangerous,
it laid the foundation of his mature theorizing, and it also
affected his techniques of psychotherapy. During this
period of self-analysis, which lasted until 1918, Jung
discovered the usefulness of painting as a way for
patients to understand their dreams and fantasies. As he
explained in an article on “The Aims of Psychotherapy,” 

. . . something invaluable is won, namely . . . a step
toward psychological maturity. The patient can make
himself creatively independent by this method. . . . He
is no longer dependent on his dreams or on his
doctor’s knowledge, but can give form to his own
inner experience by painting it.

The most important type of painting that Jung recom-
mended to his patients is the mandala. Mandalas are
ritualistic geometric designs that originated in
Hinduism and Buddhism as aids to meditation. They
are thought to symbolize the structure of the universe.
Jung regarded mandalas—particularly mandalas with a
quatenary or fourfold design—as symbolic images that
could help his patients to draw out the fantasies and
other material in their unconscious minds.

Jung gave up his academic lectureship and with-
drew from public speaking during his self-analysis.
He maintained a connection to the outside world
through his wife and children on the one hand, and his
relationship with Toni Wolff on the other. He also
turned to yoga as a form of physical exercise that
would help to calm and stabilize his emotions.

Later career
From an external perspective, Jung’s later years

were relatively quiet. He maintained a private psychi-
atric practice in Küsnacht, a suburb of Zurich, until
his death in 1961. He continued to publish essays and
articles that reflected his wide-ranging reading and
reflection. 

Jung’s reading in the period following his crisis,
between 1918 and 1926, included the writings of the

Gnostics, a group of pre-Christian and early Christian
sects. The Gnostic cults taught that human beings are
redeemed from the world through initiation into secret
knowledge. In addition to Gnostic works, Jung studied
the writings of the medieval alchemists, which he
came to regard as symbolic descriptions of the process
of psychological transformation. “I had stumbled
upon the historical counterpart of my psychology of
the unconscious.” He also continued to paint mandalas
as expressions of his self-development. “It became
increasingly plain to me that the mandala . . . is the
path to the center [of the self], to individuation.” In
early 1928, Jung drew a mandala that struck him as
Chinese in its form and choice of colors. That same
year, an expert on China named Richard Wilhelm sent
Jung a copy of a Taoist text called “The Secret of the
Golden Flower,” which also could be read as an account
of the process of psychological development. Jung later
said that he “devoured the manuscript at once, for the
text gave [him] undreamed-of confirmation of [his]
ideas about the mandala.” The close connection in time
between Jung’s “Chinese” drawing and the arrival of
Wilhelm’s gift was one of the coincidences that eventu-
ally led Jung to his theory of synchronicity.

Jung combined his extensive reading with occa-
sional trips abroad to study non-Western cultures. His
self-analysis had caused him to wonder whether there
was a part of his personality that had not been influenced
by Western culture and education. “In traveling to Africa
. . . I unconsciously wanted to find that part of my
personality which had become invisible under the influ-
ence and pressure of being European.” In 1920 he trav-
eled to North Africa. This journey was followed by a
visit to the Pueblo Indians of New Mexico, a second trip
to Africa in 1925, and a journey to India and Ceylon in
1938. Jung’s encounter with Indian forms of Buddhism
led him to new insights about the historical Buddha: “I
grasped the life of the Buddha as the reality of the self
. . . which represents the essence of human existence and
of the world as a whole. . . . Buddha became, as it were,
the image of the development of the self.”

Jung began to publish his studies of medieval
European alchemy in the 1930s. During this period he
resumed lecturing and was awarded a number of
honorary degrees, including honorary doctorates from
Harvard, Oxford, and two Swiss universities. In 1944
he suffered a foot fracture followed by a severe heart
attack; these medical mishaps caused him to give up his
public lectures, but they also provided him with another
opportunity for creative work. While he was recuperat-
ing from the heart attack, he had a series of dreams and
visions that led him to some new formulations. Some
of these insights concerned the completion of the



process of individuation, which Jung came to associate
with objectivity and detachment from emotional ties.
Another insight that Jung derived from his illness was
an attitude of acceptance: “. . . an affirmation of
things as they are; an unconditional ‘yes’ to that
which is . . . acceptance of the conditions of existence
as I see them and understand them, acceptance of my
own nature, as I happen to be.” He died in June 1961
after a brief illness.

THEORIES
Jung’s theories are not easy to explain or under-

stand, whether in the original German or in English
translation, because he did not express himself clearly.
As Anthony Storr, one of Jung’s biographers, has
written, “I know of no creative person who was more
hamstrung by his inability to write.” In addition, Jung
sometimes defined the same concept in several differ-
ent ways in his various writings, which complicates
the matter further. Readers who are interested in
specific topics may want to start with Jung’s autobiog-
raphy, or with one of the collections of his essays that
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are available in inexpensive paperback editions, and
then move on to other sections of the Collected Works
that address those topics.

The structure of the psyche
Main points To Jung, the human psyche represented
the totality of all mental processes, unconscious as
well as conscious. Although Jung used some of
Freud’s terminology to describe the various structures
of the human psyche, he did not use the words in the
same way. For Freud, the term ego referred to a part of
the psyche that acts as a mediator between the inter-
nalized demands of parents and society (the superego)
and the person’s instinctual drives (the id). The ego
could also be defined in Freudian terms as the part of
the psyche that is conscious, is in immediate control
of thinking processes, and is most fully in touch with
the external world. For Jung, in contrast, the ego is one
example among many of a complex, which is an
emotionally charged group of images or ideas. Jung
wrote that “. . . the ego is how one sees oneself, along
with the conscious and unconscious feelings that
accompany that view.” The goal of psychotherapy is
not the development of the ego as such, but rather a
fuller experience of the Self. The Self in Jungian
therapy is the central organizing principle of the
psyche, but at the same time it is a transpersonal force
or power that goes beyond the conscious ego. Jung
believed that experiences of the Self have a revelatory
or religious quality; in one of his early writings, he
even referred to the Self as “the God within us.”

Two other important parts of the psyche are the
shadow and the persona. The shadow contains the
hidden or unconscious aspects of the personality, good
as well as bad, which the ego has never recognized or
has repressed. In most cases, these aspects have been
shut out of the conscious ego because of parental or
societal disapproval. For this reason, the shadow may
contain positive qualities that the individual has been
forbidden or unable to acknowledge, as well as primi-
tive or childlike impulses. The psyche tends to project
the shadow onto other people or groups. In dreams,
the shadow usually appears as a person of the same
sex as the dreamer, embodying traits or qualities that
the dreamer rejects. For example, the shadow of a man
who is a committed pacifist may appear in dreams as
a soldier, a street bully, or something similar. Jung
once recorded a dream in which he was with “an
unknown, brown-skinned man, a savage.” He identi-
fied this “primitive” figure as his personal shadow, the
embodiment of all the qualities that a highly educated
European would want to root out in himself.

The persona, in contrast, is the psyche’s public
face, the set of traits and characteristics in conformity

“Queen Katharine Dream” by artist William Blake.
Dream symbolism is frequently referenced in 
literature and the arts. (National Gallery of Art. Reproduced by 

permission.)



with social expectations that the individual shows to
others. In Jung’s words, “The persona . . . is a compro-
mise between the individual and society as to what a
man should appear to be.” The word “persona” is
derived from the Greek term for the mask that an actor
wears on stage. The persona often includes certain
aspects of a person’s class position or professional
role; for example, if one is a physician, one’s persona
is likely to include traits related to “how a doctor
should act.” The persona can serve as a protective
cover for one’s inner self; it becomes problematic only
when someone identifies with their public face to the
point of neglecting their inner life. A recent example
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of an overly rigid persona is Princess Margaret, the
younger sister of Queen Elizabeth. The princess
demanded that even her closest friends address her by
her royal titles at all times—even in private.

Still another important aspect of the psyche is the
so-called contrasexual part, the anima, or inner woman,
in a man and the animus, or inner man, in a woman. In
a male, the anima is both a complex and an archetypal
image of the feminine. In Jung’s own words, “Every
mother and every beloved is forced to become the
carrier and embodiment of this omnipresent and ageless
image, which corresponds to the deepest reality in a
man.” In a woman, the animus “. . . is the deposit, as it

FURTHER ANALYSIS:
Dream symbolism in Jung

Jung regarded dream symbols in general as having
two primary functions—to give expression to parts of
the patient’s personality that have been frustrated or
underdeveloped, and to give form or shape to an arche-
type. The first function refers to a person’s past and
present, while the second concerns the dreamer’s future.
Jung thought that dream symbolism often predicted the
outlines of a patient’s future personality development,
particularly the striving for wholeness or completion.
Unlike Freud, Jung did not regard dreams as disguised
clues to unacceptable parts of the patient’s past that the
patient could not confront directly, or as wish fulfill-
ments. Instead, he interpreted symbols that appeared in
dreams as either reflections of the patient’s present situ-
ation—which he called “little dreams,”or as archetypal
images pointing in the direction that the patient must
take for healing—which he called “big dreams.”

Jung used three different techniques in analyzing
symbols in his patients’ dreams. The first, the method
of active imagination, has been described earlier. Jung
called his second method the “method of amplifica-
tion.” In this technique, after the patient described the
dream symbol, he or she was asked to give the analyst a
variety of different meanings that he or she associated
with the symbol. Jung maintained that amplification is
different from free association in that the patient is
expected to talk about the symbol itself rather than
following a line of associations that may begin with the
symbol but lead away from it. Jung considered amplifi-
cation necessary because he held that symbols are
multifaceted and are never completely knowable on the
intellectual level.

In addition to the patient’s own associations, the
Jungian analyst might help to amplify the symbol by
contributing his or her own knowledge of its meanings
in folklore, mythology, occult texts, religious writings,
or histories of language. For example, a patient who
dreamed of a dove might associate it with pacifism, a
soap brand, a shade of gray, an interest in biology, a
concern for the environment, and many other possibil-
ities. The analyst might then contribute such informa-
tion as the role of the dove in the story of Noah and
the ark in the book of Genesis, the significance of the
dove as the sacred bird of the goddess Venus in classi-
cal mythology, the dove as the symbol of the Holy
Spirit in Christian theology, the roots of the English
word “dove” in old Anglo-Saxon, or other items that
might help the patient amplify the dream symbol.

The third method that Jung used in analyzing
dream symbolism was to write down a series of the
patient’s dreams and apply the principle of internal
consistency to their interpretation. Jung’s volume on
Psychology and Alchemy contains over a hundred
pages of analysis of just one patient’s series of dreams.
Jung said of the dream series method,

[the dreams] form a coherent series in the course of
which the meaning gradually unfolds more or less of
its own accord. The series is the context which the
dreamer himself supplies. It is as if not one text but
many lay before us, throwing light from all sides on
the unknown terms . . . . the interpretation of each
individual passage is bound to be largely conjecture,
but the series as a whole gives us all the clues we
need to correct any possible errors.



were, of all woman’s ancestral experiences of man—
and not only that, he is also a creative and procreative
being, not in the sense of masculine creativity, but in
the sense that he brings forth something we might call 
. . . the spermatic word.” Jung, like most psychiatrists
of his generation, believed that men and women are
fundamentally different, not only in their reproductive
organs but in their psyches as well. Moreover, he
thought that the animus in women is more powerful
than the anima in men because of the tendency of
Western culture to overvalue the masculine. The anima
(in males) or animus (in females) appears as a member
or members of the other sex. In terms of outward
behavior, a man who is “possessed by his anima” in
Jung’s terms is likely to act in moody or overly
emotional ways; similarly, a woman “possessed by her
animus” becomes opinionated and critical.

Explanation Jung tended to personify psychic struc-
tures. His early belief that there were at least two
personalities in both his mother and himself devel-
oped in his later work into the notion that the various
complexes in the psyche appear as persons in one’s
dreams and fantasies, and that they influence behavior
when they temporarily take over the ego. During
Jung’s period of self-analysis, he encountered a figure
from his unconscious that he called Philemon.

Philemon represented a force which was not
myself. . . . I held conversations with him, and he 
said things which I had not consciously thought. . . .
At times he seemed to me quite real, as if he were a
living personality . . . to me he was what the Indians
call a guru.

Furthermore, Jung regarded the conscious part of
the psyche and the unconscious as compensatory; that
is, they provide checks and balances on one another.
This notion of compensation reflected Jung’s under-
standing of psychic health as a product of the conjunc-
tion of opposites. For Jung, compensation is a natural
process intended to keep the psyche in balance.
Dreams, for example, are a way for the unconscious to
balance or supplement the person’s conscious activity.
Someone who is overly identified with their persona
(socially acceptable outward personality) may find their
dreams filled with characters representing their shadow
or their anima/animus. Similarly, a person who has
devoted most of their conscious energies to intellectual
development and has ignored or suppressed feelings
will find their emotions emerging in dream material.

In addition, Jung’s concept of compensation 
is related to his understanding of the psyche as self-
regulating. In his words, “The psyche does not merely
react, it gives its own specific answer to the influences
at work upon it.” Thus dreams, fantasies, and even

neurotic symptoms may be regarded, not as proof of
mental illness or cause for worry, but as an indication
that material from the unconscious is surfacing in order
to bring about a better balance in the conscious mind.

Examples Jung’s autobiography contains an interest-
ing example from his psychiatric practice of dreaming
as a compensation for conscious attitudes. The patient
in this case was “a highly intelligent woman” whose
analysis was not going well; in Jung’s opinion, it was
becoming increasingly shallow and superficial. Jung
then had a dream in which he was walking through a
valley with a steep hill on his right. On the top of the
hill was a castle, with a woman sitting on its highest
tower. In order to see the woman, whom Jung recog-
nized as his patient, he had to tilt his head far backward.

The interpretation was immediately apparent to me.
If in the dream I had to look up at the patient in 
this fashion, in reality I had probably been looking
down on her. . . . I told her of the dream and my inter-
pretation . . . and the treatment once more began to
move forward.

Archetypes
The concept of the archetype has been described

as Jung’s most distinctive contribution to psychology.
In Jung’s system, an archetype is a symbol or “typical
mode of expression” drawn from the collective uncon-
scious. Jung derived his notion of the collective uncon-
scious from his work with the schizophrenic patients at
the Burghölzli hospital. Noticing the similarities
between some of the images in their fantasies and
those found in myths and legends from a wide variety
of cultures and historical periods, Jung concluded that
there is a substratum, or layer, in the psyche found in
all people that is the source of mythology, visions, and
certain types of dreams. He called this layer the collec-
tive unconscious, and he believed that it underlies each
individual’s personal unconscious.

In Jungian psychology, the archetypes are basic
psychic patterns that arise from the collective uncon-
scious and allow people to organize their experiences
into connected patterns. In Jung’s earlier usage, arche-
types are not themselves ideas or concepts, but innate
predispositions to create myths or stories out of ordi-
nary human experience. In Jung’s words, “Archetypes
are, by definition, factors and motifs that arrange the
psychic elements into certain images.” After 1944, Jung
began to link his concept of archetypes with emotion,
by describing them as predispositions to form images
under highly charged emotional conditions. Toward the
end of his life, Jung strengthened the connection
between emotions and archetypes by redefining the
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archetypes as innate releasing mechanisms linked to
universal human emotions, such as hunger, anger, need-
iness, etc. These universal emotions emerge in the form
of images that are remarkably similar across cultures—
good or terrible larger-than-life-sized parents, angels
and demons, heroes, monsters, magicians, and so forth.
Other archetypes that Jung frequently mentions include
the Maiden, the Child, the Wise Old Man, the
Anthropos (the original or primordial human being),
and the Trickster.

Main points The reader will note that Jung personi-
fies his archetypes (represents them as persons) in the
same way that he personifies the complexes of the
psyche. In a discussion that Jung had with an English
clergyman in 1957, he insisted that the archetypes are
not “concepts.” “In reality it [sic] is a living thing. The
archetypes all have a life of their own which follows a
biological pattern.”

In addition to the roles they play in the individual
psyche, Jung also thought that archetypes could func-
tion on a national or collective level. To use a histori-
cal example, one could understand the witch hunts of
medieval Europe as mass projections of a negative
mother archetype (the evil destructive mother, or
witch) onto thousands of innocent women. In a
contemporary context, archetypes can be said to shape
the “peculiarities” of each nation. Jung once com-
mented that a person can understand his or her own
country only from the standpoint of a “foreign collec-
tive psyche.” “It has always seemed to me that there
can be nothing more useful for a European than some
time or another to look out at Europe from the top of
an American skyscraper.” On both the individual and
the collective level, the archetypes carry a heavy
emotional charge; consequently, they are typically
activated by stressful or extreme situations.

Jung also thought the archetypes helped to restore
a sense of meaning and significance to his patients’
lives. He believed that the widespread loss of traditional
religious faith among educated Europeans had resulted
in a sense of futility and purposelessness in daily life.
In his opinion, reconnecting with the mythological and
archetypal dimension of human experience could help
people to recognize a larger-than-life or even cosmic
significance in the events of their lives. Jung’s conver-
sation with an elderly Pueblo Indian about tribal reli-
gion and sun worship during his trip to New Mexico led
him to contrast the “dignity” and “tranquil composure”
of Native Americans with the “impoverished” mind-set
of Western intellectuals. The Native American is 

a son of the sun; his life is cosmologically meaningful,
for he helps the father and preserver of all life in his

daily rise and descent. If we set against this our own
self-justifications . . . we cannot help but see our
poverty. . . . Knowledge does not enrich us; it removes
us more and more from the mythic world in which we
were once at home by right of birth.

Explanation Jung never concerned himself with
trying to develop a clear explanation of the origin of
the archetypes. As a result, some of his critics have
assumed that he believed that people can inherit ideas
or concepts, as well as their physical characteristics,
from their parents or remote ancestors. As we have
seen, however, Jung specifically stated that the arche-
types are not concepts; rather they are templates or
patterns with which a person organizes his or her
perception of the world. In his 1937 Terry Lectures,
Jung described 

. . . a certain unconscious condition carried on by
biological inheritance. By this assumption I naturally
do not mean an inheritance of representations, which
would be difficult if not impossible to prove. The
inherited quality . . . must rather be something like a
possibility of regenerating the same or at least similar
ideas. I have called the possibility ‘archetype,’ which
means a mental precondition. . . .

Later Jungians have frequently debated the nature
of the archetypes. Some theorists have argued that
they are only cultural symbolic forms, without any
biological basis in human nature. Others maintain, on
the basis of recent research in the processes of percep-
tion and learning in human infants, that the archetypes
are “image schemas” that are produced by innate
cognitive mechanisms in the brain that have developed
through natural selection. These brain processes are
activated by certain features in the baby’s environment
that are essential to survival—such as the faces of
other human beings. The cognitive pathways allow the
baby to form very basic notions, or image schemas, of
space and other aspects of the environment. Another
way of describing the results of these findings is that
later Jungians ascribe the archetypes to certain univer-
sal features of early childhood experience that are
combined with inborn emotional “hard-wiring,” rather
than to a mysterious entity outside human experience.

Examples Specific examples of archetypes and their
interpretation are described in the case studies below.

Psychological types
Another important contribution that Jung made to

psychology was his categorization of psychological
personality types. Jung was not the first theorist to
attempt to classify human beings according to dif-
ferences in temperament—the ancient Greeks, for



example, classified people according to their “humors”
(bodily fluids that were thought to determine a person’s
basic disposition). Jung was, however, the first to define
extraversion and introversion as descriptions of a
person’s fundamental psychic orientation. Later
psychologists continue to find “extravert” (now
commonly spelled “extrovert”) and “introvert” useful
terms in evaluating people.

Jung was led to make the distinction between these
two personality types from his clinical experiences with
hysterical patients as well as with schizophrenics.
Hysteria in the early years of the twentieth century was
defined as a neurosis in which the patient suffered from
a variety of physical ailments that were produced by
strong but unverbalized emotions. Jung noticed,
however, that patients diagnosed with hysteria tended
to remain in contact with external reality and to develop
a working relationship with the therapist, whereas the
schizophrenics withdrew into their own internal
fantasies and from human contact. In other words, the
hysterics found emotional significance in people and
objects in the external world, whereas the schizophren-
ics found meaning only in their internal landscape. Jung
began to describe hysteria as an “extraverted,” or
“turned outward” disorder, and schizophrenia as an
“introverted” or “turned inward” disorder.

Several years later, Jung recognized that extraver-
sion and introversion were useful categories for clas-
sifying personality differences among “normal”
people. In an essay on “The Psychology of the
Unconscious,” Jung defined extraverted people as
having “. . . an outgoing, candid, and accommodating
nature that adapts easily to a given situation, quickly
forms attachments, and . . . will often venture forth
with careless confidence into unknown situations.” By
contrast, introverts have “. . . a hesitant, reflective,
retiring nature that keeps itself to itself, shrinks from
objects, is always slightly on the defensive and prefers
to hide behind mistrustful scrutiny.” Significantly,
Jung classified himself as an introvert.

In Jung’s later years, after his travels to Africa
and Asia, he found his categorization of personality
types to be a useful summary of the large-scale differ-
ences between Western and Eastern cultures.
“Western man seems predominantly extraverted,
Eastern man predominantly introverted. The former
projects the meaning and considers that it exists in
objects; the latter feels the meaning in himself. But the
meaning is both without and within.”

Main points Jung’s notion of psychological types is
closely related to his theory of psychic self-regulation.

We have already seen that Jung thought of the various
complexes in the psyche—particularly the shadow, the
persona, and the anima or animus—as helping to
maintain a balance between the conscious and uncon-
scious layers of the psyche. Similarly, he regarded the
extraversion/introversion distinction as another aspect
of psychic self-regulation, in that a person’s dreams,
fantasies, and other products of the unconscious
would reflect the opposite of the dreamer’s conscious
orientation. Thus the dream material of extraverted
persons has an introverted quality, and vice versa.

Beyond the introvert/extravert distinction, Jung
also thought that people could be subdivided into four
additional groups according to their dominant mental
function. Jung identified four such functions: sensa-
tion, intuition, thinking, and feeling. Sensation to Jung
is the mental function that allows a person to recog-
nize that a thing exists. Intuition refers to a capacity to
form hunches or to see the possibilities in something.
Thinking gives names to things and forms judgments
about them. Feeling is concerned with questions of
value, whether something is pleasant or unpleasant.
Any of these functions could be dominant in either
extraverts or introverts, which yields a total of eight
possible psychological types. Moreover, reflecting
Jung’s interest in the reconciliation of opposites, he
maintained that thinking is the opposite of feeling, and
sensation is the opposite of intuition.

Examples As of 2002, Jung’s typing of personality is
most often encountered in the field of personality
testing. His classification scheme is the basis of a
frequently-used American personality test, the Myers-
Briggs Type Inventory, or MBTI. The MBTI, which has
become widely known through the work of American
psychologists David Keirsey and Marilyn Bates, scores
subjects on four scales: extraversion/introversion (E/I);
intuition/sensation (N/S); thinking/feeling (T/F); and
judgment/perception (J/P). There are sixteen possible
combinations; thus, a person who is an extraverted-
intuitive-thinking-judging type according to the Myers-
Briggs test would be classified as an ENTJ. The MBTI
also reflects Jung’s nonjudgmental view of personality
development in that none of the 16 types are considered
“good” or “bad”; the profile descriptions of each type
are intended to help test subjects understand themselves
better and to gain insight into problems or misunder-
standings with other personality types.

The process of individuation
Jung regarded the process of individuation as the

core of his psychology. “The goal of psychological, 
as of biological, development is self-realization, or
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individuation.” In contrast to Freud, Jung was more
interested in an individual patient’s inner development
than in his or her interpersonal relationships. Jung’s
own experience of a mental and emotional crisis in his
forties influenced his understanding of the process of
individuation in several respects.

Main points One of the most interesting features of
Jung’s concept of individuation is that he regarded it as
the central task of the second half of a person’s life.
Modern youth-obsessed culture does not place much
value on midlife and the post-retirement years, but Jung
saw this phase of life as an opportunity to achieve
personal integration and wholeness. For him, the first
half of life is a relatively uninteresting preparation for
the individuation process. In the first half of a person’s
life, he or she “fulfills one’s obligations,” in Jung’s
words; separates from one’s family of origin, completes
one’s schooling, finds a mate, and starts a new family.
But after these external goals have been reached, a
person must look inward and confront the parts of the
self that have been neglected or suppressed. Jung’s
study of personality types had convinced him that
people develop in a one-sided fashion during the first
half of life. In order to accomplish their goals, they typi-
cally overuse their dominant mental function while
remaining unconscious of the others. Thus, a scholar
who has relied primarily on the thinking function is
likely to be troubled by outbursts of primitive or child-
ish emotion; or a corporate executive who has
succeeded in the business world because of a well-
developed sensation function has problems in family
relationships because the function of intuition has never
been cultivated. Jung believed that midlife is the point
at which most people on the path toward individuation
recognize that their lives are “stuck” or incomplete,
often because a personal crisis of some kind claims
their attention.

Another important aspect of Jung’s concept of
individuation is that he did not regard it as equally
possible or appropriate for everyone. “It would . . . be a
great mistake to suppose that this is the path every
neurotic must travel. . . . It is appropriate only in those
cases where consciousness has reached an abnormal
degree of development.” In other words, Jung’s under-
standing of the individuation process is frankly elitist.
After his early psychiatric residency, he had relatively
little contact with patients from working-class or rural
backgrounds.

Jung thought that there were two actions that a
person must take in the second half of life if he or she is
to achieve individuation. The first is to open oneself to
the unconscious as it expresses itself in dreams and

fantasies, and to try to understand these expressions.
This activity requires the help of a partner or therapist.
Jung believed that Westerners, particularly intellectu-
als, had overemphasized rational consciousness to the
point that they could not investigate the unconscious
without running the risk of being overwhelmed by it.
The therapist’s task is in part that of a guide, to assist
the patient in integrating material from the unconscious
into his or her personality rather than being pulled apart
by it. Jung’s own brush with psychosis during his self-
analysis left him with a lifelong sensitivity to the
dangers as well as the potential benefits of exploring
the unconscious.

The second action that is a necessary part of the
individuation process is to sacrifice some of the
worldly gains that have been achieved through
overuse of one’s superior function. In order to gain
access to the less developed functions in one’s person-
ality, one must be prepared to minimize the function
that served one so well during the first half of life.
Jung had a dream in December 1913, during his own
period of crisis, in which he shot and killed Siegfried,
a classic hero figure from Germanic mythology. “The
dream showed that the attitude embodied by Siegfried,
the hero, no longer suited me. Therefore it had to be
killed.” In Jung’s case, his sacrifice took the form of
giving up his university lectureship in order to follow
“the laws of [his] inner personality.”

Lastly, Jung’s notion of individuation has a defi-
nite quality of detachment and isolation from other
people. Several of his biographers and critics have
observed that he rarely refers to the effects of analysis
on his patients’ close relationships or their later careers.
His case studies focus almost entirely on their dreams
and fantasies; the reader is not given a sense of them as
real three-dimensional people. Similarly, Jung has very
little to say in his autobiography about his relationship
with his wife Emma, his daughters, or the other women
in his life. In fact, his description of a dream he had
about Emma shortly after her death emphasizes the
quality of emotional detachment that Jung regarded as
essential to individuation. 

I saw her in a dream which was like a vision. . . . Her
expression was neither joyful nor sad, but rather objec-
tively wise and understanding, without the slightest
emotional reaction, as though she were beyond the
mist of affects. . . . Face to face with such wholeness
one remains speechless. . . . The objectivity which I
experienced in this dream . . . is part of a completed
individuation. It signifies detachment from valuations
and from what we call emotional ties.

Explanation Jung’s conception of the process of indi-
viduation was affected by the fact that most of the
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patients he saw in his private practice were exception-
ally successful people; they were not like the schizo-
phrenics he had treated in his early years or the neurotics
that fill the office schedules of most psychiatrists. In his
essay on “The Aims of Psychotherapy,” Jung described
the people he treated: “Most of my patients are socially
well-adapted individuals, often of outstanding ability, to
whom normalization means nothing. . . . About a third
of my cases are not suffering from any clinically defin-
able neurosis, but from the senselessness and aimless-
ness of their lives.” Yet it was this small and unusually
sophisticated group of people that gave Jung the basic
material for his definition of individuation. It is difficult
to avoid an impression of self-absorption or self-
centeredness in Jung’s view of “self-realization.”

Religion, art, and creativity
Jung has had a greater impact than have most

psychologists outside the field of psychology, largely
because of the way his approach incorporated art, liter-
ature, and religion. Jung’s discussions of the arche-
types, the process of individuation, the Self, and other
subjects assume that the reader is familiar with the
Greek and Roman classics, with the Hebrew and
Christian Scriptures, and with the major works of
European literature. With regard to art, we have seen
that Jung encouraged his patients to draw or paint
mandalas in order to draw out the contents of their
unconscious. Jung’s notion of religion has been espe-
cially influential in fields such as pastoral counseling
and spiritual direction.

Main points One of Jung’s most frequently quoted
remarks is a statement from his essay “Psychotherapists
or the Clergy”: “Among all my patients in the second
half of life . . . there has not been one whose problem in
the last resort was not that of finding a religious outlook
on life.” Unlike Freud, who was openly antagonistic to
religious faith, Jung seemed to open the way for a
reconciliation between religion and psychology.

It is important, however, to recognize that what
Jung meant by “a religious outlook on life” has no
specific content. He is not recommending any given
religion, Western or Eastern, as the answer to the spiri-
tual hungers of his patients, but rather what might be
called a general religious attitude toward the problems
of existence. For Jung, this religious attitude requires
an acceptance of the mysterious dimension of reality—
not the concrete doctrines of either historic Judaism or
historic Christianity. Jung did state, however, in his
autobiography, “Not only do I leave the door open for
the Christian message, but I consider it of central
importance for Western man.” He goes on, however, to

describe his reinterpretation of Christianity “in accor-
dance with the changes wrought by the contemporary
spirit.” In essence, Jung translated Christian doctrine
into psychological categories: the Trinity becomes the
Christian version of the three stages of human psycho-
logical maturation; Jesus becomes an archetype of the
Self; and the ritual actions of the Mass become reen-
actments of the process of individuation.

Jung’s most controversial notion, however, is his
concept of God’s dark side, or shadow. Just as he
believed people needed to recognize and wrestle with
the contents of their personal shadows, Jung thought
that God also must unite opposites—including good
and evil—within his being. Jung frequently refers to
“the incompleteness of the Christian God-image,” by
which he means the traditional Christian understand-
ing of God as pure goodness. “Without the integration
of evil there can be no totality.” Jung was convinced
that the concept of the devil became necessary in
Christian theology as the dark counterpart to Jesus’
sinlessness, and that much of the psychic distress of
Westerners stems from the one-sided emphasis on
“being and doing good” in the Christian ethical tradi-
tion. Jung maintained that people should “beware of
thinking of good and evil as absolute opposites. . . .
Recognition of the reality of evil necessarily relativizes
the good, and the evil likewise, converting both into
halves of a paradoxical whole.” In sum, Jung’s concept
of individuation as the reconciliation of opposites
within the psyche meant that he replaced the traditional
Western ideal of holiness with “wholeness.”

Jung had a two-fold approach to art and literature.
On the first level, the visual arts and literary productions
could become useful forms of therapy; patients who
were struggling with their unconscious could come to a
better understanding of what was happening to them by
“getting it down on paper,” whether in verbal or visual
form. On the second level, great works of art or litera-
ture might also help a person on the path to individua-
tion by stimulating him or her to see parallels between
the archetypes activated by the masterpiece and his or
her present situation. For example, many people have
read the opening passage of Dante’s Divine Comedy, in
which the poet speaks of being in his forties and “lost in
a dark wood,” as a symbolically powerful description of
the midlife crisis. Jung himself spoke of Goethe’s Faust
as answering some of his adolescent questions about the
reality of evil and encouraging his desires to investigate
“forbidden knowledge.”

Explanation Jung’s lifelong interest in religion,
combined with his equally strong refusal to identify
himself with any particular creed, may reflect his
ambivalent relationship with his clergyman father.
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While Jung was genuinely fond of his father and
recalled a number of pleasant childhood experiences
with him, he also saw him as a weak and inadequate role
model. Several of Jung’s biographers have interpreted
his early idealization of Freud, in fact, as an expression
of a longing for a strong father figure. A dream that Jung
had about his father in 1922 is revealing. Jung dreamed
that he was in his library when his father appeared “as if
he had returned from a distant journey.” Jung was
looking forward to telling his father about his newly
published book “and what [he] had become,” but sensed
that his father “wanted something” from him. What his
father wanted was expert advice from a psychologist
about “the newest insights and information about
marital problems.” It is almost as if the father-son rela-
tionship is reversed, with Jung as the wise teacher
enlightening an intellectually inferior parent.

Synchronicity
One of Jung’s more unusual contributions to

psychology is his notion of synchronicity. Synchronicity
can be defined as a coincidence in time of events that
seem to be related in a meaningful fashion. A fairly
commonplace example of synchronicity occurs when
one thinks of a specific acquaintance or friend for no
apparent reason and then receives a telephone call from
that person in the next few minutes; or hums a certain
tune and then hears it played on a radio or television
program. Jung conceived of synchronicity as a mysteri-
ous principle of explanation that was just as important
as causality, and regarded it as another instance of the
combination of opposites—in this case, the coincidental
timing of movements within the psyche and events in
the outside world. He believed that, in the last analysis,
a person’s psyche and the material universe are simply
different forms of energy. In Jung’s own words,

. . .It is not only possible but fairly probable, even,
that psyche and matter are two different aspects of
one and the same thing. The synchronicity phenom-
ena point, it seems to me, in this direction, for they
show that the nonpsychic can behave like the
psychic, and vice versa, without there being any
causal connection between them.

Jung’s understanding of synchronicity reflects his
interest in and study of East Asian thought, particu-
larly Taoism.

Main points Jung’s concept of synchronicity was
influenced by his contacts with J. B. Rhine, the founder
of parapsychology and director of the Parapsychology
Laboratory at Duke University. Parapsychology is the
study of psychological phenomena, such as telepathy,
clairvoyance, and extrasensory perception (ESP), that
cannot be explained by current scientific knowledge.

Jung corresponded with Rhine for some years about his
work, and Rhine apparently persuaded Jung to publish
his own thoughts about synchronicity.

In Jung’s later years, he linked synchronicity
phenomena to his concept of the archetypes. His
earlier writings about archetypes had treated them
chiefly as organizing principles of the human psyche.
But his study of Rhine’s work led him to the conclu-
sion that the archetypes might be organizing princi-
ples of events in the material world as well. This
enlarged understanding of the archetypes fit Rhine’s
observations that parapsychological events are more
likely to occur at times of great personal crisis. For
Jung, the archetypes were typically constellated, or
activated, precisely by these crises. Jung described the
process of constellation as 

. . . simply express[ing] the fact that the outward situa-
tion releases a psychic process in which certain
contents gather together and prepare for action. When
we say that a person is ‘constellated’ we mean that he
has taken up a position from which he can be expected
to react in a quite definite way.

Explanation Jung at one point attempted to explain
synchronistic phenomena as resulting from the acti-
vation of archetypes in the personal as well as 
the collective unconscious. Speaking of a specific
event in his life that he attributed to synchronicity,
Jung stated, 

By means of a relativization of time and space in the
unconscious it could well be that I had perceived
something which in reality was taking place else-
where. The collective unconscious is common to all;
it is the foundation of what the ancients called ‘the
sympathy of all things.’

Examples Jung’s favorite clinical illustration of
synchronicity concerned a patient who had been
resistant to some of his psychological theories. One
afternoon the patient related a dream that she had had
about a scarab beetle, which in Egyptian mythology is
a symbol of renewal or rebirth. Jung was in the
process of explaining the ancient symbolism to his
skeptical patient when he noticed a scarab-type beetle
tapping at the window of his consulting room. He
opened the window and gently carried the beetle on
his hand to the startled patient, commenting, “Here is
your scarab.” This incident apparently overcame the
patient’s intellectual resistance, and she entered into
therapy on a deeper emotional level.

Jung apparently connected synchronicity most
frequently with death, the most threatening “arche-
typal situation.” His earliest example of it occurred
during his years as a university lecturer in psychiatry.
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Jung was treating a man with a history of depression
who had gotten married and then developed a new
depression. One night Jung was staying in a hotel in a
city where he was a visiting lecturer. He awoke in the
early hours of the morning with “a feeling of dull pain,
as though something had struck my forehead and then
the back of my skull.” The next day Jung received a
telegram informing him that his patient had shot
himself. Jung learned later that the bullet had come to
rest in the back wall of the patient’s skull. Another
instance concerned the death of one of Emma Jung’s
cousins. Jung dreamed that his wife’s bed was a deep
pit with stone walls resembling a grave. He heard a
deep sigh and saw a figure resembling his wife float-
ing upward, wearing a white gown decorated with
black symbols. Jung awoke and noticed that it was
three o’clock in the morning. Four hours later, he
heard that his wife’s cousin had died at 3 A.M.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
Jung’s thinking, like Freud’s, was shaped by the

time and place of his upbringing. Many of Jung’s atti-
tudes, such as his views of women and his fascination
with the occult, reflect the intellectual and cultural
currents of his time.

The disintegration of Western culture in
the nineteenth century

One of the intellectual developments that affected
most educated Europeans in the nineteenth century was
a loss of cultural unity. This fragmentation resulted
from several broad social and technological develop-
ments. One was the sheer accumulation of information
in all fields of human knowledge, requiring people to
specialize in relatively small areas of expertise rather
than sharing a common body of knowledge. The second
was the steady movement of population from the coun-
tryside into the cities. As people moved into increas-
ingly large and impersonal urban areas, they lost a
sense of connection to institutions that had formerly
given them a sense of belonging and identity, such as
the village, the church or synagogue, the extended
family, or the craft guild. The industrial revolution
served to further separate people from their historic ties
to family or craft traditions, as work in factories
replaced farming and small workshops.

A third factor in the loss of cultural unity in the
West was much closer contact with Eastern cultures,
brought about by trade and the political expansion of the
British, Russian, and Dutch empires. Many Westerners
who visited the East as explorers, missionaries, or 

diplomats became fascinated by Eastern attitudes
toward questions of good and evil, human conscious-
ness, and personality. Chinese expert Richard Wilhelm,
for example, had gone to China originally as a mission-
ary and instead became a student of Chinese philosophy.
Western interest in Asian culture, however, meant that
the culture of the West was no longer dominant; it had
been relativized, and its “superiority” could no longer
be assumed.

The religious crisis of the West
Many of Jung’s writings assume that all his

educated patients had been alienated from traditional
Christian or Jewish faith and practice. “So much of
what Christian symbolism taught has gone by the board
for large numbers of people, without their ever having
understood what they have lost.” At the same time, Jung
felt that these same patients were disturbed, if only on
the unconscious level, by their loss of faith. Crises of
religious faith were a major issue for numerous artists,
writers, and intellectuals in the late nineteenth century.
The autobiographical writings of people as otherwise
different as George Eliot, Cardinal Newman, Herman
Melville, and Clara Barton indicate that the loss or
alteration of religious belief marked a significant
turning point in their lives.

People in this period dealt with their religious
crises in different ways. Some adopted science or the
scientific method as their central value. Freud took this
particular route, regarding religion as no more than a
childish desire for parental protection. The new disci-
pline of sociology, led by such thinkers as George Sorel
and Herbert Spencer, appeared to offer hope that human
beings could make themselves and their societies
perfect. Spencer wrote in 1892 that “. . . progress is not
an accident but a necessity. Surely must evil and
immorality disappear; surely must men become
perfect.” This optimistic line of thought encouraged
some writers, such as William Morris and George
Bernard Shaw, to substitute political activism for tradi-
tional religion. A third reaction to loss of religious faith
was an interest in spiritualism, theosophy (a movement
influenced by Buddhist and Hindu thought), and the
occult. Jung responded this way, reading books on spir-
itualism and attending spiritualist seances during his
years in medical school.

Jung’s personal history made religious issues espe-
cially troubling for him, primarily because his father
and several uncles were Swiss Reformed pastors. One
uncle in particular hoped that Jung would follow his
father into the ministry, and he invited his nephew to
lunch on a regular basis during his high school years.
Jung, however, began to have serious doubts about the
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teachings of the Church during his adolescence. He
tried to discuss them with his father, but he was contin-
ually frustrated. Although Paul Jung never reproached
his son for refusing to take Communion and avoiding
church services “as often as possible,” he also never
answered his son’s questions directly. Jung had a series
of arguments with his father in 1892–94; his father
seemed to be struggling with his faith and gradually
sinking into a depression. Jung attributed his father’s
eventual collapse and death to the emotional suffering
he experienced while trying to reconcile the contradic-
tion between the official theology of the Church and his
actual experience of God. Unfortunately, Jung’s rigid
theoretical separation of religious experience from
formal doctrine complicated his later attempts to 
form friendships with theologians and members of 
the clergy.

The effects of World War I
A third cultural factor that helped to shape Jung’s

psychology was the widespread feeling of disillusion-
ment and betrayal that followed World War I
(1914–18). People who had committed themselves to
scientific research instead of religion were forced to
recognize that the technological and theoretical
advances that had taken place toward the end of the
nineteenth century had been exploited for military
purposes. People who had trusted the political ideals
of socialism and Communism felt betrayed by the
events of the postwar period: the dictatorship of Stalin
in the Soviet Union, the collapse of democracy in
Germany and the rise of the Nazi party, the worldwide
Great Depression of the 1930s, and the Spanish Civil
War (1936–39). The substitutes for religious faith had
not lived up to their promises.

Cultural currents in German-
speaking Europe

Jung’s psychology must also be considered in the
context of early twentieth-century German culture,
with its interest in nature-mysticism and pre-Christian
mythology. Several publications in recent years have
raised the issue of Jung’s relationship to the Nazi
Party and its teachings about race and ethnic identity.
The Nazis borrowed heavily from the themes and
imagery of Germanic mythology, and Jung’s writings
also frequently mention the old Germanic gods as
archetypal figures. In one example, Jung attributed
Germany’s headlong rush to war in 1914 with the acti-
vation of “the god of ecstasy, Wotan.” When Jung’s
mother died, he had a dream in which Wotan came to
carry her soul away. “Thus the dream says that the
soul of my mother was taken into that greater territory
of the self which lies beyond the segment of Christian

morality . . . in which conflicts and contradictions are
resolved.” In addition to Jung’s habit of interpreting
the behavior of the German nation in terms of its
“possession” by the Wotan archetype, he also
accepted in 1933 the presidency of a professional
society that included Nazi sympathizers in its
membership,including Matthias Göring, the cousin of
Hitler’s Reichsmarshall, Hermann Göring. Although
Jung’s Swiss nationality and citizenship kept him from
being caught up in German politics, his identification
with German culture is obvious to readers of his works.
In fact, Jung as a young man had felt his Swiss back-
ground made him a provincial outsider to the “higher
glories” of “the great land of Germany.”

CRITICAL RESPONSE
Jung’s body of work has provoked more intense

controversy than that of most psychologists, partly
because of his historic break with Freud, partly
because of his unwise professional involvements in
the 1930s, and partly because of his ideas themselves. 

The ‘unscientific’ nature of 
Jung’s psychology

One of the earliest criticisms of Jung’s work is that
it is anti-scientific in its intentions as well as its content.
This accusation surfaced as early as Jung’s break with
Freud in 1913. Jung’s view of the functions of symbol-
ism in dreams led to his isolation from the mainstream
psychiatric community. As he put it, “. . . all my friends
and acquaintances dropped away. My book was
declared to be rubbish; I was a mystic, and that settled
the matter.” The insecure position of the social sciences
in the academic pecking order of the early twentieth
century might be one reason why other psychiatrists
would have felt threatened by some of Jung’s ideas.
Psychology and sociology have been accepted as legiti-
mate fields of scholarly inquiry only recently; back
then, Jung’s view of symbolism appeared to undermine
the “scientific” status of psychology.

To be more specific, Jung’s psychology has been
characterized as “unscientific” on the following grounds:

• that some Jungian concepts, such as archetypes
and synchronicity, cannot be proven by the scien-
tific method

• that Jung subscribed to a nineteenth-century
notion of evolution that has since been discredited

• that Jung’s valuation of the mental functions of
feeling and intuition on the same level as thinking
weakens the attitude of rational objectivity that is
essential in scientific research



• that Jung’s interest in occult traditions, including
the pre-scientific European past (third-century
Gnosticism and medieval alchemy) and contem-
porary Asian cultures (Taoism and Tibetan
Buddhism) amounts to a glorification of mysti-
cism and irrationality

• that Jung’s clinical specialization in the treatment
of schizophrenia and his own brush with
psychosis made him an untrustworthy guide to
“ordinary” reality

The charge that Jung’s psychology is based on an
outdated understanding of evolution concerns his
concept of the archetypes and the collective uncon-
scious. Jung thought of the archetypes as primordial
images within the basic structure of the human psyche
that have appeared repeatedly in myths, symbols, and
personified forms throughout human history. The simi-
larity of the motifs and themes in the myths and symbols
of many different cultures suggests the existence of a
collective unconscious shared by all human beings.
Some critics have regarded Jung’s various attempts to
define the archetypes and their manifestations as proof
that he accepted an obsolete notion of evolution known
as Lamarckianism. This notion takes its name from Jean
Baptiste Lamarck (1744–1829), a French biologist who
thought that individuals could transmit acquired charac-
teristics to their offspring—for example, that the chil-
dren of a gifted pianist would inherit the flexibility and
strength of the highly trained muscles in their parent’s
hands. But Jung did not maintain that human beings
“inherit” archetypal images from their ancestors in the
same way that they inherit such physical characteristics
as eye color or height. It is true that Jung was influenced
by the evolutionary theories of a German scientist
named Ernst Haeckel (1834–1919), who taught zoology
at the University of Jena. Haeckel is best known for his
theory that “ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny”—that
is, that the development of an individual organism
follows or repeats the pattern of the development of the
species to which it belongs. For example, the fact that
the human embryo has gills at one point in its develop-
ment was thought to echo the evolution of mammals
from certain groups of prehistoric fishes. Similarly, Jung
thought that the pattern of psychological development
over the course of a person’s lifetime repeated the devel-
opment of human culture from primitive societies to the
sophisticated cultures of the contemporary West. While
Haeckel and Jung were wrong about this specific “law”
of evolution, modern evolutionary psychology supports
the notion that human psychology as well as physical
anatomy has a basis in evolutionary biology.

Jung’s interest in pre-scientific, Asian, and occult
systems of thought has been a target of much criticism;

these beliefs have frequently been dismissed by rational-
minded scholars as historical curiosities or primitive
superstitions. Those who believe that the scientific and
technological achievements of the West prove the supe-
riority of Western culture to all others are understand-
ably offended by Jung’s notion that the West’s one-sided
emphasis on progress needed balance or compensation
from Eastern modes of thought. It is not necessary,
however, to pass judgment on Gnostic or Asian mythol-
ogy as such in order to observe that Jung failed to ask
how these systems functioned in their specific historical
and social contexts. In other words, Jung remains open
to criticism as “unscientific” because he tended to assign
all of them equal value and relevance. One French
scholar has described Jung’s work as “a soup, a fish-
rearing pond in which all fishes are given a chance.”

The argument that Jung’s personal emotional
problems call his theories into question has no simple
answer. Some of Jung’s writings certainly convey the
impression that he was not always in contact with ordi-
nary reality. For example, at one point in his autobiog-
raphy, Jung maintains that his mother’s house was
haunted after his father’s death by some force or spirit
that was able to split a solid wooden table top and
shatter the blade of a bread knife kept inside a
cupboard. To give another example, toward the end of
his life, Jung became interested in flying saucers. In
1958 he had a dream in which he saw two UFOs flying
over his house. He interpreted the widespread interest
in UFOs during the Cold War era in terms of his
psychological theories, as proof of a movement toward
psychic wholeness stirring within the collective uncon-
scious. The round shape of the flying saucers repre-
sented a mandala, so that the UFOs were 

circular symbols of unity which represent a synthesis
of the opposites within the psyche. . . . Since this
process takes place in the collective unconscious, it
manifests itself everywhere. The worldwide stories of
the UFOs . . . are the symptom of a universally present
psychic disposition.

Some of Jung’s biographers, such as Paul Stern, have
in fact described his work as an example of “the
creative uses of incipient madness.” On the other hand,
many of Jung’s patients felt that he had been
genuinely helpful to them. Moreover, Jung’s ability to
maintain a private psychiatric practice alongside a
steady stream of writings and publications after 1920
indicates a level of productivity that is not usually
found in people with serious mental disturbances.

Prejudices against women and gay people
Jung’s view of women is problematic for many

contemporary feminists. On the one hand, Jung was
relatively untroubled about accepting women as
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academic colleagues and trainees. He collaborated with
Toni Wolff, Emma Jung, and M. Esther Harding, and
trained such well-known analysts as Jolande Jacobi and
Aniela Jaffé. On the other hand, some of Jung’s atti-
tudes toward women are tinged with misogyny. As
noted earlier, Jung had an uneasy relationship with his
mother. Jung commented that his younger sister “was
always a stranger” to him, even though he respected her
for her orderly and composed nature. Many of Jung’s
comments about the contrasexual part of the human
psyche—the anima in men and the animus in women—
reflect gender stereotypes that are no longer accepted
without question. Jung tended to emphasize the nega-
tive aspects of the animus in women, stating that it
made them quarrelsome and opinionated. As for the
anima in men, Jung once remarked that it is inclined to
“everything that is unconscious, dark, equivocal, and
unrelated in woman, and also for her vanity, frigidity,
and helplessness.” Most contemporary Jungian analysts
have modified Jung’s concepts of gender roles, usually
by observing that they are historically conditioned
rather than timeless and unalterable.

Another aspect of Jung’s view of women that
troubles contemporary feminists is the tangled
connection between the development of his concepts
and his extramarital relationships with his patients and
trainees. The discovery of Sabina Spielrein’s diary in
1977 revealed that Jung’s characterization of the
anima as “seductive,” as well as his accounts of some
of his conversations with the anima, derived from his
relationship with Spielrein. Likewise, his discussion
of the sudden eruption of archetypes in Symbols of
Transformation is a veiled description of the impact of
the affair on his consciousness. Jung appears to have
made similar use of his relationship with Toni Wolff
in his exploration of his own unconscious in 1913–14.
In his published works, however, he speaks of the
development of his thinking as if it took place purely
within his own mind, without any mention of his inter-
personal involvements. The ethical implications of
these relationships will be discussed below.

Jung’s attitude toward homosexuality is much
more of a concern than his views of women for
contemporary Jungians, because many of his basic
concepts depend on a conception of heterosexuality as
normative. His notion of psychic wholeness as the
product of the reconciliation of opposites, and his defi-
nition of the contrasexual part of the psyche, are based
on the notion that masculinity and femininity represent
a pair of opposites. In addition, Jung regarded homo-
sexuality itself as a sign of immaturity associated with
mental disturbance. At one point in his autobiography,
he noted that during his student years, only two of his
friends were open admirers of the philosopher

Nietzsche. “Both were homosexual; one of them ended
by committing suicide, the other ran to seed as a
misunderstood genius.” In another passage, he
remarked that “the role homosexuality plays in modern
society is enormous.” Jung attributed this prominence
to a combination of “the mother-complex” and a desire
to limit human reproduction. One of the most lively
debates among contemporary Jungian therapists
concerns the possibility of modifying Jungian theory
to include homosexuality. Some maintain that it cannot
be done without taking apart the entire system of
analytic psychology; others are more hopeful.

Jung’s “guru” mentality and 
professional misconduct

Jung’s reputation has suffered in recent years
from new findings regarding his associations with
Nazi ideology and the Nazi Party, as well as from
revelations of his sexual relationships with female
patients. Both of these aspects of his behavior were
rooted in his perception of himself as a prophetic
leader. In Jung’s autobiography, he frequently spoke
of himself in terms usually reserved for mythological
heroes or demigods. For example, he recounted a
dream that he had when he was three or four years old
as his “initiation into the realm of darkness” and
“original revelation.” In discussing the emotional
turmoil of his self-analysis in 1914, Jung described
himself as a kind of psychological superman: 

One thunderstorm followed another. My enduring
these storms was a question of brute strength. Others
have been shattered by them. . . . But there was a
demonic strength in me. . . . When I endured these
assaults of the unconscious, I had an unswerving
conviction that I was obeying a higher will. 

Reflecting on his life’s work, Jung frequently spoke of
himself as possessed by a daimon (in the original
Greek sense of an indwelling spirit) of creativity. He
felt that this distinction exempted him from normal
standards of consideration for other people:

There was a daimon in me, and in the end its pres-
ence proved decisive. It overpowered me, and if I was
at times ruthless, it was because I was in the grip of
the daimon. . . . I was able to become intensely inter-
ested in many people, but as soon as I had seen
through them the magic was gone. In this way I made
many enemies. A creative person has little power
over his own life. He is not free. He is captive and
driven by his daimon.

This language of possession, however, is common
to many gurus or self-appointed prophets. In the 1950s
and 1960s, authors Erich Fromm and Philipp Rieff,
respectively, spoke of Jung as “a worshipper of evil gods
and goddesses” and a “posthumous prophet of a private
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religion.” In 1994, writer Richard Noll published a book
entitled The Jung Cult, in which he described Jung as a
“pseudo-charismatic figure” who established a “secret
church” with himself as chief priest. In 1998, Peter
Kramer, the psychiatrist-author of Listening to Prozac,
said in an interview that Jung was very comfortable in
the role of “an idol,” even as a secular religious leader.
“Jung was much more invested in his own omniscience
than Freud.” Kramer went on to say that people in the
early years of the twentieth century were much more
likely to attribute unusual mental powers to intellectual
pioneers than they are now, and they were more likely to
believe that such “geniuses” were entitled to special
privileges.

While it is true that Jung was not the only psychol-
ogist of his time to sexualize his relationships with
patients, contemporary therapists have been sensitized
to the damage that can be done. It appears that Jung’s
involvement with Sabina Spielrein, for example,
encouraged her to remain emotionally dependent on
others and damaged her ability to form healthy adult
relationships. Other historians of psychology, however,
maintain that the damage he inflicted had more to do
with Jung’s inflated self-importance than with the
sexual dimension of the relationship.

Insufficient attention to childhood issues 
in human development

As was noted earlier, the majority of Jung’s private
patients after 1920 were adults in the second half of life.
Jung’s interest in individuation, which he regarded as
the central psychic task of this phase of life, left him
relatively unconcerned with psychological develop-
ment in children. As some of Jung’s critics have noted,
however, certain mental disorders—such as phobias
and eating disorders—are more likely explained by a
history of upsetting childhood experiences or early
family relationships than by Jung’s theories of arche-
types and psychic self-regulation. Most contemporary
Jungian analysts, however, take childhood developmen-
tal issues as well as current concerns into account in
their treatment of patients, and the so-called “develop-
mental” Jungians emphasize the importance of analyti-
cal training in childhood psychology. This emphasis is
particularly strong among British Jungians.

Anti-Semitism and involvement 
with the Nazis

Jung’s relationship to National Socialism in
Germany in the 1930s is a source of considerable
embarrassment to contemporary Jungian analysts.
Andrew Samuels, a British Jungian, reported in 1998
that informal interviews with British university

students indicated that they associated Jung’s name
with “Hitler,” “Nazis,” or “anti-Semites” far more
often than with any other word except “Freud.” On the
one hand, Jung’s acceptance of the presidency of a
professional group associated with Nazi sympathizers,
and his clear fascination with events in Germany in the
early 1930s—which he interpreted as the activation of
the Wotan archetype—have been attributed to his polit-
ical naiveté, his misplaced optimism, and his training
as a physician to adopt a wait-and-see attitude. Other
writers have regarded Jung’s failure to perceive what
was really happening in Germany as a side-effect of
his lingering bitterness toward Freud, combined with
his tendency to construe contemporary events in
mythic rather than in political or social terms.

On the other hand, other critics have noted that
Jung never issued any clear public statement of oppo-
sition to Nazi anti-Semitism or Nazi atrocities.
Although some of Jung’s close friends and colleagues
maintained that he disagreed with the position of the
Party, all of his objections were made in private.
Austrian Otto Rank, another psychoanalyst and a
contemporary of Jung’s, pointed to Jung’s fascination
with the Wotan archetype—Jung described it in 1936
as “the god of storm and frenzy, the unleasher of
passions and the lust of battle . . . a superlative magician
and artist in illusion who is versed in all secrets of an
occult nature”—as the outcome of his early work with
psychotics, who withdraw from the real world to create
their own parallel universes. Rank regarded Jung’s
fundamental error as undervaluing the healing poten-
tial of the patient’s return to reality and overvaluing the
workings of the patient’s unconscious. Jung’s 1936
description of the Germans as possessed by “a funda-
mental attribute of the German psyche” assumes that
there is little the individual can do when a nation is
gripped by mass hysteria. “We who stand outside judge
the Germans far too much as if they were responsible
agents, but perhaps it would be nearer the truth to
regard them also as victims [of Wotan].” An essay that
Jung published in 1946, after the defeat of Germany in
World War II, is as disturbing as the 1936 essay. Here
he discusses the need for “collective guilt” in a way
that also absolves individuals of moral responsibility.
At the very least, it is ironic that a psychologist who
centered his approach to treatment around the concept
of individuation never questioned the appropriateness
of submission to group madness.

Inadequate understanding of religion
Although Jungian theory has been attractive to

some schools of pastoral counseling, other theologians
and historians question the adequacy of Jung’s view of
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religion. Jung’s definition of a “religious attitude
toward life” led him in the direction of privatizing
belief, so that each patient could in effect construct his
or her own religion out of the set of symbols that were
most meaningful to him or her. Secondly, Jung’s
concept of individuation produces, in the mind of some
critics, a tendency to make one’s own process of matu-
ration into a god, to become the object of worship as
well as the worshiper. In trying to translate religious
symbols into psychological categories, Jung can be
said to have made psychology into a religion. Thirdly,
Jung’s approach to religion has been criticized for
detaching educated people from communities of faith
and the rituals that sustain them. The major communi-
ties of faith in the West, Christianity and Judaism, have
for centuries kept people together through corporate
prayer and worship, as well as through abstract symbol
systems. In the process, these two religions have
reminded educated believers that religious faith brings
together people from a wide variety of economic back-
grounds and intellectual capacities, and is not reserved
exclusively for a sophisticated elite.

Two additional criticisms must be mentioned.
Jung’s notion of God as incorporating a dark or
“underground” side within his being, and thus being
beyond conventional concepts of good and evil, has
obvious dangers for people who are attracted to
charismatic leaders. It is not difficult for a leader with
a sufficiently forceful or attractive personality to
convince troubled or insecure people to accept the
leader’s redefinitions of “goodness.” The revelation of
the extent of sexual abuse of parishioners by clergy in
mainstream religious bodies over the last two decades,
as well as the abuse of members of smaller groups by
cult leaders, has led to the drafting of much stricter
codes of ethics for clergy, as well as for psychiatrists
and psychotherapists. Buddhist groups in the United
States have also put in place institutional safeguards
against misunderstandings or abuses of teacher/disci-
ple relationships.

Lastly, Jung seems never to have understood the
historical nature and doctrinal structure of orthodox
Christianity because of his early separation of religious
experience from corporate worship and academic theol-
ogy. He formed several friendships with British as well
as German clergy, hoping to persuade Roman Catholics
as well as Protestants of the merits of his psychology.
Perhaps the most important of these friendships was
Jung’s relationship with Father Victor White, an
English Dominican. The relationship was hindered by
Jung’s inability to take theology seriously as a form of
knowledge in its own right, even though its methods are
not the same as those of the natural sciences. In addi-
tion, Jung’s insistence that the process of individuation

is the final stage of human development, whereas
Christianity is a transitional and defective stage, was
unacceptable to the Catholic priest.

THEORIES IN ACTION
Jung’s private practice

Jung’s actual practice of psychotherapy differed
from Freud’s in several respects. First, Jung did not
follow the Freudian pattern of scheduling patients for
five weekly sessions of analysis. Jung usually saw
patients only once or twice a week, depending on the
stage of their work with him. He also encouraged his
patients to take frequent vacations or “holidays” from
analysis. Lastly, Jung felt that Freud’s custom of having
patients lie on a couch positioned so that they could 
not see the analyst was a hindrance to the therapeutic
relationship; he preferred to work with his patients 
face-to-face.

Moreover, Jung thought it best to approach each
patient as a unique individual, with a minimum of
presuppositions. “I am often asked about my
psychotherapeutic or analytic method. . . . Therapy is
different in every case. . . . Psychotherapy and analysis
are as varied as are human individuals. . . . A solution
which would be out of the question for me may be just
the right one for someone else.” For this reason, he
preferred to regard therapy more as a process of clear-
ing a path for the patient’s progress than as a form of
re-education or instruction:

[Analysis] is only a means for removing the stones
from the path of development, and not a method . . .
of putting things into the patient that were not there
before. It is better to renounce any attempt to give
direction, and simply try to throw into relief every-
thing that the analysis brings to light, so that the
patient can see it clearly and be able to draw suitable
conclusions. Anything he has not acquired himself
he will not believe in the long run, and what he takes
over from authority merely keeps him infantile. He
should rather be put in a position to take his own life
in hand. The art of analysis lies in following the
patient on all his erring ways and so gathering his
strayed sheep together.

The goals of Jungian analysis
Jung referred to his method of treatment as analyt-

ical psychology, in order to distinguish it from
Freudian psychoanalysis. The distinctive features of
analytical psychology are its concern with bringing the
contents of the patient’s unconscious into conscious-
ness and its interest in furthering the patient’s move-
ment toward wholeness and integration (the process of
individuation). The contents of the unconscious reveal
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themselves in dreams, in material produced through
the method of active imagination, and in the interac-
tions between the therapist and patient (sometimes
referred to as the transference/countertransference
relationship).

Active imagination
Active imagination is a method that Jung

employed to help patients “digest” the content of their
dreams and fantasies through art or a similar form of
self-expression. The purpose of this method is to draw
out the aspects of an individual’s personality that are
normally not heard directly—particularly the anima/
animus and the shadow—and to open a channel of
communication between the conscious mind and the
unconscious. Over a period of time, the relationship
between the patient and his or her artistic creations
leads to a transformation of the patient’s consciousness.

Jung distinguished two stages in the use of active
imagination. The first stage can occur spontaneously or
be deliberately induced. As Jung describes this stage, 

. . . you choose a dream, or some other fantasy-image,
and concentrate on it by simply catching hold of it and
looking at it. You can also use a bad mood as a starting-
point, and then try to find out what sort of fantasy-
image it will produce, or what image expresses this
mood. You then fix this image in the mind by concen-
trating your attention. Usually it will alter, as the mere
fact of contemplating it animates it. The alterations
must be carefully noted down all the time, for they
reflect the psychic processes in the unconscious back-
ground, which appear in the form of images consisting
of conscious memory material. In this way conscious
and unconscious are united, just as a waterfall connects
above and below.

In the second stage, the patient progresses beyond
observing and contemplating the images to participat-
ing in them. What Jung meant by participation included
a frank acceptance of what the images reveal about the
patient, and a commitment to act on the insights
received. In Jung’s words, 

Although, to a certain extent, [the patient] looks on
from outside, impartially, he is also an acting and
suffering figure in the drama of the psyche. This
recognition is absolutely necessary and marks an
important advance. . . . But if you recognize your own
involvement you yourself must enter into the process
with your personal reactions, just as if you were one of
the fantasy figures, or rather, as if the drama being
enacted before your eyes were real.

It is important to note that Jung avoided imposing
his own interpretations on the material that his patients
brought to him in their use of active imagination. As in
his practice of analytic psychology in general, Jung
assumed that the therapist should stimulate the patient’s

interest in his or her inner development rather than
“instruct or convince” the patient. In his essay on “The
Aims of Psychotherapy,” Jung states,

. . . it seems to me that in psychotherapy especially it
is advisable for the physician not to have too fixed a
goal. He can scarcely know what is wanted better
than do nature and the will-to-live of the sick
person. . . . Here we must follow nature as a guide,
and the course the physician then adopts is less a
question of treatment than of developing the creative
possibilities that lie in the patient himself.

Jungian training institutes
Jung was the first major figure in the history of

psychology to insist that analysts should themselves
undergo analysis. 

We have learned to place in the foreground the
personality of the doctor himself as a curative or
harmful factor; . . . what is now demanded is his own
transformation—the self-education of the educator. . . .
The doctor can no longer evade his own difficulty by
treating the difficulties of others: the man who suffers
from a running abscess is not fit to perform a surgical
operation.

Although Jung initially resisted suggestions to
launch a training institute specifically based on his
ideas, the first center designed to train Jungian
analysts and conduct further research in analytical
psychology was established in Zurich, Switzerland, in
1948. Jung himself drew up the first set of regulations
for the Institute and supervised its activities until his
death in 1961. The Jung Institute offers a diploma in
analytical psychology upon the successful completion
of its training program. The average amount of time
required to complete the program is four-and-a-half to
five years. Trainees may choose to work with adults
only; children and adolescents only; or with both age
groups. Lectures are given in both German and
English; however, native speakers of English are
encouraged to learn German in order to improve their
learning opportunities when they begin the clinical
part of their instruction. The training program has
three major components: a personal analysis of the
trainee, academic instruction, and clinical work with
clients under the supervision of control analysts.

In the United States, clinical training in Jungian
analysis can be obtained at the C. G. Jung Institute in
New York or the C. G. Jung Institute in Boston. The
New York Institute was formed in 1962 and accredited
by the American Board for Accreditation in Psycho-
analysis in 1975. Applicants must hold a graduate
degree in a mental health field such as psychiatry,
social work, psychiatric nursing, or pastoral counsel-
ing. In addition to undergoing a personal analysis,
candidates for the diploma engage in clinical practice
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under supervision from the beginning of the program.
A minimum of six years of classroom instruction is
required; courses and seminars include mythology,
anthropology, psychopathology, and the clinical appli-
cations of dream interpretation. The Institute divides
the training program into three stages: candidacy,
examinations, and control. In the first phase, the
trainee studies Jung’s major works and the manage-
ment of a private practice. The second stage consists of
theoretical studies completed by a midterm examina-
tion. The third stage includes independent study, super-
vised control cases, a final thesis presentation, and a
case write-up.

The program of the Boston Institute is divided
into two stages and takes a minimum of five years to
complete. The course work, clinical practica, and
personal analysis requirements are roughly similar to
those of the New York Institute; the Boston Institute,
however, requires candidates for the diploma to
complete a course in professional ethics.

Research
Contemporary Jungian analysis is difficult to

summarize briefly because Jung’s successors have
moved in a number of different directions. Some focus
on the functions of human imagination, while others
are doing research in the field of evolutionary psychol-
ogy as a way of grounding Jung’s concept of arche-
types in recent findings about human learning. As of
2002, there is probably no single classification that will
cover all therapists and researchers who consider
themselves Jungians. In 1985, a British professor
named Andrew Samuels published a book entitled
Jung and the Post-Jungians that grouped most main-
stream practitioners into one of three large groups or
schools: the so-called “classical” Jungians, who focus
on self and individuation issues; the developmental
Jungians, mostly British, who have been influenced by
the work of Donald Winnicott, John Bowlby, and other
researchers in childhood development; and the arche-
typal Jungians. This third group, whose best-known
writer is James Hillman, is critical of classical
Jungianism and less interested in self or ego issues; it
emphasizes the exploration of images in therapy.

More recently, Samuels has proposed a fourfold
categorization of contemporary Jungians. He regards
the classical and developmental schools to have
remained largely as they were in 1985, while the arche-
typal school has been replaced by two new groups,
both of which are extreme versions of the classical and
developmental schools respectively. Samuels defines
the right-wing version of classical Jungianism as
“Jungian fundamentalism,” and describes it as hostile

to intellectual women, ignorant of other schools of
thought, and inclined to regard Jung himself as a cult
figure. At the other extreme, some of the developmen-
tal Jungians—particularly in Germany, the United
Kingdom, and the United States—are attempting to
merge Jungian psychology with the methods and
framework of Freudian psychoanalysis.

Another attempt at categorizing the post-Jungians
was made by Adolph Guggenbuhl-Craig, president of
the Jung Institute in Zurich in the 1980s. Beginning
from the observation that Jung himself was a multifac-
eted person who combined the roles of clinical psychol-
ogist, religious person, and shaman, Guggenbuhl-Craig
suggested that post-Jungian practitioners have identi-
fied with one or another of these roles. The clinical
psychologist Jungians staff most of the training insti-
tutes and consider themselves academic psychologists
or psychotherapists. The religious Jungians are found
among the clergy or among psychologists who once
served in the clergy. The shamanistic Jungians do most
of their publishing in the Jungian “underground,” and
may well be the largest of the three groups. They often
work with Tarot cards, the I Ching, or investigations of
paranormal phenomena. Shamanistic Jungians are also
often involved in various types of New Age move-
ments, including rebirthing and channeling.

In addition to the long-standing study groups of
Jungians in Europe and North America, Jungian
psychology has been enriched in recent years by
researchers and practitioners from East Asia, the coun-
tries of the former Soviet Union, Latin America, and
Australia—parts of the world that have been underrep-
resented in Jungian studies. In the United States, the
most recent challenge to the “classical” Jungian tradi-
tion has come from gay and lesbian Jungians.

In spite of this variety and vitality, however, some
eminent Jungians are concerned about the future of
Jungian psychology. One reason for concern is the bad
reputation that Jungian psychology as a whole
acquired over the past two decades due to revelations
about Jung’s sexual relationships with patients and his
compromises with the Nazis. The controversies that
were generated by historical research into Jung and
his associates have split contemporary Jungians into a
minority that continues to idealize Jung and a larger
group that feels burdened by certain aspects of 
his legacy.

On the wider cultural level, Jungian psychology
has become unpopular because of its theoretical
commitment to a belief in universal truths or charac-
teristics of the human psyche, such as the Self, the
collective unconscious, and the archetypes. The rise
of multiculturalism and the intellectual movement
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known broadly as postmodernism have challenged
claims to universal truths. Where Jung was trained in
an intellectual setting that focused on the universal
and then moved to the study of the individual, contem-
porary cultural trends assume that only the individual
or local can be a serious object of study.

An additional cause for concern in the United
States has been the social as well as economic impact
of managed care. While the reluctance of managed
care organizations to pay for extended courses of
psychotherapy has affected all schools of therapy, not
just analytical psychology, it has definitely lowered
the number of trainees entering the field.

The most hopeful sign for the future of Jungian
psychology is the increased interest in it on the part of
university researchers and teachers. One possibility that
has been suggested is outcome studies of the efficacy of
Jungian therapy compared to other approaches. One
outcome study was undertaken in Germany in 1997;
others are presently underway. A second proposal
involves research into clinical process—that is, how the
therapist uses the theoretical model in which he or she
has been trained in actual interactions with patients. In
other fields, studies of the application of analytical
psychology to political science, sociology, anthropol-
ogy, and law are under consideration.

Case studies
Given the variety of fields in which Jungian

analysis is presently used, the case studies that follow
are taken from private practice, social commentary,
and pastoral counseling.

Jungian analysis in psychotherapy “Medusa
Appears” is the case study of a 27-year-old art history
major who entered therapy after a breakup with a
boyfriend. Abby could not understand why she was
having trouble recovering from the breakup but thought
it might have something to do with fear of abandonment.
Although she appeared outwardly competent, con-
trolled, and cheerful, her outward appearance masked
inner feelings of shame and emptiness. Abby’s family
history revealed that she was an adopted child, and that
her parents had divorced when she was seven years old.
She had never attempted to find her birth parents.
Although Abby described her family as “close,” the
therapist discovered that family members were
disturbed by open expressions of strong feelings, and
that the emotional boundaries between family members
were not well defined. Abby found her first year of
college difficult; she flunked out and returned to live
with her mother for the next two years. After working
for several years, she then resumed her education.

The therapist became aware that Abby had two
very different pictures of herself; sometimes she expe-
rienced herself as a “fun,” interesting, and intelligent
person that any man should want as a lifetime compan-
ion; at other times she saw herself as an unlovable and
unattractive “reject” unworthy of a lasting relationship.
Abby came to the sixth therapy session upset by a
dream in which a terrifying “Medusa-like creature”
came out of her basement. It threatened to “take her
over” if she did not meet its basic needs for food and
shelter. The therapist interpreted the dream in light of
the Medusa myth, in which Medusa is one of three
Gorgons, hideous female creatures with snakes for
hair. Medusa was so frightening to look at that those
who saw her were turned to stone. Medusa had once
been a beautiful young maiden, but she had been
turned into a monster by the jealous goddess Athena
when Athena had found her having sexual intercourse
in her own temple. Eventually, the hero Perseus was
able to kill Medusa while looking at her face indirectly,
reflected on his shield. Athena then placed the
Gorgon’s head on her own breastplate. In Jungian cate-
gories, Medusa represents the negative aspects of femi-
ninity cut off from its opposite, nurturing qualities. She
is destructive because her positive qualities have been
cut off and the negativity that remains is not restrained.
On the other hand, Medusa also symbolizes protection.
Athena used Medusa’s head as a symbol of her own
power, and Perseus used it to disarm his enemies.

From the therapist’s perspective, the Medusa
archetype offered several possibilities for interpreta-
tion. Its emergence in the dream could be interpreted
as Abby’s recognition that parts of her personality—
her strong emotions—had been split off in her family
of origin because her parents found them unaccept-
able. She now needed to integrate these parts of
herself in order to become a mature adult. Another
possibility is that Medusa represented Abby’s anxiety
about relationships—she seemed to be afraid of being
annihilated within relationships with men, but she was
also fearful of being without one. A third possibility is
that Medusa represented the general existential fear
that Abby would have to confront and overcome on
her path toward individuation.

Jungian analysis in interpretation of current events
Many Jungian therapists and researchers believe that
analytical psychology can help to shed light on major
historical events. “The Archetypal Dimension of the
New York Terrorist Tragedies” is particularly interest-
ing because its analysis makes use of Hindu rather
than classical Greek mythology.

The writer regards the tragedy of September 11,
2001, as an archetypal activation of the Hindu trinity:
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Shiva, the destroyer of an old world order; Brahma, the
creator of a new order; and Vishnu, the upholder of a
just order in keeping with the spiritual wisdom of the
universe. Each of these gods has female counterparts
or consorts: Shiva’s two consorts are Parvati, who
represents domesticity, and Kali, a martial goddess.
Brahma’s consort is Sarasvati, the goddess of knowl-
edge, and Vishnu’s is Lakshmi, the goddess of peace
and prosperity. Whenever there is chaos or disorder in
the human psyche or in the wider civilization, these
archetypes are activated to restore a just order.

The events of September 11 reflected an imbal-
ance toward darkness in the collective human
consciousness. Thus the myth of Shiva, Parvati, and
Kali was activated to redress the balance. In this inter-
pretation, Saudi-born terrorist leader Osama bin
Laden is seen as an abandoned child filled with narcis-
sistic rage, who seeks attention from parental figures
by acting out of the dark side of the human psyche and
seeking negative attention. The American president,
George W. Bush, has been entrusted with the task of
Shiva, to destroy the corrupt structures of terrorism.
First Lady Laura Bush is Parvati, who carries her
husband’s feeling function and supports him and the
nation with her comforting presence. She helps to
bring the youthful side of his masculinity into greater
maturity. U. S. National Security Advisor Condoleeza
Rice represents Kali, the strategic ally of Shiva in the
destruction of evil. Because Kali has diplomatic as
well as warrior-like roles in Hindu mythology, the
writer thinks it likely that Dr. Rice will play a decisive
role in the resolution of the present conflict.

Jungian analysis in pastoral counseling “The
Virgin Mary and the Statue of Artemis” is an example
of explicitly religious imagery from different traditions
within the same dream. The patient, a middle-aged
woman, had had a difficult and painful relationship
with her mother while she was growing up. She had
had many years of group as well as individual
psychotherapy, but was still troubled by what a Jungian
analyst would call a negative mother-complex. She
could not establish a stable and affectionate relation-
ship with her mother.

Soon after entering analysis with a Jungian
pastoral counselor, the patient reported a dream in
which she was on her grandfather’s estate, looking at
a swimming pool that stood behind his house. The
face of the Greek goddess Artemis appeared on the
floor of the pool. A voice then said: “You should see
the statue of Artemis at Ephesus!” The scene then
changes to the ground floor of a two-story shack. The
patient is standing on this floor while the Virgin Mary

is weeping on the floor above. Her tears pass through
the ceiling, changing to blood as they form a pool on
the ground floor where the patient is standing. The
patient dips her hand into the pool of blood and is then
able to see the spirit of her dead husband. He walks
and talks with her.

CHRONOLOGY
1875: Born in a country parsonage at Kesswil in

Canton Thurgau, Switzerland.

1884: Birth of Jung’s younger sister.

1896: Death of Jung’s father.

1900: After finishing medical school at the University
of Basel, Jung travels to Zurich to study psychia-
try under Eugen Bleuler, a world-famous expert
on schizophrenia.

1900–09: Works as a psychiatric resident at the
Burghölzli, a famous mental hospital in Zurich.

1903: Marriage to Emma Rauschenbach.

1905: Becomes a lecturer in psychiatry at the
University of Zurich.

1906: Publishes a book on schizophrenia that applies
Freud’s psychoanalytic approach to the study of
psychosis.

1907: Travels to Vienna to meet Freud in person.

1909: Travels with Freud to the United States to give
lectures at Clark University in Massachusetts.

1913: Breaks with Freud. Publishes Psychology of the
Unconscious, the first account of his analytical
psychology as an approach to therapy distinct
from psychoanalysis.

1913–14: Experiences a midlife crisis or period of
psychological turmoil that resolves with the
outbreak of World War I in July 1914.

1921: Publishes Psychological Types, a major work
that secures his reputation as an original thinker.

1922: Death of Jung’s mother.

1937: Invited by Yale University to deliver the Terry
Lectures on psychology and religion.

1937–61: Continues to practice medicine in Küss-
nacht, a suburb of Zurich, until his death in 1961.
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The counselor interpreted the dream as an
example of the way in which a patient’s personal
parents can restrict or limit the expression of archetypes
in the patient’s life. The patient’s personal mother was
an inadequate “carrier” of the Great Mother archetype,
such that some of the potentials of this archetype
remained in the patient’s unconscious. They emerged
from her unconscious through a series of dreams and
one waking vision. In this particular dream, both
Artemis and the Virgin Mary represent positive aspects
of the maternal archetype. In Christian tradition, Mary
is a stable symbol of the nurturing, faithful mother,
from her acceptance of the archangel Gabriel’s
message at the Annunciation to her standing by her
dying son Jesus at the foot of the Cross. Artemis has a
wider range of mythical meanings. On one hand, she

was the protector of women in childbirth and the
“Lady of the Beasts,” an earth mother who nourished
animals as well as human beings. In other legends,
Artemis was a virgin huntress who punished men who
pursued her. The pool in the patient’s dream might
have been a reference to the story of Artemis’ killing
of a hunter named Actaeon, who had surprised her as
she was bathing in a pool.

The counselor decided, however, that the voice
telling the patient to look at the statue of Artemis at
Ephesus narrowed the meaning of the dream to the
positive and caring aspects of the mother archetype.
Ephesus is a city associated with both Artemis and the
Virgin Mary. There was a cult statue of Artemis at
Ephesus in which the goddess is shown with many
breasts, symbolizing her nurturing qualities. This

BIOGRAPHY:
Marie-Louise von Franz 

Marie-Louise von Franz (1915–98) was regarded at
the time of her death as Jung’s closest colleague and the
leading interpreter of his thought. Von Franz was the
daughter of an Austrian nobleman. Born and reared in
Munich, Germany, she was a shy and socially awkward
18-year-old university student when she first met Jung
in 1933. Ironically, the meeting took place because Toni
Wolff had invited a group of undergraduates to Jung’s
home hoping that they would distract him from his
growing interest in alchemy. Wolff feared that Jung’s
fascination with the subject would lead to the loss of his
academic reputation. Von Franz was the only woman in
the student group, and she was immediately captivated
by Jung. Jung advised von Franz to study ancient
languages; when she later asked him to accept her as a
patient, he offered to treat her without charge if she
would agree to translate Greek and Latin alchemy texts
in exchange. Von Franz later told one of Jung’s biogra-
phers that this agreement allowed her to replace Wolff in
Jung’s life. “[Toni’s] big mistake was in not being enthu-
siastic about alchemy. It was unfortunate that she
refused to follow him there, because otherwise he would
not have thrown her over to collaborate with me.”

Von Franz worked with Jung from 1933 until his
death in 1961. She is credited with having done most of
the research for the volume of Jung’s collected works
that appeared in English as Mysterium Coniunctionis
(1963). Von Franz was also instrumental in the found-
ing of the Jung Institute in Zurich, and had a

psychotherapy practice of her own in nearby Kusnacht.
She is said to have interpreted over 65,000 of her
patients’ dreams. In addition to her therapy practice,
von Franz published over 20 volumes on analytical
psychology, many of them on alchemy, the practice of
active imagination, or Jungian archetypes as they
appear in fairy tales. Her best-known titles include
Archetypal Patterns in Fairy Tales, The Cat: A Tale of
Feminine Redemption, The Interpretation of Fairy
Tales, On Dreams and Death: A Jungian Interpretation,
and Alchemy: An Introduction to the Symbolism and the
Psychology. Von Franz published an admiring biogra-
phy of Jung in 1998 entitled C. G. Jung: His Myth in
Our Time. In addition, she coauthored a book about the
Holy Grail legend with Emma Jung, who had had to
accept her as yet another rival for Jung’s attention.

Von Franz was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease
in 1984, but she continued to write and publish with the
help of a secretary until her death in 1998. Her books
are published in both English and German by the
Stiftung für Jung’sche Psychologie (Foundation for
Jungian Psychology) in Switzerland. Von Franz estab-
lished the foundation in 1974 with the assistance of
several of her students. As of the early 2000s, the foun-
dation organized conferences for Jungian therapists,
underwrote research in Jungian psychology, reissued
out-of-print books by Jung and von Franz, and prepared
von Franz’s unpublished manuscripts for eventual
publication.
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statue is probably the one referred to in the account of 
St. Paul’s confrontation with the citizens of Ephesus in
the New Testament (Acts 19). With respect to the
Virgin Mary, post-Biblical tradition held that Christ’s
“beloved disciple,” St. John, took Mary to Ephesus to
live with him after Christ’s ascension into heaven, and
that she “fell asleep” there. This tradition was the basis
of the later Roman Catholic doctrine that Mary was
assumed directly into heaven at the end of her earthly
life. In any event, the double imaging of the positive
mother archetype in the dream was interpreted as a
compensation for the limitations of the patient’s
personal mother.

Relevance to modern readers
In spite of Jung’s undoubted importance in the

history of psychology and psychiatry, contemporary
students are far more likely to read his works in such
other fields as literary criticism, religion, comparative
mythology, or art history than in psychology itself.
This loss of influence is partly the result of economic
pressures on the practice of psychotherapy. Therapists
pressured by managed care favor short-term
approaches over long-term types of treatment, and
those who practice evidence-based medicine have
little patience with the lack of scientific confirmation
of Jung’s theories, not to mention the mystical and
mythological elements in his thought. The majority of
therapists practicing in the United States and Canada
in the early 2000s described themselves as eclectic—
that is, they do not follow any one school of thought
exclusively—which means that they usually combined
dream analysis or other Jungian practices with 
cognitive-behavioral therapy, psychodynamic psy-
chotherapy, or similar approaches.

Jung is, however, the intellectual forebear of a
grassroots dream work movement in Europe and the
United States that encourages people to record and
analyze their dreams as a form of self-treatment. Henry
Reed, a psychotherapist who worked in Virginia in the
1960s, is usually credited with starting the dream work
movement. Other recent leaders include Jeremy Taylor,
who conducts therapy groups in which participants
share their dreams with one another, and Ann Faraday,
an Australian psychologist. The movement has spawned
a journal, Dream Network, and an international profes-
sional group, the Association for the Study of Dreams
(ASD). Although some research in dream psychology is
being conducted by neurologists and clinical psycholo-
gists, popular books and Web sites on dreams and their
interpretations indicate that Jung’s works are read more
often in the new millennium by New Age writers than
by mainstream psychologists or psychiatrists.
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1905–1967

AMERICAN CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGIST,  
UNIVERSITY PROFESSOR

UNIVERSITY OF IOWA, Ph.D., 1931

BRIEF OVERVIEW
George Alexander Kelly (1905–1967) spent the

early years of his career focused on the issue of provid-
ing clinical psychologists for schools. He founded and
developed the traveling psychological clinic while
teaching at the Fort Hays campus of Kansas State
College. During the years of the Depression up to the
time the United States joined World War II, Kelly and
his team—many of them graduate students who
learned their trade through this experience—traveled
all over Kansas treating teachers, parents, and children.
His work at the time included the practical issues of
clinical diagnosis, clinical psychology for school
settings, and the use of diagnostic testing, in addition
to other aspects of dealing with the developmental
concerns of students, teachers, and parents. His discov-
eries during these years formed the basis of his
psychology of personal constructs.

Kelly noted an important similarity among the
people he treated in the public schools of Kansas. He
determined that the problems teachers identified in
students were often reflective of themselves more than
the personality of the students. The next step that
followed for him was a simple one. He concluded that
there was no objectivity, or absolute truth, in deter-
mining the reality of a situation—specifically, that the
meaning of all that happens in a person’s life emerges
from the way in which that person interprets it. This
idea of individual interpretation represented a view
known as “constructive alternativism.” He argued that
the individual acted as a scientist. Kelly contended

George Alexander Kelly
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that a person interpreted a situation or environment a
particular way, and thus acted deliberately with those
interpretations in mind. Also, verbal or nonverbal modi-
fications of an action were usually a result of whatever
outcome the person had come to expect through experi-
ence. Thus, the person used his or her interpretation as
scientific hypothesis, with the resulting actions similar
to scientific research and experiments.

By the 1950s when Kelly published his two-
volume work, behaviorists and professionals using the
psychodynamic approaches in psychology dominated

the field. Kelly’s approach was regarded as radical.
Behaviorists believed that an individual was virtually
a passive entity. How a person turned out was due to
the environmental forces or influences on the person,
rather than the actions a person decided to take. The
psychodynamic theory also involved interpreting the
individual as passive—but as one who reacted to
internal unconscious motivations rather than outer
influences. According to Fay Fransella and Robert A.
Neimeyer writing about Kelly in the International
Handbook of Personal Construct Psychology in 2003,

George Alexander Kelly. (Photo courtesy of the Ohio State University Archives. Reproduced by permission.)
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“For Kelly, we are forms of motion and we propel
ourselves—no one or no thing does it ‘to’ us.”

Kelly practiced and published in the midst of
others who were also committed to unlocking the
mysteries of human behavior and development. Kelly
provided a respectful but determined opposition to the
psychology his contemporaries espoused. His research

had a philosophical approach, and he was influenced
by philosophers such as John Dewey, a pragmatist and
religious thinker; as well as Alfred Korzybski, a
linguistic philosopher. Others who helped form Kelly’s
psychology included Hans Vaihinger, whose philoso-
phy was one of as if in his own version of constructive
alternativism; and Jakob Moreno, whose use of
psychodrama and its role-playing approach held a
place of prominence in personal construct therapy.

Personal construct psychology as first presented by
Kelly, and as it has developed over the 50 years since his
work was published, has been seen as a complete
psychology, not simply a theory. At its basis is the reper-
tory grid, which provides a basic table for an individual
to answer questions and analyze what they reveal about
that person’s cognitive processes. In essence, this
method of psychological testing is one that requires the
use of the rational mind. Kelly’s psychology provides
tools to a rational human being for planning future
actions, based on knowledge of past and present actions.

BIOGRAPHY
George Alexander Kelly was born outside of

Perth, Kansas, on April 28, 1905. He was the only
child of a Presbyterian minister, Theodore Vincent
Kelly, and Elfreda Merriam Kelly—who was, accord-
ing to Fay Fransella quoting Kelly in a biographical
sketch for the International Handbook of Personal
Construct Psychology, “the daughter of a Nova
Scotian captain of a sailing ship who was driven off
the North Atlantic Trade routes by the arrival of
steamships.” His grandfather had gone then to trade in
the Caribbean, settling in Barbados where Kelly’s
mother was born. Fransella noted that it was “interest-
ing that the ‘spirit of adventure’ symbolized by this
maternal grandfather,” later “seeped into the spirit of
Kelly’s later psychological theorizing.”

Kelly’s father left the ministry when his son was
very young in order to pursue a life of farming. In 1909
the family moved by covered wagon to eastern Colorado
to stake a claim on what would be the last of the free
land offered to settlers. When the scarcity of water made
farming there too difficult, the family returned to
Kansas. Both of his parents took part in Kelly’s educa-
tion. The evidence suggested that until he went away to
boarding school in Wichita at the age of 13, he had virtu-
ally no formal schooling outside of his home. He stayed
in Wichita from late 1918 until 1921, when he entered
Friends’ University academy and took college and
academy courses. Kelly enjoyed telling people that he
had no high school diploma, having gone to college
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early. While still at Friends’, Kelly was awarded first
place in the Peace Oratorical Contest held there in 1924.
His speech was titled “The Sincere Motive” and was on
the subject of war. He left Friends’ and in 1926
completed his bachelor’s degree from Parks College in
Missouri, where he majored in physics and mathemat-
ics. These two subjects would guide his direction and
help him formulate his psychology. Any disadvantage
he might have had as a student was due to the fact that
he was interested in everything but had no specific
career plans for the future. He had given some thought
to a career in engineering, but changed his mind.

After Parks, he returned to Kansas, where he
studied educational psychology at the University of
Kansas for a master’s degree. He did not receive that
degree until 1928, after he took a few more detours for
a year. In 1927 with his thesis not completed, Kelly
moved to Minneapolis with the intention of enrolling in
the University of Minnesota. While there he taught
various classes, such as public speaking to labor organ-
izers and bankers through the American Bankers
Association, and citizenship classes to immigrants. By
the winter of that year he realized he could not afford
the school’s fees, and left to take a job teaching
psychology and speech, and coaching drama at Sheldon
Junior college in Sheldon, Iowa. Kelly met his future
wife, Gladys Thompson, while there. Perhaps without
realizing what it meant for his future in psychology, he
also began to build his base of using drama in
psychotherapy, or what would commonly come to be
known as role-playing. He was able to complete his
master’s thesis—a study of the leisure-time activities of
workers—and received his degree from Kansas in
1928. In addition to the courses necessary for comple-
tion of this degree, Kelly also studied labor relations
and sociology as his minors. Following a few other
short-term jobs, Kelly received a fellowship for an
educational exchange in order to attend the University
of Edinburgh, Scotland. By 1930 he completed a bach-
elor of education degree there with a graduating thesis
that addressed the issue of predicting teaching success.
Kelly knew by then that he wanted to pursue a doctor-
ate in psychology. While at the University of Iowa
where he studied under Carl Seashore, Kelly focused
his dissertation work on the common factors in reading
and speech disabilities. In just one year, Kelly had a
Ph.D. America was in the midst of the Depression years
as he finally left school in search of a job.

In an essay he wrote in 1963, “Autobiography of
a Theory,” Kelly recounted his very first course in
psychology as a student. Kelly noted that:

In the very first course in psychology that I took I sat
in the back row of a very large class, tilted my chair

against the wall, made myself as comfortable as
possible, and kept one ear cocked for anything inter-
esting that might turn up. One day the professor, a
very nice person who seemed to be trying hard to
convince himself that psychology was something to
be taken seriously, turned to the blackboard and
wrote an ‘S,’ an arrow, and an ‘R.’ Thereupon I
straightened up my chair and listened, thinking to
myself that now, after two or three weeks of prelimi-
naries, we might be getting to the meat of the matter.

Kelly never did find out what this exercise meant,
but went on in the same essay to say that:

Out of all this I have gradually developed the notion
that psychology is pretty much confined to the para-
digms it employs and, while you can take off in a great
many directions and travel a considerable distance in
any of them—as indeed we have with stimulus-
response psychology—there is no harm in consorting
with a strange paradigm now and then. Indeed the
notion has occurred to me that psychology may best
be regarded as a collection of paradigms wooed by ex-
physicists, ex-physiologists, and ex-preachers, as well
as a lot of other intellectual renegades. Even more
recently it has struck me that this is the nature of man;
he is an inveterate collector of paradigms.

Even Kelly found it interesting that of all the years of
his education, and through his various degrees, that his
Ph.D. would be in psychology, a subject in which he
majored for a total of nine months. He said that he
would not recommend such a plan for his students.

In his profession
Kelly’s first job that fall of 1931 was at Fort Hays

Kansas State College. With his new bride, he traveled
into the heart of what would become forever known as
the “Dust Bowl,” almost a euphemism for the hard-
ship of the Depression itself. In Kelly’s own words:

It did not take many weeks in those depression times to
reach the decision to pursue something more humani-
tarian than physiological psychology. Too many young
people were wondering what, if anything, to do with
their lives. The schools, only recently established at a
secondary level in that part of the state, were only
barely functioning as educational institutions, and there
were many who thought public education should be
abandoned altogether. It was a time for a teacher to talk
of courage and adventure in the midst of despair. It was
not a time for the ‘S,’ the arrow, and the ‘R’!

He would stay at Fort Hays for 12 years, until the begin-
ning of World War II. As Fransella noted, “Faced 
with a sea of human suffering aggravated by bank fore-
closures and economic hardship,” Kelly could no
longer find any purpose except for the practical. He
decided to put his efforts toward school children, whom
he saw as needing his services. To that purpose he
founded a clinic for diagnosing psychological problems
and offering remedial services. The clinic traveled
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throughout rural western Kansas. Kelly headed a group
of undergraduate and graduate students—the only staff.
Even in the economically challenged days of the
Depression, the state of Kansas decided the clinic was
so worthwhile that the state eventually took over the
role of sole funding source. When he published The
Psychology of Personal Constructs, and throughout the
rest of his career, Kelly would reiterate the fact that it
was those early days of work with his traveling clinic
that set the groundwork for the development of his new
psychology.

Kelly took something very simple from his earli-
est observations during his days with the clinic. He
decided that the way that people deal with the issues of
living has nothing to do with how they partake of any
absolute truth or any objective way that all people see
themselves or others. It was what they brought them-
selves to the interpretation of what they saw that deter-
mined an outcome, for instance. At first Kelly had
turned to Freud in order to help him solve the students’
problems. He was virtually alone in a field that he saw
as crucial to the future of the discipline and more
certainly, as crucial to the lives of the children he was
attempting to treat. Kelly would eventually reject
Freud and his notion that only the therapist would
bring positive change to the client. Kelly believed that
the client could not improve unless clients determined
their own interpretations and make decisions based on
those. Again, his work seemed to continue to confirm
for him that individuals were masters of their own fate.

Kelly wrote his first textbook in 1932, titled
Understanding Psychology, though it remained unpub-
lished. Another book he wrote with W. G. Warnock,
titled Inductive Trigonometry in 1935, remained in
manuscript draft form. Although it would be another 20
years before he would publish his first major work,
Kelly did publish a series of six papers. Their focus was
the practical work of clinical diagnosis, the operation of
clinical psychology in school settings, and the use of
diagnostic testing and similar matters for school chil-
dren. Kelly’s attention to the practical problems in clin-
ical settings remained an interest throughout his career,
in addition to his renowned work on personality theory.

During the last couple of years before America
entered World War II, Kelly was in charge of a flight-
training program at Fort Hays for local civilian pilots.
In 1943 he was commissioned in the Naval Reserve
and spent some of the war years serving as a Navy
aviation psychologist. Kelly moved to the Bureau of
Medicine and Surgery of the Navy in Washington,
where he was involved in research on instrument
panel design and other problems of applied and clini-
cal psychology. In 1945 he was appointed Associate

Professor at the University of Maryland. In 1946,
Kelly accepted a position at Ohio State University as
Professor and Director of Clinical Psychology. It was
the year after another famed psychologist, Carl
Rogers, left Ohio State.

Kelly devoted his first several years at Ohio State
to organizing the graduate program in clinical
psychology. That work paid off for the school, which
quickly gained recognition as one of the top-ranking
graduate training programs in the United States.
According to the biographical notes of Brendan
Maher in his introduction to Clinical Psychology and
Personality, The Selected Papers of George Kelly,
Kelly “managed to achieve an atmosphere in which
clinical interest and perceptiveness were combined
with firm commitment to the methods and standards
of science in a blend that was, unfortunately, rarely
found in other similar programs.”

Publication brings fame All this work was prelude
to the events of 1955, when Kelly published what
would be recognized as his contribution to the psychol-
ogy of personality—the book The Psychology of
Personal Constructs. Kelly’s book, based on a substan-
tial body of research and clinical expertise, brought
him immediately to the attention of professionals and
scholars throughout the United States and the world.
The invitations to teach and give guest lectures were
numerous. Included among the many universities
where Kelly held visiting appointments were the
University of Chicago, University of Nebraska,
University of Southern California, Northwestern,
Brigham Young, Stanford, and the University of New
Hampshire. He lectured throughout the United States
and around the world in Europe, the Soviet Union,
South America, the Caribbean, and Asia.

Kelly not only brought fame to himself, but also
to his work. His book provoked extensive research 
by other professionals into his theories—both the
implications of them, and possible applications. He
played a key role with the American Psychological
Association (APA) as the field of clinical psychology
reached a new and important status. Among his many
leadership positions, Kelly served the APA in the
elected position of President of its Clinical and
Consulting Division. In 1965, the year he left Ohio
State to accept the Riklis Chair of Behavioral Science
at Brandeis University in Waltham, Massachusetts,
Kelly was honored by the APA with its Award for
Distinguished Contribution to the Science and
Profession of Clinical Psychology. He accepted his
position at Brandeis through the invitation of
Abraham Maslow, another distinguished psychologist.
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Kelly was holding the chair when he died on March 6,
1967, less than two months before his sixty-second
birthday.

Personal life
Kelly married Gladys Thompson in 1931, who

remained devoted to him throughout many moves.
The year following his death, Kelly’s wife assisted in
locating many of his manuscripts and encouraged
their publication. The couple had two children: a
daughter, Jacqueline; and a son, Joseph Vincent. At
the time of his death, his daughter was married to
George Edward Sharples. In his introduction to his
book, Maher closed his biography of Kelly noting
that, “More than most psychologists, perhaps, George
Kelly’s papers are themselves an autobiography of the
man. In them, the reader will find the warmth, humor,
and tolerance that characterized him so well to those
who knew him best.”

Perhaps Kelly was best characterized by his own
words, his reflections on the human condition. Kelly
recalled his experience in western Kansas during the
Depression and how his psychology emerged.

So I listened to people in trouble and I tried to help
them figure out what they could do about it. None of
the things I had studied or pursued in the years before
seemed to have any very specific bearing on what
confronted us, though at one time or another through
this period I probably attempted to make some use of
everything I knew.

His approach to life was his approach to his work, and
to helping people in a simple, straightforward manner.

In western Kansas when a person came to me, we
were pretty much stuck with each other. Our job was
to figure out what the two of us could do ourselves.
Now that I look back on it this was an open invitation
to approach psychology from an unconventional
angle. And that is what I am afraid I did.

Kelly died unexpectedly while in the process of
completing a new book, in addition to organizing the
many papers he had delivered throughout the last
decade of his career.

THEORIES
Kelly developed not merely a theory of psychology.

He developed an entire psychology based on 20 years
of practical clinical experience and the theories he
derived from that experience. As he offered in his
preface for the book, the structure by which it was
organized was essentially the manifestation of the
psychology itself. Kelly knew that he not only wanted

to let the reader or student know the how of the proce-
dures handling a clinician’s client base. He would
have to present the why behind the procedures and
techniques. That motivation was the beginning of his
written works. Explaining the process through which
the book was produced, Kelly also noted what others
would quickly see upon reading his work that, “In the
years of relatively isolated clinical practice we had
wandered far off the beaten paths of psychology,
much farther than we had ever suspected.” Over the
period of the three years that it took him to write the
book, Kelly presented first drafts of the manuscript—
from one page to as many as 30 pages at a time, as
they were completed—in a weekly Thursday night
seminar and lecture open to all interested. “That either
the writer or the manuscript survived at all is entirely
due to the psychological perceptiveness of colleagues
who, somehow, always found a way to strike a gentle
balance between pity and realism,” Kelly recalled.

The theory of constructive alternativism provided
Kelly with a solid base for his new psychology, as well
as an important point of reference in his discussion of
psychotherapeutic techniques. This personality theory
began with two basic premises: 1) that an understand-
ing of individual humans is better when derived from
a “perspective of the centuries,” as Kelly wrote, than
“in the flicker of passing moments”; and, 2) that indi-
viduals see the context of life in a very personal
manner, by the way events and the role in which they
find themselves are played out. In other words, the
theory involves individuals examining the way in
which they interpret and react to their environment.

Kelly wrote that people view their worlds
“through transparent patterns or templets,” which they
themselves create, and utilize them in order to “fit over
the realities of which the world is composed.”
According to him, these patterns were not always a
perfect fit, but still helpful. He submitted the term
constructs to be used for such patterns. These patterns
are enlarged or improved as a person matures. They
become pieces of a larger construction system through
which people live, communicate, and interpret the
world around them. These constructs might be
explained in more detail by the manner in which an
individual uses them. Kelly emphasized that the one
crucial assumption for testing or using these systems is
that people must assume that all of the present inter-
pretations of the universe were subject to revision or
replacement. As he pointed out, “No one needs to paint
[himself] into a corner; no one needs to be completely
hemmed in by circumstances; no one needs to be the
victim of [his] biography.” Basically, this philosophy is
what has been defined as constructive alternativism.
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Kelly authored a 1966 essay that was to be an
introduction to a book in personal construct theory.
The piece was not completed due to his death, but
was published by a student and colleague, Don
Bannister, in 1970 as “Perspectives in Personal
Construct Theory.” Kelly began with a philosophical
inquiry, writing, 

Who can say what nature is? Is it what now exits
about us, including all the tiny hidden things that
wait so patiently to be discovered? Or is it the vista
of all that is destined to occur, whether tomorrow or
in some distant eon of time? Or is nature infinitely
more varied than this, the myriad trains of events that
might ensue if we were to be so bold, ingenious, and
irreverent as to take a hand in its management? . . .
Personal construct theory is a notion about how
[man] may launch out from a position of admitted
ignorance, and how he may aspire from one day to
the next to transcend his own dogmatisms. It is then,
a theory of man’s personal inquiry—a psychology of
human quest. It does not say what has been or will be
found, but proposes rather how we might go about
looking for it.

Main points
From the ancient Greek mathematician Euclid

who formulated the basis for both Greek and modern
logic with his book, Elements, Kelly found the logical
basis for his own system. What Kelly termed the
psychology of personal constructs was laid out as a
fundamental postulate (or hypothesis statement),
which he used 11 corollaries to explain—in much 
the same way that Euclid laid out his own work. The
fundamental postulate was: “A person’s processes are
psychologically channelized by the ways in which
[he] anticipates events.” This is a statement to be used
for purpose of examination and hypothesis, and not
as an absolute truth. Kelly was proposing a new way
of looking at human beings and their actions. He
stated that he wanted to provide different ways of
examining the unconscious mind, and along with that
the typical human behaviors such as anxiety, guilt,
creativity, aggression, and depression, among others.
With the use of his primary diagnostic tool, known as
the repertory grid, Kelly built an entire scientific
system by which to evaluate human beings and
consequently through which they could evaluate
themselves.

His marked departure from the school of behavior-
ism, again, was approaching the issue as one that meant
people were not passive beings who merely reacted to
either their outer or inner environment. They were
scientists who systematically created ways to make an
impact in the world by their actions. The underlying

theme in Kelly’s theory was that of change—the world
is continually changing, and therefore humans are
continually changing their constructs of the world.

Explanation: Corollaries
Kelly’s system is basically a simple one. It is one

postulate with 11 corollaries that provide the various
directions in which that postulate might go. A person
might act in a certain way but due to the whole system
of living, inquiry, and discovery a person has estab-
lished, there are many different parts of it, in a clinical
setting, that the individual and therapist must know
about and also examine. If a client is seeking treat-
ment for a problem, for instance, the client and the
therapist both need to know who this person is by the
deliberations they make. Kelly noted that in order for
people to anticipate future events, they must create or
construct some way that permits them to think of two
of them in a similar way.

Examples
Understanding the implications of the corollaries

is an important key to understanding the psychology
itself. The corollaries were stated by Kelly as:

1. Construction corollary—A person anticipates
events by construing their replications.

2. Individual corollary—Persons differ from each
other in their constructions of events.

3. Organization corollary—Each person character-
istically evolves, for convenience in anticipating
events, a construction system embracing ordinal
relationships between constructs.

4. Dichotomy corollary—A person’s construction
system is composed of a finite number of dichoto-
mous constructs.

5. Choice corollary—A person chooses for him- or
herself that alternative in dichotomized construct
through which is anticipated the greater possibil-
ity for extension and definition of the individual’s
system.

6. Range corollary—A construct is convenient for
anticipation of a finite range of events only.

7. Experience corollary—A person’s construction
system varies as that person successively
construes the replications of events.

8. Modulation corollary—The variation in a
person’s construction system is limited by the
permeability of the constructs within whose
ranges of convenience the variants lie.

9. Fragmentation corollary—A person may succes-
sively imply a variety of construction subsystems
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which are inferentially incompatible with each
other.

10. Commonality corollary—To the extent that one
person employs a construction of experience
which is similar to that employed by another, that
person’s psychological processes are similar to
those of the other person.

11. Sociality corollary—To the extent that one person
construes the construction processes of another,
that person may play a role in a social process
involving the other person.

The corollaries can be understood by examining
their content as Kelly did.

Construction corollary How does a person antici-
pate an event by “construing” the replications of
events? Each event that occurs is unique; but some
events can be viewed by their similarities. This
construction must include both the way to identify the
events as similar, as well as how they are different. If a
person does not see distinctions between occurrences,
then the entire world is perceived to be the same, or
homogeneous. If only the differences are realized, the
result is a world of events and actions that are totally
unrelated. This would create a sort of chaos offering
no hope of understanding or communication—specifi-
cally, the communication people have with themselves
in order to determine the action they will find neces-
sary to perform. This corollary has implications in
mathematics, as well. In order to calculate probability
and predictability of events, it is necessary to take into
account the concept of the replication of events.

Individuality corollary Each person is unique and
constructs events in his or her own way. Because of
such individuality in their natures, people are not
likely to create identical systems. In later years, Kelly
went even further to explain that it would also be
unlikely that particular constructions represent identi-
cal events. Just as important to recognize is the fact
that it is highly improbable that any two people would
have joined together their construction systems by the
same logical relationships, he noted.

Organization corollary What does it mean to say
that each person anticipates events by evolving “a
construction system embracing ordinal relationships
between constructs?” A person creates a system that
will provide a way to function within it. There must
be a way to move comfortably in order to examine in
a way that provides solutions to problems and contra-
dictions that are sure to arise. All such difficulties

cannot be solved at once. That is not usually neces-
sary for a person to continue. Some personal issues
can remain unsolved indefinitely. The person can
continue to imagine the outcome of either of two
choices, for example, while figuring out what the
future has in store.

Dichotomy corollary This concept is made up of the
reality that a construct is a what might be termed as
“black or white,” and never gray. A dichotomy always
represents a division into two sections. The construct
is born out of the contrast between two different
groups. When the construct goes up, it distinguishes
between its elements and groups them as well. This
refers to the nature of such a crucial distinction.

Choice corollary When people create their
constructs, it is most likely that they will choose the
one that might provide for expansion, or greater possi-
bilities of their system. A choice implies that a person
will desire a system that could also provide for a way
to develop its usefulness. According to Kelly, when
individuals make choices, they are aligning them-
selves in terms of their constructs. This does not mean
that they will avoid or reach what their object is. It
means simply that people choose how it is they want
to proceed. Sometimes success in reaching or avoid-
ing an event depends on what a person is willing to do
to alter the construct—especially, for instance, when
maintaining it might otherwise be psychologically
catastrophic.

Range corollary This corollary refers to the fact that
any construct is created only for a limited range of
events and is not useful on a universal basis. Any one
person cannot anticipate all the world’s events. In fact,
people do not create the constructs needed to cover the
whole scale of events they might encounter. As Kelly
explains it, “the geometry of the mind is never a
complete system.” It is virtually impossible to write a
formula that could apply universally. A construct is
something created for convenience, and for the set of
objects with which it can successfully operate.

Experience corollary Experience represents a series
of events due to the construction people create for the
events that occur around them. If the construct is not
altered as a person meets with different events, then
there is no psychological impact on that person. In
essence, change does not occur. If a person does invest
energy enough to recognize that what was anticipated
turns out to be different from what occurred, then an
important connection has been made. When personal
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investments continue to meet with a movement that
forces change from the original expectation, human
experience is the result.

Modulation corollary In addition to expanding
constructs due to events, sometimes it is necessary to
realize an event presents limitations, as well. A
construct system must be prepared to meet with this
possibility. Otherwise the cycle of experience will fail.
The systems that individuals devise must be able to
admit revision at the end of this cycle. Unless a system
has a permeability to accept new subordinate
constructions—represented by new ideas, for
instance—anything that does not fit into that system
already will have no likelihood of ever fitting into it.

Fragmentation corollary People can make use of
various construction subsystems that might not infer
compatibility with one another when moving from
point A to point B to point C. That is, what they saw
when they were at point A might not be the reality
when the person finally reaches point C; it might not
have been anticipated logically in any way. That is not
always an unfortunate consequence of human behav-
ior. It can surpass a person’s logic or rational thought,
but the result can be the piece of a person’s construc-
tion that actually brings about greatness.

Commonality corollary The major assumption of
personal construct psychology is that people’s behav-
ior is governed by their constructs. In that way one
person can be said to be psychologically similar to
another person—that is what they have in common.
Holding to this principle, it can be deduced that
though two people who have experienced very differ-
ent events, and who seem to have gone through the
experiential cycle very differently, could emerge with
similar constructions of their experiences, and
continue to explore further using similar psychologi-
cal processes. According to Kelly, it is this aspect of
the theory that can release psychology “from assump-
tions about the identity of events” and how people
depend on them. Here Kelly made the distinction of
his psychology from that of the behaviorists and
phenomenologists. His method provided a way to see
people who might have to cope with familiar events in
new ways, and cooperate with others in order to create
a different world in a positive way.

Sociality corollary Kelly considered this corollary
as his most far-reaching idea. With this, a person
could create an environment in which to understand
“role” as a psychological term, and provide for the

vision of a psychological basis for society. This corol-
lary would indicate that once a person actually
attempts to construe the construction processes of
another person, then the first person might not be able
to anticipate the actions of that other person. It
provides an opportunity for that person to take a
guess, anticipate a deeper meaning to the other
person’s behavior, and attempt to figure out what that
person’s course of action will be. This implies that
people treat each other as people, rather than as simple
automatons whose behavior represents something
other than a complex human being.

Explanation: Constructs
Kelly’s use of the word “construed” rather than

“constructed” is important when he is discussing exactly
what constructs are. A construct implies the dual nature
of something—the relationship between two things or
events immediately indicates that the individual has
determined their similarity. But simultaneously the
differences between the two are also recognized. In the
case that a person might construe a situation in terms of
a “black vs. white” construct, then even if that construct
is misapplied or inappropriate—such as a person seeing
only the color of another person’s skin rather than the
deeper character issues that might be relevant—the indi-
vidual has applied that construct to matters that are seen
only as black or white. In other matters of daily life,
whether it is the time of day, the cost of bus fare, or the
caloric intake of a fast-food meal, such a construct
would not be relevant.

The dual, or “bipolar nature,” of constructs, as
Kelly termed it, does not precisely follow traditional
logic. While it can be deemed that such concepts as
“black” and “white” are to be treated as separate
concepts, or that the way to view things is that they
are either naturally alike or very different, Kelly
thought differently. He proposed that while the nature
of things might be considered real and unchangeable,
that reality exists more clearly in the eyes of the
person interpreting it.

Pertinent to his explanation of the nature of
constructs, Kelly also outlined and offered 21 addi-
tional questions and issues when discussing the
matter. Those in the category of personal usage of
constructs, in addition to the question regarding the
basic nature of a personal construct as discussed in the
previous paragraph, were:

• Do people mean what they say?

• Implied linkages in the interpretation of personal
constructs.

• Constructs and anticipations.
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• Constructs as controls.

• The personal construction of one’s role.

• The real nature of constructs.

Under the category of formal aspects of
constructs, Kelly presented the main categories for
that aspect of defining his psychology, also with
detailed explanation:

• terminology

• symbolism

• communication

• scales of constructs

• scanning by means of constructs

• personal security within the context of a construct

• dimensions of constructs

In the next category, changing construction,
Kelly adds the following issues for determination:

• validation

• conditions favorable to the formation of new
constructs

• conditions unfavorable to the formation of new
constructs

The final section of Kelly’s outline of explanation
deals with the meaning of experience, a crucial piece
of the puzzle of understanding human constructs,
particularly in a clinical setting. The issues under
consideration are:

• the construed nature of experience

• the interpretation of experience

• the historical approach

• group expectancies as validators of personal
constructs

• gaining access to personal constructs through the
study of the culture in which they have grown

Examples Kelly elaborates each step in his process
of unfolding the philosophy behind his psychology.
He examined and explained the nature of personal
constructs by detailing examples of how to understand
each category when considering that question.
Focusing on the issue of the therapist in treating
clients, Kelly offered the discussion of the final cate-
gory, that of understanding a person’s culture in order
to treat them. This matter is a relevant one given the
modern-day concept of “political correctness”—in the
sense that people are seen within the context of their
group or culture. Kelly warned the therapist against
stereotyping individuals, and grouping them together
simply because they were of a certain culture. He
offered the example that:

The Gentile therapist who comes in contact with a
series of Jewish clients for the first time may also be
baffled by the similarities he sees by way of contrast
with his other clients. If he is to understand them as
persons, rather than to stereotype them as Jews, he
must neither ignore the cultural expectations under
which they have validated their constructs—expecta-
tion of both Jewish and Gentile groups—nor make
the mistake of focusing on the group constructs to the
exclusion of the personal constructs of each client.

The responsible therapist using the psychology of
personal constructs must be clear in the distinctions
and definitions, just as any other scientist would.

Explanation: Repertory grid
The primary tool, or diagnostic instrument, for

Kelly’s psychology is known as the repertory grid.
The original test devised by Kelly was meant to be
used in a clinical, or pre-clinical setting. His idea was
that the test, role construct repertory test (Rep test), as
administered through his “grid” would serve five
functions: 1) to define the client’s problem in a way
that it could most easily be addressed; 2) to uncover
the client’s own personal constructs, or manner in
which the person functions moves and will move for
the purpose of the examination; 3) to provide hypothe-
ses in the clinical setting which can be carefully
observed, monitored, and utilized; 4) to search and
discover what resources the client has available that
might not be obvious to a therapist except through
such a tool; and 5) to uncover and accent the problems
of the client that also might have been overlooked by
the therapist.

Examples The test focuses on role constructs for the
purpose of seeking an understanding of a person’s
personal social behavior. As created by Kelly, it was
an application of a psychological test procedure
already in use, known as the concept-formation. As
the administration of the test developed, it became a
simple grid. The grid itself is a table divided into
columns, and essentially sorts people. There are two
outer columns that list human characteristics. The
remaining columns are filled with the names of 
people or objects that fit into a list of categories. For
instance, in addition to places for each parent,
siblings, and employer, and other similar categories.
There are also places for such listings as a teacher that
you liked, and one you disliked; a spouse or signifi-
cant other; a person of the same sex you disliked in
high school; and several other categories of people
with whom you’ve interacted. Kelly’s traditional test
provided for up to 21 of those columns. Each person
is listed with a designated number. The names are 
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also written on cards. The tester shows the subject
these cards in groups of three, and always asks the
same question: “How are two of these similar and the
third one different?” Each answer the subject gives
represents a construct of the subject. Individual names
rather than generalized concepts such as “male” or
“female” are considered preferable because they are
more personal to the subject, and provide the first
inroads into the gathering of information necessary to
analysis. The examiner sorts through these responses
and recorded.

Kelly noted six constructs the subject might
construe that could create the need for a follow-up to
the test in order to make finer distinctions. Such
constructs and their explanation are: 1) situational
constructs—when a subject might answer, for
instance, that two people are alike because they are
from the same town; 2) excessively permeable
constructs—when a subject would indicate that two
people were alike simply because they are both men;
3) excessively impermeable constructs—a subject
might answer that two people are alike because they
are each firefighters, but the third is different because
he or she is a law enforcement officer; 4) superficial
constructs—when a subject might find a similarity
simply because two people wear the same size of
shoes; 5) vague constructs—when the subject indi-
cates that both objects share a similar characteristic
by saying something such as, “Oh, I don’t like either
of them”; and, 6) constructs which are a direct
product of the role title—the subject responds to the
question of similarity between two people, in the
example Kelly offers, by saying that, “Both are hard
to understand.”

From the beginning, Kelly allowed for the possi-
bility of variations of the rep test. He offered various
elaborations through which a therapist might adminis-
ter the test according to determining both personal and
public construct systems. What he did proscribe was
that certain assumptions should be accepted as
premise to the test. Those he indicated were that: 1) of
the “permeability of the constructs elicited”; 2)
“preexisting constructs are elicited by the test”; 3) the
test must be representative of all the people with
whom the subject creates the construed role; 4) the
subject must demonstrate an understanding of the
constructs of others in order to understand the social
interaction, even if that understanding is inadequate;
5) the subject must have clear role association in rela-
tion to the object, with constructs regarding that
person clearly defined; and, 6) the subject must
adequately communicate the constructs created and
their explanation to the examiner.

Fixed-role therapy
Central to Kelly’s psychology of personal

constructs is the way in which that theory is utilized in
treating clients. Of the many methods a therapist
might employ, one that stands out is fixed-role
therapy—creating a new self-characterization for the
client based on one the client already provided. The
therapy involves focusing around what is considered
the primary moral argument of personal construct
psychology. Bannister presents the issue in his essay
entitled “Kelly versus clockwork psychology” in the
International Handbook of Personal Construct
Psychology. He noted that central to the argument
were a couple of questions. The first was, “Is it possi-
ble that your personality is an invention?” Questions
that follow that initial one would include, “Is it possi-
ble that laboriously through your life, step by step,
you have been building a personality?” And, “Is it
possible that you did not inherit your personality 
from your parents, that it is not fixed in you geneti-
cally or constitutionally or simply taught to you by
your environment?” Kelly did not explore this brand
of therapy by himself. He noted that in 1939 a 
group including other psychologists he identified as
Edwards, McKenna, Older, along with him, had
examined what they termed at the time only as “role
therapy.”

Explanation The procedure of this therapy employs
the use of a sympathetic friend of the client writing
the self-characterization, always written in the third
person. Then, the therapist produces a fixed-role sketch
based on the self-character sketch. This is primarily a
character portrait of an imaginary person. The client
then becomes that imaginary character for a certain
period of time—perhaps for several weeks. What this
does is put the client into a new role in order to begin
to examine how people might act differently toward
that person. Consequently, the client gathers new
evidence about the surrounding world—specifically
the personal responses and other people’s relation-
ships of the people he encounters.

Examples Kelly introduced this practice of fixed-
role therapy in his book by introducing readers to a
university student he called Ronald Barrett, described
as someone who had requested psychological services
due to complaints of his difficulties in academic, voca-
tional, and social adjustments. By the time that fixed-
role therapy was set for trial, Barrett had been through
about nine psychotherapeutic interviews. The therapist
could not see much change or promise that his prob-
lems would be solved. The school term was ending,
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and the client had decided to leave that university for
another one a thousand miles away.

Kelly reproduced the sketch complete with the
original misspellings and grammatical errors. It began
with the sentence, “An overall appearance of Ronald
Barrett would give one the impression that he had a
rather quiet and calm personality.” He was portrayed
as a young man who was cautious about drawing any
attention to himself in an unfavorable light in public.
Even if he was only one in a group with someone who
was causing a disturbance, he did not like the idea of
being seen as a member of such a group. While there
were occasions when he did get angry or frustrated
and demonstrated those feelings, though not in public,
he would rarely target his friends when showing such
emotions. Barrett appeared to be a person who was
disdainful of his own stupid mistakes, as well as those
of others, even when it was a matter considered minor
by everyone else. As the sketch went on, it was
revealed that he did show great mood extremes. He
was also someone who continually tried to impress
people, especially those who were older, by relaying
his knowledge, maturity, and sincerity. In fact, it
seemed that one of his biggest issues was inconsidera-
tion on the part of anyone at all, including himself. As
someone who embodied a certain morality and set of
ethics, Barrett was thus subject to guilt feelings when
he felt he did not measure up to the compassion he
held as a high priority. He was most critical of his
family, correcting them relentlessly when he believed
they were wrong on a matter, and went to great lengths
to prove he was right. In the same matter, Barrett had
often been gullible when believing something too
easily and then arguing its correctness even when it
turned out not to be. The sketch did note that he
seemed to have that characteristic under better control.
At that point, he was not as quick to give way to this
inclination.

In other matters, Barrett’s personality portrait
presented someone who was rigid in his beliefs,
particularly religious beliefs. He suffered from a
lack of confidence especially with members of the
opposite sex, creating serious awkwardness when it
came to dating—the sketch noted that he put too
much thought into kissing a girl on a date, or calling
again even if he had already been out with her two
or three times. Barrett was described as someone
with both positive qualities and negative, especially
in certain inconsistencies between his stated beliefs
and his actions.

As a part of the therapy for Barrett, the fixed-role
sketch gave the subject a different name, that of
“Kenneth Norton.” The sketch was one that focused

on his positive qualities, providing as well for a positive
spin on what were originally stated as negative habits.
He was portrayed as a person who connected in an
intimately cordial way very quickly to all he met.
Norton was characterized as a good listener who was
not dismissive of anyone else’s ideas. He gave atten-
tion to the details of views of other people as being
something important. Women found him attractive
largely because he was so willing to listen to their
point of view. He gave even his parents the opportu-
nity to listen to his ideas and share his enthusiasm and
his accomplishments. As Kelly pointed out about the
sketch, its theme was essentially one that found, “the
seeking of answers in the subtle feelings of other
people rather than in literalistic dispute with them.”

Both of the sketches provide only the beginnings
of the fixed-role therapy. The therapist as well as the
client has to evaluate the situation and help decide
where to proceed. This involves the client’s reactions
as well as other types of situations the new role might
not have included. He and other have explained the
whole process in greater detail. What he did empha-
size was that he believed that in order for the therapy
to be successful, six sessions in a two-week period
that included the presentation session was the
minimum required in order for the therapist to achieve
any positive results. Kelly related the end of his final
interview with his client Barrett, telling him that “We
did not want to throw Ronald Barrett in the ash can.
Rather, Kenneth Norton was in a sense supposed to be
another Ronald Barrett, a different version of him. I
used the analogy of the onion skin where one layer
comes off revealing another layer.” Barrett indicated
that he understood well, that Norton was just another
facet of his personality. Kelly determined that Barrett
had made great progress in the sessions through this
use of fixed-role therapy.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
Kelly’s life and work followed almost exactly

through the first half of the twentieth century—from
the time of his birth in 1905 until the time of his death
in 1967. This man who was born in the early days of
the automobile, only two years after the Wright
Brothers’ attempt at flying, was already four years old
when he went with his parents by covered wagon to
settle land in eastern Colorado. He was someone
whose place in history might be difficult to fathom for
anyone who came of age by the turn of the next
century. He was truly a child of the period of time that
would come to be known as the “American century.”
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Kelly grew up through World War I, in which modern
warfare technology began to change the face of war.
The methods used to wage war using gas as a weapon
brought a new horror to the future. Kelly came of age
during the 1920s, when technological inventions were
transforming industry and society at a rate previously
unseen. The beginning of his professional career in
western Kansas during the darkest days of the
Depression, in an area that suffered perhaps more
intensely due to years of drought, was directly
affected by the cases he handled. He wrote that during
that the 12 years he spent at Fort Hays that he head
“several more priceless opportunities to revise my
outlook.” He recalled that “It was a time for a teacher
to talk of courage and adventure in the midst of
despair.” Still, Kelly would be the first to say that it
was not really the circumstances, or that he felt any
calling to do what he did. And by that time, he decided
that if it was he who initiated his own actions, why
would others not do the same?

Even if he wanted to talk more about what he did
with how he was raised, Kelly’s childhood clearly
provided a fascinating historical context for the person
he would become as an adult, and ultimately as a
psychologist. He emerged from the sort of rugged
individualism for which a young country was still
known. Kelly understood the principles of self-deter-
mination from his father, who gave up a career in the
Presbyterian ministry to follow the life of a farmer.
His mother was the daughter of an adventurer. She
chose to be a Midwestern farmer’s wife at a time when
America’s increasing urbanization might have
provided her with a world of culture and society
instead of rural isolation. Kelly’s early education was
an example of determination to learn without the early
formality of schooling. His university life would
unearth so many matters of interest that it was almost
enough to cause concern that he would settle into a
stable way to earn a living.

Yet the education he chose did lead to the
psychology he would create. As an engineering
student who majored in mathematics and physics, it
was the scientist in him that would direct his future
and provide the motivation for a new way to look at
human behavior. As a mathematician, Kelly would
find inspiration in the straightforward system of the
ancient Greek scholar Euclid who had published a
simple book on geometry centuries earlier. The way in
which he prepared his 1,000 page manuscript was
presented as postulate and corollaries—the same
structure Euclid used. In the essay on Kelly for the
International Handbook, Fransella and Neimeyer did
point out that Kelly’s reliance on mathematical theory

was such that he pointed out that “Johann Herbart’s
work on education and particularly mathematical
psychology influenced me. I think mathematics is the
pure instance of construct functioning—the model of
human behavior.”

The more positive influences on Kelly did come
from various areas of philosophy, as well. He was
known to cite John Dewey, the religious thinker and
follower of pragmatism. He was also influenced by his
study of phenomenonology. Another influence was
the linguistic philosopher, Alfred Korzybski, who
suggested the idea of “constructs” as interpretations
that reveal as much of the humans who utilize them,
as about the objects they describe. Hans Vaihinger was
a philosopher who proposed the “as if” proposition as
he built his own brand of constructive alternativism—
already noted as the philosophy on which Kelly began
to build his own psychology.

What perhaps influenced Kelly in a negative
way was the contemporary popularity of behavior-
ism and the psychodynamic approach to psychology.
He reacted so strongly against that notion that he felt
compelled to pursue his own idea that humans were
more in charge of themselves than either of those
two methods implied. When Kelly published his
work on April 15, 1955, America had already
entered the age of the atomic and nuclear bombs.
The country was also in the midst of the “Red scare”
during the Cold War against the Soviet Union and the
other Communist countries. School children were
practicing air raid drills, people were building bomb
shelters, and anxiety over the possibility of nuclear
holocaust loomed. It was the era of the “Beatnik,”
and the gradual evolution of a new kind of individu-
alism. The rumblings of the Civil Rights movement
had begun in earnest among black Americans—a
time when an oppressed people were speaking up,
marching, boycotting, and saying they were no
longer going to be victims of a two-tiered justice or
social system. The world was in the early dawn of
the computer age, as well.

Kelly’s work was well received for the most part
though it was clearly seen as a major departure from
the behaviorism so widely practiced. Indeed, with all
of the work he and other psychologists were doing to
establish the right of clinical psychologists to separate
from the medical profession, and to receive accept-
ance as scientific practitioners, his work began to pave
the way into an age of information technology when
even the average person was called on to partake of
science. Kelly’s system was an obvious beginning to a
whole new direction in research of the human psyche
and the behavior it produced.
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CRITICAL RESPONSE
While Kelly met with praise from the reviews of

psychologists such as Carl Rogers and Jerome Bruner,
he certainly met with criticism as well. According to
the Biographical Dictionary of Psychology, the major
objections of the time of publication and into a new
century centered around three major arguments, as
directly quoted:

• The theory had relatively little to offer on the
issues of growth and development.

• It is not specific about the motivational basis for
many people’s decisions (i.e., the connections
between construct systems and motivational
forces are obscure).

• In dispensing with the distinction between cogni-
tion and emotion, his theory underemphasizes the
role played by emotional and affective factors.

The third argument was one to which Kelly
particularly took exception. He emphasized that any
such perceived neglect of emotional issues was not a
part of a clinical setting.

Regarding the criticism that Kelly did not address
the issue of human development, Fransella has argued
that the omission was deliberate. The entire personal
construct theory was about development, she noted.
“Human beings are seen as forms of motion,” Fransella
pointed out, no matter what age they are. Another reason
for omission was Kelly’s reluctance to categorize
people, which is what he thought such traditional
models (of stages of growth through particular ages) do.
While Piaget was known to share some of his affinity
for constructivism, Kelly did not subscribe to such theo-
ries of his either. Kelly certainly had years of experience
with children during his traveling clinic days in Kansas.
He believed more that “becoming”—as humans devel-
oped into the people they were to become—was a
process that was individualized to the extent that both
children and adults are constantly changing and not
simply staying at one stage or another. Fransella and
Neimeyer offered this factor as another possibility for
the “neglect” for this part of his theory. Others have
since developed this part of his theory more extensively,
which will be explained in the next section on research
and modern-day relevance.

A crucial issue has been mentioned but should be
viewed is the profound contribution Kelly made to
scientific research. Kelly was one of the key psychol-
ogists who helped alter the way research was
conducted. Italian psychologists Gabriele Chiari, of
the Centro Studi in Psicoterapia Cognitiva, in
Florence, and Maria Laura Nuzzo, of the Centro di

Psicologia e Psicoterapia Costruttivista, in Rome,
provided a chapter for the International Handbook
entitled, “Kelly’s Philosophy of Constructive
Alternativism.” In 2003, as an introductory paragraph
to their essay, they wrote that:

Many psychologists prefer to regard psychology as a
science that has become one and for all separated
from philosophy, its ancestral roots. Science, they
think, uses the scientific method, that is, a method
that allows its followers to gain access to the ultimate
reality, while the speculations of philosophers have
no validity as to the knowledge of reality and the
verification of the truth. These psychologists fail to
consider that the dependence of their inquiries, and
of the very scientific method they hold so dear, are
based on a definite set of assumptions—usually
unspoken—whose questioning and analysis are
exactly the prerogative of philosophy.

Kelly, they explained, “was aware that philosophical
speculation is inescapable, for any scientific investiga-
tion.” Chiari and Nuzzo, as did others, pointed out 
the significance of the two terms Kelly coined—
accumulative fragmentalism, as opposed to constructive
alternativism. The former can best be defined as the idea
that knowledge is based on the accumulation of frag-
mented thoughts. According to Kelly, the authors noted
“Science proceeds by way of conjectures and refutation:
any person, as a scientist, does the same.”

Among the names of many well-known scientists
and scholars whose ideas penetrate the discussion of
Kelly is the name of one philosopher of science,
Thomas Kuhn (1922–1996). He appears on the
horizon of those theories that are either directly or
indirectly connected to Kelly’s work. While he cannot
be categorized among the followers of Kelly, his work
as introduced in his 1962 book, The Structure of
Scientific Revolution, embodies much of the focus of
the constructivists. For further study and research on
Kuhn, information is available through the Society for
Constructivism in the Human Sciences. His theories
on scientific method can provide an enhancement and
variation to Kelly’s work.

Perhaps a major reason for criticism of Kelly
emerged from the fact that he actually created a whole
new psychology. There was an initial burst of interest
when he published his work, though that interest
quickly faded. Most of those who immediately
pursued research based on personal construct psychol-
ogy were clinicians rather than the academicians who
would represent the links necessary to further such a
groundbreaking direction. Kelly himself tended to
avoid being labeled, or linking himself easily to other
theories in psychology. He did not receive notice in
the United States because of those factors. In 1997,
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Dr. C. George Boeree of the psychology department
of Shippensburg University in Pennsylvania noted:

The reasons for this lack of attention are not hard to
fathom. The ‘science’ branch of psychology was at
that time still rather mired in a behaviorist approach
to psychology that had little patience with the
subjective side of things. And the clinical side of
psychology found people like Carl Rogers much
easier to follow. . . Kelly was a good 20 years 
ahead of his time. Only recently, with the so-called
“cognitive revolution,” are people really ready to
understand him.

Apparently it was Kelly himself who suggested
that if his theory were still around in 10 or 20 years
(Kelly died less than 12 years after publishing the
psychology), in a form too close to the original, that
might not be a good thing. As a true constructive alter-
nativist, Kelly believed that individual views of reality
must change. Because he built not only a whole new
psychology but a whole new language, Kelly’s critics
often had a difficult time with their criticism of his
work. Again, many critics abandoned him altogether.
Yet his base of followers grew, even if the fact
remained that he was embraced more readily outside
of the United States than inside. Particularly in
England he gained quite a modicum of notoriety.
Industrial psychologists found his new methods trans-
lated efficiently to labor or employment environments.
As of 2004, the centers for personal construct
psychology and journals are concentrated in England,
Australia, Germany, and Canada.

Vincent Kenny is one proponent of Kelly’s work
who has written extensively about it He is the director
of the Institute of Constructivist Psychology in
Dublin, Ireland. He has quoted Kelly’s comments
regarding the hazards of categorizing the psychology.
Kelly had said that he had been

so puzzled over the early labeling of personal
construct theory as “cognitive” that several years ago
I set out to write another short book to make it clear
that I wanted no part of cognitive theory. The manu-
script was about a third completed when I gave a
lecture at Harvard University with the title, “Personal
Construct Theory as a Line of Inference.” Following
the lecture, Professor Gordon Allport explained to the
students that my theory was not a “cognitive” theory
but an “emotional” theory. Later the same afternoon,
Dr. Henry Murray called me aside and said, “You
know, don’t you, that you are really an existentialist?”

Kenny further points out that Kelly and his psychology
had been categorized in a number of other ways includ-
ing, a learning theory; psychoanalytic theory—
Freudian, Adlerian, Jungian; typically American theory;
Marxist Theory; humanistic theory; logical positivistic
theory; a Zen Buddhistic theory; a Thomistic theory; a

behavioristic theory; an Apollonian theory; a pragmatis-
tic theory; a reflective theory; and, no theory at all.
Kenny added the observation that:

From these comments it is clear that Kelly’s theory
has been treated somewhat like a Rorschach inkblot,
wherein people can find what they expect to see, by
reading in the light of their own theories and there-
fore not being able to discern the radically different
nature of the theory.

In summarizing Kelly’s theory, Kenny has
provided an interesting perspective. He said that
“Personal construct theory is very difficult to grasp
largely because it emphasizes organization and struc-
ture as opposed to content. It tells us not what to think
but rather how to go about understanding what we do
think.” An important question that remains after the 50
years since Kelly published his work would be: Why
did it take so long for Americans to see in the theory
what people from countries throughout the world saw
almost immediately?

Kelly’s legacy
One quick search through the worldwide web of

the early twenty-first century can provide an extensive
view into the revolution that Kelly brought into being
with one book, as well as the many branches of disci-
plines using constructive philosophy as their basis.
Kelly did something more complex than simply giving
birth to other psychological trends or theories. His basic
system spawned a far-reaching network of other
construct theoreticians and practicing clinicians. It was
as if he created the design of a building that set a stan-
dard for numerous variations of that architecture—
possibly for generations to come. Centers throughout
the world are dedicated to personal construct psychol-
ogy. As of 2004, the major centers and organizations
around the world that were dedicated to personal
construct psychology in the United States and abroad
included, North American Personal Construct Network
(NAPCN); European Personal Construct Association
(EPCA)—yet another testimony to the fact that perhaps
Kelly was ahead of his time is that this association was
founded in 1990; Australian Personal Construct Group
(APCG); Centre for Personal Construct Psychology, in
England; Society for Constructivism in the Human
Sciences, based in Denton, Texas, devoted to construc-
tivism; Houston Galveston Institute; Institute for the
Study of Psychotherapeutic Change; Taos Institute
(social constructionism); Constructivism and Discourse
Processes Research Group; and the International
Network on Personal Meaning.

The International Handbook provides a large
sampling of all of the theories and research being done
by Kelly’s disciples—many of whom were born after
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his death. It is the key reference for the subject. By no
means can it cover all of the work being done, or all of
the people who are doing it. The use of Kelly’s system
has spread to such varied areas as business, family
therapy, nursing education, and sports. In addition to
that book, hundreds of others books, essays, and
lectures regarding one of the many aspects of personal
construct psychology have been published. Journals
focused on the subject include Journal of Constructivist
Psychology, Constructivism in the Human Sciences,
Constructivist Chronicle, the newsletter of the NAPCN,
The International Personal Construct Psychology
Newsletter, Narrative Psychology Internet and
Resource Guide, and Postmodern Therapies NEWS.

Radical constructivism One of the important
offshoots of personal construct psychology is the
theory of radical constructivism. The phrase and idea
were coined in 1974 by Ernst von Glaserfeld.
According to the Web site devoted to the discipline,
von Glaserfeld was concerned with compromising
constructivism. Unless constructivism is “complete”
or “radical,” according to him, it could easily relapse
into what he called “some kind of fancy realism.”
Radical constructivism is defined as “an unconven-
tional approach to the problem of knowledge and
knowing.” It is based on the premise that however
knowledge is defined, it “is in the heads of persons.”
Consequently, the thinking subjects have no other way
to act but to construct what they know drawn from
their experience. What humans interpret of their expe-
rience, much in line with Kelly’s original assumption,
is the reality of the world for each person, the only
realm of consciousness for each individual. The theory
also includes the contention that nonetheless, all expe-
riences are basically subjective. People can imagine
that the experience of others might be similar to theirs,
but have no way of confirming that. For the radical
constructivists, this includes the experience and inter-
pretation of language. In that regard, Kelly was only
one in a line of scholars who embraced the notion of
constructivism, and was by no means the first.

The names of six people emerge as significant in
the field of radical constructivism. In addition to Kelly
himself, they are Heinz von Foerster (born November
13, 1911); Humberto Maturana, known by the phrase,
“Everything said is said by an observer”; Ernst von
Glaserfeld; Gordon Pask (died 2003), who developed
a conversation theory; and, Jakob von Uexküll, 
who published his main theories first in 1928 in
Theoretische Biologie. Von Foerster ran the Biological
Computer Laboratory (BCL) at the University of
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (Illinois) from the late

1950s until the middle of the 1970s. The BCL brought
together scholars and scientists whose thinking was
similar to his. In addition to Maturana and Pask, two
other prominent members of the BCL were Francisco
Varela, known for developing the ideas of circularity
and considered an innovator in cognition; as well as
W. Ross Ashby, one of the main figures in the cyber-
netics movement.

The decade of the 1980s, particularly in
Germany, was a time of prolific publication of transla-
tions of the work of others in the field, including
Siegfried J. Schmidt, Hans-Rudi Fischer, Gerhard
Roth, and, Gebhard Rusch. It was during that period
also that the work of von Uexküll’s work from the
1920s and 1930s was also made more widely avail-
able through reissues and translation.

Social constructivism Another theory based on
constructivist notions is that of social constructivism.
Its premise is that reality or truth is made, not discov-
ered. In Kelly’s world that railed against absolute
truths and supported an ever-changing reality, this
extension seems to find its logical place. Max Hocutt,
a professor of philosophy at the University of
Alabama, noted in a criticism of the doctrine for the
Spring 1999 issue of Behavior and Philosophy that the
doctrine had achieved followers for a couple of
reasons. “First,” he wrote, “it is flattering. People like
to be told that their opinions are as good as other
people’s. Second, when taken in a certain way—as the
belief that different beliefs might both be true—social
constructivism is unobjectionable.” In fairness to
social constructivists, however, the designation of the
word, “truth” or “reality” is crucial to understanding
the distinction between beliefs held between two or
more people. Hocutt criticizes the use of the word
“truth” when belief would be better utilized.

Social psychology is a field that began to gain
prominence at a time coinciding with Kelly’s publica-
tion. It is a field that has been significantly affected by
his theories—even those that might transgress from his
original principles. Two prominent modern social
psychologists, Susan T. Fiske and Elizabeth F. Loftus,
who are profiled in this chapter, are further examples of
Kelly’s legacy. Fiske is a member of the faculty of
Princeton University who has become known for her
work in defining social relationships, particularly those
regarding race, gender, and age. Loftus has achieved
fame as a memory specialist best known for her work
in the field of exposing repressed memory syndrome.
Her 1994 book with Katherine Ketham, The Myth of
Repressed Memory: False Memories and Allegations of
Sexual Abuse, created a public explosion of an increas-
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ingly accepted premise of therapy. At a time when
sexual abuse of minors, particularly the major issues of
parental abuse, and those regarding accusations against
the officials of the Roman Catholic church in the United
States, the theory created controversy and continued to
do so even 10 years after its publication.

The computer age
Kelly’s distaste for labels and the attempts to

categorize him has not discouraged the association of
his ideas with the explosion of the information-tech-
nology age, and the expansion of the computer even
in the lives of average people. One e-publication made

BIOGRAPHY:
Susan T. Fiske

Susan T. Fiske is a prominent social psychologist
and professor of psychology at Princeton University.
She was born on August 19, 1952, to Donald W. Fiske
and Barbara Page Fiske. Fiske has one brother, Alan
Page Fiske, a professor of anthropology at UCLA. Her
father was a psychologist and psychology professor, as
well. His career spanned nearly five decades. He
retired from the University of Chicago (UC) and died
at the age of 86 in April 2003. Fiske was the first recip-
ient of the Donald W. Fiske Distinguished Lecture
series that was established in his honor in 1999 at UC.
With her father at UC throughout her childhood, Fiske
was raised in the racially integrated, stable university
neighborhood of Hyde Park on Chicago’s south side.
She has mentioned that growing up in such an environ-
ment had an impact on her interest in race relations.

Fiske graduated magna cum laude from Radcliffe
College, Harvard University, in 1973, with an A.B. in
Social Relations. She completed her Ph.D. at Harvard
in 1978 in Social Psychology. In 1995 she was
honored with a Docteur Honoris Causa, Ph.D. from
the Universit Catholique de Louvain, Louvain-la-
Neuve, Belgium.

Fiske has authored over 100 journal articles and
book chapters; edited seven books and journal special
issues. It was her graduate text with Shelley Taylor,
Social Cognition, first published in 1984, with a
second edition in 1991, that provided definition for the
sub-field of the way people think about and make
sense of other people, according to the UC department
of social psychology press release when Fiske
received the Fiske Distinguished Lecture honor.

Her research focus has addressed how stereotyp-
ing, prejudice, and discrimination are both promoted
and discouraged through social relationships. Her
work in social cognition also brought her the distin-
guished honor of being an expert witness for a case
before the United States Supreme Court in what was

considered a landmark case in 1984. Addressing
similar issues, Fiske was also asked to testify in front
of President Clinton’s Race Initiative Advisory Board
in 1998. Among her many honors, Fiske received the
1991 American Psychological Association Award for
Distinguished Contributions to Psychology in the
Public Interest, Early Career, partly as a result of her
Supreme Court testimony.

As a psychologist specializing in social cognition,
Fiske gives witness to the strength of Kelly’s personal
construct psychology. In “A Conversation with Susan
Fiske,” for Psychology is Social, Readings and
Conversations in Social Psychology, Third Edition,
Fiske told interviewer Edward Krupat that social
cognition

deals with how people think about other people and
themselves and how they come to some kind of
coherent understanding of each other. Sometimes
what I tell people on airplanes is it’s about how
people form first impressions of strangers. That’s not
quite right, but on airplanes it’s an effective conver-
sation-stopper when necessary.

In that same interview, Fiske provided an insight to the
progress that social cognition and its ancestral theory,
had evolved in the last 50 years. She offered the infor-
mation that the notion of “person as information proces-
sor” and the computer metaphor had faded, and fallen
out of favor to a degree. She noted that “people are
finding it too narrow and too oriented towards sequen-
tial, A-leads-to-B-leads-to-C kinds of processes.” She
explained that, “There are too many things that happen
simultaneously, too many things related to emotions,
feelings, and behavior.”

Fiske published Social Beings: A Core Motives
approach to social psychology through Wiley, New
York, in 2004. In 2004, she was also named to the
American Psychological Association Master
Lecture award.
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available through the University of Calgary’s Center
of Personal Construct Psychology (Alberta, Canada)
is entitled “Knowledge Acquisition Tools based on
Personal Construct Psychology.” Written by Brian R.
Gaines and Mildred L. G. Shaw of the Knowledge
Science Institute at Calgary, the document chronicles
their research into the direct correlation between
personal construct psychology and its support of
modern-day technology’s development. The abstract
of their work specified that

Personal construct psychology is a theory of individ-
ual and group psychological and social processes that
has been used extensively in knowledge acquisition
research to model the cognitive processes of human
experts. The psychology takes a constructivist position
appropriate to the modeling of human knowledge
processes but develops this through the characteriza-
tion of human conceptual structures in axiomatic
terms that translate directly to computational form. 

Gaines and Shaw went on to show the close relationship
of personal construct psychology to the foundation for
artificial intelligence. These researchers have also
published further discussion of research that Kelly’s
work has been significant in cognitive and computa-
tional knowledge representation, as “Kelly’s ‘Geometry
of Psychological Space’ and its Significance for Cogni-
tive Modeling.”

Another major outgrowth of Kelly’s repertory grid
has been its use for the World Wide Web. Now evolved
into WebGrid III, WebGrid is a port of RepGrid/KSS0
used to operate as a service over the World Wide Web.
According to its official web site through the University
of Calgary, WebGrid requires its users to “define a
domain of interest, a context or purpose, and some
elements or entities that are a part of the domain and
relevant” to the users’ purpose. It then gets constructs
from users that indicate how they distinguish the
elements of their domains that are relevant to their
purposes. The system employs a variety of methods for
this task, and provides the means for users to compare
constructs with other users.

Another example of the inspiration Kelly 
has been to scientists is the work of two faculty
members from the University of the West Indies. 
S. Haque-Copilah of the department of physics, and
S. Rollocks of the department of behavioral sciences,
combined in research to determine the parallels
between Kelly’s theory and Einstein’s theory of
special relativity.

In his 1966 paper “Ontological Acceleration,”
Kelly offered yet another challenge for his psychology,
as well as that of any. He explained that

It will not be easy for a psychology modeled on nine-
teenth century science—and a science that believed

that evolution had leveled off, at that—to participate
in the accelerated behavioral innovations that
promise to change the shape of the human affairs that
confront it. Did I say, “not be easy?” I should have
said, “be incredible!” Yet I think it should be possible
for psychologists, who are less self-conscious about
being scientists, to participate in the quickening
human enterprise, once they appreciate the creative
role of behavior in the affairs of man.

THEORIES IN ACTION
Beginning almost immediately after Kelly

published his work, someone began to do research
using personal construct psychology as a basis. Kelly
was not known to show much interest in acquiring
research to support his theories. He found more value
in using them abstractly—using them to re-evaluate
what people already knew to be true. From that point,
experiments could begin with subjects in collabora-
tion with researchers or therapists, continuing to
explore the destinations to which all might be headed.
Nonetheless, research has been conducted on virtually
every aspect of his theory and psychology, in various
settings throughout the world. Many examples can be
provided. The following represent only a few of them.
Modern-day therapists and researchers continue to
explore the usefulness of personal construct psychol-
ogy in a variety of clinical areas that include weight
issues, stuttering, post-traumatic stress, substance
abuse, grieving and loss, psychotherapy, and, of
course, various forms of role therapy. True to Kelly’s
early work with children, there are many approaches
as well in dealing with children—problems with
parents, teachers, and the adults’ problems with chil-
dren. In a previously unpublished lecture Kelly 
had given at the Faculty of General Studies at the
University of Puerto Rico in 1958, he even offered
direction in how to handle teacher-student relations at
a university using his psychology.

Research
According to Jack Adams-Webber of Brock

University in Canada, as of 2003, research based on
Kelly’s psychology only continued to grow. He has
noted that certain corollaries have been the subject of
extensive research throughout the years. Of those on
which he has elaborated are the following: the indi-
viduality corollary, the commonality corollary, the
sociality corollary, and the range corollary.

Regarding the individuality corollary, following a
significant amount of research, Adams-Webber reported
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that “it has been shown repeatedly that individuals
manifest highly stable personal preferences for using
particular constructs to interpret events” (noted in
Higgins et al., 1982). People were usually found to
rate themselves and others more clearly in their own
constructs than from any constructs that might have
been provided them. Such research has indicated that
individuals’ own constructs carry more weight due to
the personal nature of the viewpoint provided. In
another set of research cited by Adams-Webber
(Hinkle, 1965; Fransella, 1972; Fransella & Bannister,
1977), there also emerges evidence that each person’s
constructs are “embedded in a personal context of
meaning defined in part by its relationship of implica-
tions with other constructs.” The basic thrust of this
research was that people do not tend to evaluate only
the information presented to them. They tend to infer
more meaning in the information, also based on previ-
ous constructs (Delia et al., 1971). In other research
based on the corollary (McDonagh, 1987), the more a
person values a particular construction in relation 
to understanding people, it holds a greater “implica-
tion potential”—or proved to increase the number of
inferences.

In various findings that spanned from 1971 to
1972, people were shown to be more responsive in
social situations among people whose constructs
proved to be similar. A series of research studies by
Duck (1973), as reported by Adams-Webber, showed
that similarity was also significant in forming, devel-
oping, and maintaining role relationships. Duck was
able to adequately verify that friends as a rule demon-
strated “more similarity in terms of elicited personal
constructs than pairs of individuals who are not
friends.” Simply put, a further finding of this research
has shown that it is this similarity of construction that
usually precedes a friendship, perhaps encouraging it,
rather than something that emerges as a result of the
friendship. Of the other significant findings, it was
found that agreement is greater regarding the pattern
of interrelationships among the positive poles of
constructs such as “happy” rather than among the
negative opposites such as “sad.” In findings from
research conducted in 1979, Adams-Webber that this
“normal usage of the former tends to conform more
closely to their standard lexical definitions.”

In research focused on the sociality corollary,
Niemeyer and Hudson in 1985 suggested that spouses
might encourage each other to develop by “validating
and extending their systems of understanding.” In
utilizing a tool known as Crockett’s Role Category
Questionnaire, (RCQ) Adams-Webber found there
was a definite correlation between spouses. People

who fill out the RCQ first nominate a list of acquain-
tances on the basis of a predetermined set of role cate-
gories, such as “a person of the opposite gender whom
you like.” They then describe that person in detail
within a three-minute time limit. The score, known as
the cognitive complexity score, represents the number
of different personal constructs the person has used
across all descriptions. Crockett notes that “if such
samples are obtained in a standard manner for a set of
people, then the differences in the number of
constructs those people employ may be assumed to
reflect differences in the total number of constructs
that are available to them.”

Case studies
In a post-9/11 world and in the midst of terrorist

threats—to name only a few traumas of a modern
world—utilizing Kelly’s psychology to deal with
post-traumatic stress is something that could prove to
be particularly desirable. In an examination of that,
Kenneth W. Sewell of the University of North Texas
has provided an approach that he has outlined for the
International Handbook. He explained that

the essential feature of Kelly’s theory from a post-
traumatic stress point of view is found in his funda-
mental postulate. . .Our psychological processes are
channelized by the ways in which we anticipate
events. That emphasis makes personal construct
theory particularly useful in conceptualizing and
helping those who have experienced some trauma.

Sewell offered several case examples from therapy,
and in the context of what was necessary in the
process for that individual. In order to illustrate certain
desired outcomes, Sewell has identified each case
under that particular heading.

Symptom management A client identified as an
adult male, “Gary,” was known to have a very clear
memory of the sexual abuse he suffered as a child.
Still, when he began therapy he was only able to
express his issues in a very vague way. It was early in
therapy that Gary realized that overeating was how he
sheltered himself from those painful memories. With
the help of the therapist, he was able to begin to distin-
guish between his emotions and his physical hunger.
The therapist utilized several techniques including
scripted self-talk, “feeling” journal, and relaxation
training. These techniques helped Gary handle his
disconcerting flashbacks, the sleeplessness his anxiety
over the issue had caused him, and his anger, which
he was not always able to control, and which would
result in sudden outbursts. It was this new way of
dealing with his pain that helped him learn what
Sewell called “the process of overt introspection.”
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What resulted for the client was a new role relation-
ship that began his process of reconstructing with the
help of a therapist.

Life review A woman known as Michelle could not
assuage the self-blame she felt after she had gotten
into a car with a stranger who eventually assaulted her.
In the therapy, she was asked to talk about her life
before the assault. She expressed the fact that she had
experienced abandonment by her parents, and had
been street-wise at an early age. Though she was
known to be tough as a young child, a trait she devel-
oped for survival, Michelle also recounted times of
exceptional vulnerability, especially when she was

CHRONOLOGY
1905: Born on a farm near Perth, Kansas, as the only

child to Theodore and Elfreda Kelly.

1926: Graduates with a bachelor’s degree from Park
College, Kansas.

1928: Receives a master’s degree from the University
of Kansas.

1930: Studies through a fellowship, received a bach-
elor’s degree in education from the University of
Edinburgh.

1931: Receives his Ph.D. from the University of Iowa.
Married Gladys Thompson on June 3 of that 
same year.

1941–45: Serves during World War II as a Navy avia-
tion psychologist, and teaches at the University of
Maryland.

1946: Accepts the position as director of clinical
programs for the school of psychology at the
Ohio State University, following Carl Rogers.

1955: W. W. Norton & Company publishes Kelly’s
groundbreaking, two-volume work, The
Psychology of Personal Constructs.

1965: Begins research position at Brandeis University
where Abraham Maslow was also working at the
time.

1967: Dies on March 6.

shown kindness by someone. As Sewell noted,
“Reconciling what for Michelle were experienced as
opposite self-constructions would prove to be a
substantial task requisite to readjusting after the
trauma.” Using the life review or the calling upon a
previous metaconstruction, described as “exploring
the rear view mirror,” Michelle would be able to iden-
tify those parts of her past, as well as what of her eval-
uation needed reconstruction. She would have to risk
vulnerability again if she wanted to deal with the ther-
apist successfully enough to enter her world.

Trauma reliving Tom was a veteran of Vietnam.
Every time he even began to approach the details of
combat memories, he found a reason to escape the
task of going very deeply into the trauma he remem-
bered. He would get what he could from the therapy,
but at the same time would act to protect the therapist
from the intense pain he had experienced. That
resulted in Tom’s frustration that he therapist did not
understand him very well. Even though the therapist
would continue to gently encourage him to relive his
memories, offering the safe shelter of time and
distance of the therapist’s office, the process was diffi-
cult. Finally the two of them went together back to
war, staying hidden as the enemy disembarked a gun-
boat searching through the tall grass and eventually
finding several of Tom’s comrades, according to
Sewell. Both Tom and his therapist listened to the
screaming of the soldiers and the gunfire that ensued.
What was revealed that when the boat was gone, both
of them experienced the situation of finding Tom’s
battalion members tied to trees and skinned alive
before they were shot. By reliving this experience
together, Tom and his therapist were able to talk from
the same place of the painful experience. It would
prove to be only the beginning of reconstruction, but
the process had finally begun.

Constructive bridging The client Darla had been
both verbally and physically assaulted by a delivery
man who had come to her home. She was taking the
blame for letting the man into her home, and for not
doing more to stop his behavior and protect herself.
At first she was not able to look at the situation clearly
and examine the sequence of events. When she began
to write and talk about the trauma, and then read her
account and process it with the previous accounts she
had related to the therapist, she was able to also
remember what she had done to thwart the attack. As
she was able to examine each aspect of her experi-
ence, even those she had first viewed as meaningless,
she was able to reconstrue herself as someone who
acted rather than simply serving as a victim.
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Relevance to modern readers
As has already been emphasized, Kelly’s

psychology has become more widely accepted as an
important tool for humans than it was when he intro-
duced it in 1955. America and its people have been
through a lot of experiences since that spring day
nearly 50 years ago. The national consciousness has
had the opportunity to experience its life virtually on a
television screen, and through a journey into cyber-
space. Though the misconception of the 1950s as
simply an ethereal era of stay-at-home mothers and
idyllic lives in the suburbs has long been addressed as
a misconception, one factor remains true. The presum-
ably “golden age” when Kelly published his new
psychology was not only blasted out of range by
President Kennedy’s assassination, the Vietnam war,
and the new age of sexual freedom—as well as the
diseases such as AIDS that ultimately came with it. It
was, as Kelly would note, altered by years of experi-
ence. That being said, why it took so long for so many
of his ideas to take hold might be debated for decades
to come. In an era when people throughout the world
stand against such vivid threats as terrorism or nuclear
holocaust, there might be an emerging sense that
taking control of life is what is required. At a time
when people have so many choices for their lives,
when technology offers both caution and promise for
the thresholds of new careers, perhaps individuals are
ready to face reconstructing their world in order to
better partake of the larger one around them.

Kelly once commented that, “To construe is to
invent, pure and simple. As far as discovery is
concerned, all that one ever discovers is whether or
not the predictions, to which his invention has led him,
pan out.” In the early years of the twenty-first century,
the opportunities to find meaning in his theories 
seem unbounded. Among them, Fransella discussed
the several aspects of life that could be explained
through the use of personal construct psychology—
from music to literary criticism to construing historic
decisions.

Fransella wrote in 2003 in her essay, “New
Avenues to Explore and Questions to Ask,” for the
International Handbook, that, “One of the few
accounts of Kelly’s ideas being applied to the world
of music comes from Kelly himself in his description
of the construction corollary.” She noted that every
time a person listens to a familiar piece of music, the
melody is still recognizable whether it has changed
key or rhythm or volume. “Construing is about
prediction and anticipation,” wrote Fransella, “and a
piece of music can only be recognized by our being
able to predict those notes that are about to follow.”

She has cited a study from Davies (1976) wherein the
account of how brass and string players in an orches-
tra construed each other. Based on the idea that string
plays determined that brass players were not as smart,
who liked to be in the spotlight, and were often the
clowns of the group. The string players were
construed by the brass players to be “like a flock of
sheep,” overly sensitive, and considering themselves
to be the true blessings of the musical world. Music
exists in the context of movement. Whether it is the
experimental jazz of a musician like Sun Ra, or the
studied perfection of a classic of Mozart, no piece of
music is totally predictable. Numerous studies have
been conducted and will continue to be conducted on
music and its effects. Should those studies include
construing, the revelations about this medium might
continue to stun, as well.

With its many implications for an endless range
of disciplines and subject, personal construct
psychology remains a fascinating tool of exploration.
In the political world of a shrinking globe, the way
in which the theory could affect insight into history-
making decisions was explored by David Gillard in
2002. He said that society “can assume that foreign
policy consists of the construing by a small number
of identifiable individuals of the behavior of their
counterparts in other states,” according to Fransella,
who went on to explain that, “This they do through
identifying their opponents’ personal constructs and
trying to change of reinforce them by a wide choice
of methods, which can range from intimate discus-
sion to total war.” The world has witnessed through-
out history the way in which some leaders are able to
join forces and others are not. Political dispositions,
or “constructs,” also play a role in the way wars are
fought, and laws are made. Gillard’s book to be
published after 2003, Why Guarantee Poland?
explores the decision of Britain’s Prime Minister in
World War II: if Germany attacked Poland, Britain
would go to Poland’s aid. The controversial matter
has long been a subject for discussion of those early
war years. Hitler quickly invaded Poland before
Britain was ready to join the war—though join the
war they did—so such a decision was moot. It was
Gillard’s opinion that if any approach to understand-
ing international history is valid, it is the theory of
personal constructs. Such a notion opens up another
possible venue for the future of personal construct
psychology. To imagine such a possibility is to
imagine that perhaps world diplomacy could be
improved through a mutual understanding that
leaders would hold for their own constructs as well
as those of the others.
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Even the human relations as demonstrated on the
television reality shows of the early twenty-first century
might be examined through the lens of constructs, espe-
cially when the “survival” of a group member be
dependent on an individual’s stamina—whether it is

winning a spot in a Fortune 500 corporation or winning
the heart of an attractive person. Indeed, what these
reality shows have to say about people and how they
construe their universe could possibly become a whole
new area of study by the next decade.

BIOGRAPHY:
Elizabeth F. Loftus

Elizabeth F. Loftus, known as the quintessential
experimental psychologist, specialized for two
decades in the verbal learning field. As a psychologist,
Loftus has also specialized in the areas of cognition,
law, learning, memory, and psychological statistics.
But she gained her greatest notoriety when she
became known for her challenge of repressed memory
syndrome. With Katherine Ketcham, Loftus published
The Myth of Repressed Memory in 1994. The dedica-
tion at the front of her book would have given George
Kelly reason to smile. “Dedicated to the principles of
science, which demand that any claim to ‘truth’ be
accompanied by proof.”

Elizabeth Fishman was born in Los Angeles in
1944. She grew up in the Bel Air section of the city.
When she was 14 her mother drowned. By her own
admission, that tragic incident had a profound effect
on her life. She attended University of California Los
Angeles (UCLA) and received a B.A. in 1966, intend-
ing originally to be a high school math teacher. Once
her interest turned to psychology after a class she
enjoyed at UCLA, her future path was redefined. She
received her Ph.D. from Stanford University in 1970.
While attending Stanford she met Geoffrey Loftus,
whom she married in 1968. It was at Stanford that she
first became interested in long-term memory. Both she
and her husband received positions at the University
of Washington in 1972. They divorced in 1991. Loftus
continues to hold an affiliate professorship at the
University of Washington, while holding a professor-
ship at the University of California at Irvine. There
she is a Distinguished Professor for the Department of
Criminology, Law, and Society; and with the
Department of Cognitive Sciences. She is also a
Fellow of the Center for the Neurobiology of Learning
and Memory.

In the early 1970s Loftus first began her research
in remembering and misremembering of episodes

that came from watching “interactions between
different kinds of information, e.g., linguistic, memo-
rial and visual.” according to the Biographical
Dictionary of Psychology. This biography also noted
that her research in this field eventually gained her
“legendary status,” with its research the most heavily
cited from any to come from experimental psychol-
ogy. Her “eyewitness paradigm” presented the
eyewitness with photographic slides that chronicled
an incident such as an automobile accident. She
provided a series of questions about it, some mislead-
ing. Her research showed that a “blending” occurs
with the eyewitness, and appears to be irreversible.
These blendings do not result in false recollection of
minor details, she found. What inevitably resulted
whether inside or outside the courtroom, was far
more dramatic, and could lead to crucial mistakes in
determining the truth of an event. Her findings also
showed that memory could be manipulated—a
damaging trend especially when deciding someone’s
guilt or innocence.

Her research in memory eventually extended to
traumatic events, and those that might include

“repressed” memories.
Such memories of sexual,
physical, or psychological
abuse could be enhanced,
Loftus found, by various
methods, including hypno-
sis, imagination exercises,
and guided visualization—
even sodium amytal, or
other “truth” serums.
Loftus has questioned 
the value of such ques-
tionable memory, especially
regarding its acceptability
in court.

Elizabeth Loftus. (Photo

courtesy of Dr. Elizabeth Loftus.

Reproduced by permission.)



G e o r g e  A l e x a n d e r  K e l l y

2 5 1P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s

The system offered by Kelly’s grid has already
proven to be a practical tool for the computer age. The
promise of what it could offer to further human under-
standing of artificial intelligence remains to be seen.
All of the advances possible have by no means yet
been exhausted.

Each few years new trends reveal the manners
and fashion of entire cultures. In 2004, globalization
continues to redefine the workplace as well as leisure
activities. It thus creates opportunities for study from
which personal construct psychology and the self-
determination it represents will likely benefit.

An appropriate quote from Kelly offers true light
into the future possibilities from his work.

What we know as the body of science, (is) in itself,
an amazing display. But this is not the most exciting
part of the story that history has to tell us. . . .
Infinitely more exciting is what potentiality these
audacious feats suggest is locked up in the unrealized
future of the [human]. While the [human] of yester-
day was developing a physicalistic science that tested
itself by experiments and its ability to predict their
outcomes, [the human] was, without intending to do
so, stating the basic postulates of a psychology for
the [human] of tomorrow. Slowly [he] demonstrated
not merely that events could be predicted, but, what
was vastly more important, that [he] was a predictor.
It was not only that hypotheses could be generated,
experiments controlled, anticipation checked against
realizations, and theories revised, but that [he]
[human] was a hypothesizer, an experimenter, an
anticipator, a critical observer, and an artful
composer of new systems of thought. What [he] did,
physically, portrayed what he was psychologically.
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BRIEF OVERVIEW
Lawrence Kohlberg was regarded for many years

as a leader in the field of moral education and devel-
opment. Trained in an institution identified with the
progressive education ideals of American philosopher
John Dewey, Kohlberg came to be regarded by his
colleagues as more of an educator than a psychologist.
Dissatisfied with the traditional character formation,
behaviorist, and psychoanalytic models of moral
behavior that were available to educators in the 1960s,
Kohlberg worked out an approach to moral develop-
ment known as cognitive structuralism, or cognitive
developmentalism. This approach focuses on the
growing child’s processes of moral reasoning and the
changes that take place in the structures of a person’s
thinking as he or she matures from childhood into
adult life. Cognitive developmentalists regard children
as independent agents capable of thinking for them-
selves about moral issues, as contrasted with the
Freudian view of children as passive recipients of
moral values imposed on them by adults. Kohlberg is
best known for his stage theory, which postulated that
human moral development progresses through a series
of cognitive stages defined as total ways of thinking
about moral issues rather than as attitudes toward
specific situations.

Kohlberg regarded his work as interdisciplinary,
insofar as he believed that moral education must
combine psychological research with the insights of
moral philosophy. He named John Dewey and Émile
Durkheim as his predecessors in the “grand tradition”
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of unifying these two disciplines. Kohlberg believed
that he had succeeded in meeting four requirements
that he considered essential to a satisfactory system of
moral education:

• It should be based on “the psychological and
sociological facts of moral development.”

• It should make use of educational methods that
stimulate moral change.

• It should be based on a “philosophically defensi-
ble” definition of morality.

• It should be compatible with a system of govern-
ment that guarantees freedom of religious belief.

Although cognitive developmentalists dominated
moral education programs for a number of years—
Kohlberg’s stage theory has been outlined in every
college-level psychology textbook published in the
past three decades—their approach has been partially
supplanted since the early 1980s by character educa-
tion models. Because of Kohlberg’s interest in the
practical application of his educational theories as
well as their relationship to other disciplines, he did
not have extensive influence within the field of
psychology itself. In addition, he did not leave behind
a large collection of writings or major institutional
foundations. Kohlberg’s publications were almost

entirely in the form of journal articles or book chapters,
many coauthored with colleagues, rather than book-
length, single-author manuscripts. And although he
founded the Center for Moral Education at Harvard
shortly after he came to the university, the Center
survives as of the early 2000s only in the form of the
Risk and Prevention program within the Harvard
Graduate School of Education. Moreover, Kohlberg’s
theories drew considerable criticism from psycholo-
gists as well as educators, even during his lifetime. He
was, however, widely admired as a teacher, and it may
well be that his most important legacy to psychology
is the number of former students that he inspired to
enter the field.

BIOGRAPHY
Early years

Lawrence Kohlberg was born on October 25,
1927, in Bronxville, New York, an affluent suburb of
New York City. His family was well-to-do. Kohlberg’s
father, Alfred Kohlberg, was an importer of Asian
merchandise, while his mother, Charlotte Albrecht,
was an amateur chemist. She was his father’s second
wife. Kohlberg was the youngest of four children; he
had two older sisters and one older brother. His
parents separated while Kohlberg was still a child.
The family’s religious background was Jewish, which
influenced Kohlberg’s later emphasis on justice as
well as his commitment to putting his theories into
practice.

Kohlberg completed his secondary education at
Phillips Academy in Andover, Massachusetts, a
private boarding school. Although the school has
always been known for its rigorous academic stan-
dards, Kohlberg was not particularly interested in
intellectual matters during his high school years. 
A recent appreciation of his life noted that his class-
mates remembered him “far more for his sense of
mischief and forays to nearby girls’ schools than for
his interest in academic theories.” Kohlberg was
placed on probation at one point for violating the
school’s regulations. He later recalled that he had tried
to compete in that regard with the school’s most
famous alumnus—Humphrey Bogart—who had been
expelled from Phillips Academy for disciplinary
reasons. Kohlberg added that if anyone had predicted
at that time that he would specialize in moral educa-
tion, he would not have believed them.

Kohlberg graduated from Phillips in 1945, but he
did not go on to college until the fall of 1948.
Although he was too young to serve in the armed forces,

L a w r e n c e  K o h l b e r g

P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s2 5 4
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he became committed to Zionism—the establishment
of the state of Israel. After World War II ended in
August 1945 with the surrender of Japan, Kohlberg
took advantage of the end of hostilities to go to
Europe, where he interviewed survivors of the
Holocaust. He then joined the merchant marine and
served as second engineer on a South American
freighter. The connection between this employment
and the Zionist cause was that the freighter smuggled
European Jews into Palestine past the British block-
ade. Kohlberg’s participation in this smuggling was a
dangerous activity in the late 1940s, as it was consid-
ered an international crime. He maintained a well-
developed sense of humor, however; he recalled with
glee in later years that he and his shipmates fooled
government inspectors by telling them that the ship’s
improvised beds for its passengers were really
containers for storing bananas. When the freighter’s
true operation was discovered, Kohlberg was arrested
and imprisoned for a time in a British internment
camp on the island of Cyprus. After his release, he
lived as a refugee on an Israeli kibbutz, or agricultural
collective. His experience led him to ponder the moral
dimensions of disobeying authority, a question he
phrased to himself as “When is it permissible to be
involved with violent means for supposedly just
ends?” Kohlberg eventually returned to Israel in 1969
to study the moral development of young people
living in a left-wing kibbutz. This visit proved to be a
critical turning point in his later professional career.

Kohlberg returned to the United States in 1948
and applied for entrance to the University of Chicago.
His scores on the admissions examinations were so
high that he was exempted from most of the univer-
sity’s course requirements. As a result, he was able to
complete his bachelor’s degree in one year. Although
his first interest had been philosophy, he remained at
Chicago to do graduate work in psychology.
Kohlberg’s explorations of such philosophers as Plato,
John Locke, John Stuart Mill, and John Dewey did,
however, exert an ongoing influence on his thinking
about moral education.

Doctoral research and early 
teaching career

Kohlberg had the good fortune to study under some
of the most outstanding American psychologists of the
1950s during his graduate school years, including such
well-regarded researchers as Bruno Bettelheim
(1903–1990), Robert Havighurst (1900–1991), Carl
Rogers (1902–1987), and Anselm Strauss (1916–1996).
When Kohlberg began his graduate work, he initially
assumed he would become a clinical psychologist

rather than a researcher, but he was captivated by the
writings of the Swiss child psychologist Jean Piaget
(1896–1980)—particularly Piaget’s account of the
moral development of children. Piaget maintained that
children’s processes of moral reasoning changed as
they grew older. In 1955 Kohlberg began a research
project for his doctoral dissertation that involved inter-
viewing 72 male children and adolescents about moral
issues. Kohlberg used the now-famous dilemma of
“Heinz,” reprinted in the accompanying sidebar, to
draw out his subjects’ patterns of moral reasoning, as
well as to elicit their specific answers to the dilemma.
Kohlberg discerned six stages of moral development,
divided into three levels, in the material that he
outlined in his dissertation. These stages ranged from
a preconventional stage, characterized by self-
interest, to higher stages associated with subscription
to conventional moral standards for the good of
society, as well as a specific stage that Kohlberg
defined as “postconventional morality.” Kohlberg
identified postconventional morality with moral
reasoning based on the principles underlying ethical
rules and norms, rather than on uniform applications
of rules. When the dissertation was published in
1958, Kohlberg received his choice of job offers from
several prestigious institutions.

Kohlberg first accepted an assistant professorship
in the psychology department at Yale University in
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PRINCIPAL 
PUBLICATIONS

• Essays on Moral Development. Vol. 1, The
Philosophy of Moral Development. San
Francisco: Harper & Row, 1981.

• Essays on Moral Development. Vol. 2, The
Psychology of Moral Development. San Francisco:
Harper & Row, 1984.

• With Anne Colby. The Measurement of Moral
Judgment. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University
Press, 1987.

• With F. C. Power and Ann Higgins. Lawrence
Kohlberg’s Approach to Moral Education.
New York: Columbia University Press, 1989.
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FURTHER ANALYSIS:
The Case of Heinz

The first version of Heinz’ dilemma that is given
here is taken from “Continuities in Childhood and
Adult Moral Development Revisited,” a chapter that
Kohlberg contributed in 1973 to a collection of essays
on the cognitive developmental approach to moral
education.

Story III. In Europe, a lady was dying because she
was very sick. There was one drug that the doctors
said might save her. This medicine was discovered by
a man living in the same town. It cost him $200 to
make it but he charged $2,000 for just a little of it. The
sick lady’s husband, Heinz, tried to borrow enough
money to buy the drug. He went to everyone he knew
to borrow the money. But he could borrow only half
of what he needed. He told the man who made the
drug that his wife was dying, and asked him to sell 
the medicine cheaper [sic] or let him pay later. But the
man said, “No, I made the drug and I’m going to make
money from it.” So Heinz broke into the store and
stole the drug.

The second version, called “Heinz and the Drug,”
is taken from the 1979 edition of James Rest’s
Defining Issues Test (DIT).

In Europe, a woman was near death from a special
kind of cancer. There was one drug that doctors
thought might save her. It was a form of radium that a
druggist in the same town had recently discovered. The
drug was expensive to make, but the druggist was
charging ten times what the drug cost to make. He paid
$200 for the radium and charged $2,000 for a small
dose of the drug. The sick woman’s husband, Heinz,
went to everyone he knew to borrow the money, but he
could get together about $1,000, which is half of what
it cost. He told the druggist that his wife was dying,
and asked him to sell it cheaper [sic] or let him pay
later. But the druggist said, “No, I discovered the drug
and I’m going to make money from it.” So Heinz got
desperate and began to think about breaking into the
store and stealing the drug for his wife.

Should Heinz steal the drug? ___ should steal 
___ can’t decide ___ should not steal

Please rate the following statements in terms of
their importance, on a scale of 1 = great importance to
5 = no importance.

1. Whether a community’s laws are going to be
upheld.

2. Isn’t it only natural for a loving husband to care
so much for his wife that he’d steal?

3. Is Heinz willing to risk getting shot as a burglar
or going to jail for the chance that stealing the
drug might help?

4. Whether Heinz is a professional wrestler, or has
considerable influence with professional wrestlers.

5. Whether Heinz is stealing for himself or doing
this solely to help someone else.

6. Whether the druggist’s rights to his invention
have to be respected.

7. Whether the essence of living is more encompass-
ing than the termination of dying, socially and
individually.

8. What values are going to be the basis for govern-
ing how people act toward each other.

9. Whether the druggist is going to be allowed to
hide behind a worthless law which only protects
the rich anyhow.

10. Whether the law in this case is getting in the way
of the most basic claim of any member of society.

11. Whether the druggist deserves to be robbed for
being so greedy and cruel.

12. Would stealing in such a case bring about more
total good for the whole society or not?

From the list of questions above, select the four
most important:

___ Most important

___ Second most important

___ Third most important

___ Fourth most important
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1959, but he returned to teach at the University of
Chicago in 1962. In 1968 he moved back to the
Northeast as a full professor of education and social
psychology at Harvard’s Graduate School of
Education, where he remained until his death in 1987.
Kohlberg left Chicago in part because his develop-
mental approach to the psychology of moral education
was not well received by some of his colleagues. After
his arrival at Harvard, Kohlberg founded the Center
for Moral Development and Education, which,
however, did not long survive his death. The establish-
ment of the center, however, indicated that Kohlberg
was increasingly concentrating his research and
writing on psychology in relation to education, rather
than on so-called “pure” psychology. In addition, he
published several of his most frequently cited articles
during his early years at Harvard, particularly “Stage
and Sequence: The Cognitive Developmental
Approach to Education,” which appeared in 1969, and
“Development as the Aim of Education,” which was
published in 1972.

Starting in the late 1960s, some of Kohlberg’s
students began to put his concepts of moral education
into practice. They started with discussions of moral
dilemmas among high-school students in order to find
out whether the students matured more rapidly as a
result of the conversations. One of these studies was
published as the author’s doctoral dissertation at the
University of Chicago in 1973. In 1971, another group
of Kohlberg’s students started a similar discussion
program at the women’s prison in Niantic,
Connecticut. Kohlberg was intrigued by these projects
and became involved with the establishment of alter-
native schools and what he called “just communities”
or “cluster schools” elsewhere. Most of these were
located in Massachusetts or New York, but one was
set up inside a high school in France. Kohlberg’s
expectation was that these “just communities” would
serve the moral development of their members by
allowing everyone, students as well as teachers, to
have a voice in articulating and deciding the commu-
nity’s moral norms. Many of these schools, unfortu-
nately, dissolved within a few years of Kohlberg’s
death. One exception is the Scarsdale Alternative
School, described as one of the case studies below.
Another just-community school that was founded
after Kohlberg’s death is the Shalhevet High School in
Los Angeles, a private Jewish day school that was
founded in 1992 by one of Kohlberg’s former
students. The school’s Web site states explicitly that
its approach to education “is based on the Harvard
model of moral development, pioneered by Professor
L. Kohlberg and supplemented by Carol Gilligan’s
emphasis on relationships and carings [sic].”

Controversy with Carol Gilligan
In the years since Kohlberg’s death, he has

become better known in some quarters as the educator
who provoked Carol Gilligan’s challenge to his theo-
ries and method rather than as a major figure in his
own right. One of Kohlberg’s colleagues has estimated
that Gilligan has had a greater impact on moral educa-
tion than Kohlberg himself. Gilligan did not feel free
to discuss publicly her personal friendship as well as
her professional relationship with Kohlberg until
1997, when she delivered the Kohlberg Memorial
Lecture at the annual meeting of the Association for
Moral Education. While Gilligan had never been one
of Kohlberg’s students or postdoctoral fellows, having
completed her own doctorate in 1963, she agreed to
teach a section of an undergraduate course that he
offered in 1970 on moral and political choice. She
then coauthored a paper with Kohlberg that appeared
in Daedalus in 1971 as “The Adolescent as a
Philosopher,” an article that is still regarded as a
classic statement of Kohlberg’s approach to moral
education.

Gilligan’s experience in teaching the 1970 course,
however, was a turning point for her in that she was
struck by the reluctance of the young men in the class
“to talk about the draft, aware that there was no room
in Larry’s theory for them to talk about what they were
feeling without sounding morally undeveloped. . .
finding no room for uncertainty and indecision, they
chose silence over hypocrisy.” Gilligan had initially
planned to follow these students to their graduation to
study their choices regarding military service, but she
chose instead to study women considering abortion as
an example of a real-life dilemma. At that point she
was confronted by what she termed a “dissociation,” or
a split in consciousness, between women’s sense of
self and their concern for their relationships. Although
Gilligan continued to teach courses with Kohlberg,
over time their views grew further and further apart. In
her words, “It became very hard to have a conversa-
tion, and I felt that I was not being heard.” To some
extent, their professional disagreement reflected differ-
ences in their educational backgrounds; Kohlberg had
come to psychology through the study of philosophy,
while Gilligan had majored in English literature as an
undergraduate. Whereas Kohlberg was committed to
an ideal of an objective moral good, Gilligan began to
introduce the methods of literary analysis into what she
has called “a voice-centered relational method of
research.” She has described her methodological inno-
vations in detail in a book she coauthored with Lyn
Mikel Brown, Meeting at the Crossroads, which was
published in 1992.



L a w r e n c e  K o h l b e r g

P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s2 5 8

In spite of the intellectual friction between
Gilligan and Kohlberg, she as well as others who
worked with him remarked on his genuine interest in
views that differed from his own. Far from being an
intellectual dictator, Kohlberg encouraged the School
of Education to hire faculty who represented a variety
of different positions on human development. One of
his postdoctoral students later remarked, “The people
that [Kohlberg] brought in did not necessarily agree
with him. He would bring in critics. You never felt an
‘us/them’ or ‘either/or’ approach with him.” Gilligan
remarked in her 1997 lecture that “. . . it is extremely
important to remember that [Kohlberg] would invite
in people who differed from him to talk with him in
the public space of his class about these differences.”
Gilligan went on to state, however, that while
Kohlberg thought that her position could be contained
within his basic moral paradigm, she was convinced
that the paradigm itself was defective.

Marriage and family
Kohlberg married Lucille Stigberg in 1955, while

he was still in graduate school. The couple had two
sons, David and Steven. The marriage was not a happy
one, and the Kohlbergs separated in the mid-1970s.
They were finally divorced in 1985. Kohlberg began a
relationship with Ann Higgins, a developmental
psychologist, during his separation. They became
engaged after Kohlberg’s divorce, but were not
married at the time of his death.

Some of Kohlberg’s associates remarked after his
death that his family life as well as his health was
affected by his unusual degree of openness and avail-
ability—to visitors as well as to his students.
According to one of his Harvard colleagues,
Kohlberg was in the habit of inviting people to visit
his home on Cape Cod at any time. The colleague
recalled “digging in the sand for oysters and clams
with Kohlberg on the Cape, talking about ideas all the
while.” Another remarked that Kohlberg “got used by
people,” but added, “I think he knew this went on, 
but he was so impassioned about his work that he
didn’t mind.”

Last years and death
Kohlberg’s work deteriorated after the mid-1970s,

in part because of a parasitic illness that he
contracted during a research trip in 1971 to Belize in
Central America. The infection was eventually diag-
nosed as giardiasis, which is caused by an intestinal
parasite, Giardia lamblia. Giardiasis is not a rare
disease; it is a common cause of diarrhea throughout
the world, often resulting from drinking contaminated

water, and its causative organism is the most
frequently identified intestinal parasite in the United
States. Most adults recover completely after a few
weeks of treatment with antimicrobial and antibiotic
medications; however, a minority of patients develop
chronic giardiasis. Kohlberg was unable to build up
immunity to the parasite, and suffered from intermit-
tent episodes of diarrhea, nausea, and fatigue for the
next sixteen years. His physical symptoms were
accompanied by emotional depression, which neces-
sitated turning over most of his teaching and research
projects to younger associates. In addition, his
frequent need to excuse himself during classroom
lectures gave him a reputation for “flakiness” and
unpredictability.

In addition to his physical illness, Kohlberg expe-
rienced professional setbacks in his later years. His
six-stage theory of moral development included the
premise, described more fully below, that moral devel-
opment is unidirectional; that is, that people do not
move backward to earlier stages of moral maturity
once they have attained higher levels. This premise,
however, could be tested only by conducting long-
term studies of Kohlberg’s subjects. He had planned
from the outset to retest the subjects he had inter-
viewed for his dissertation every three or four years. A
follow-up study of the boys at the 12-year point,
however, produced some data that conflicted with
Kohlberg’s notion that people do not regress to lower
stages of moral development after they have moved to
higher levels. Specifically, the 12-year follow-up
study indicated that some of the subjects had moved
from stage four, characterized by adherence to social
norms of morality, to stage two, which Kohlberg had
defined as essentially self-centered. Kohlberg and his
associates responded to these findings by reworking
their coding of subjects’ responses during interviews.
In the revised coding manual, which did not appear
until 1987, Kohlberg explicitly defined each stage of
moral development as higher than its predecessor.

In the last several years of his life, Kohlberg
experimented out of desperation with a variety of
alternative treatments for his disease; some of his
friends thought that these therapies might have also
damaged his health. In early January 1987 he had a
major depressive episode, during which he attempted
suicide and was taken to Mount Auburn Hospital in
Cambridge. On January 17, he obtained a day pass
from the psychiatric unit of the hospital. He then
drove his car to nearby Winthrop, parked on a dead-
end street, and walked into the ocean. His body was
not discovered until April 6, when it washed up on the
shore of Boston Harbor near Logan Airport.
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THEORIES
Nature of virtue
Main points Kohlberg’s approach to human moral
development was shaped by his studies of the classi-
cal Western philosophers as an undergraduate; his
remarks on the nature of virtue and the goals of moral
education often took the form of a dialogue with the
tradition that began with Plato and Aristotle. The
English words “virtue” and “morals” are derived from
classical Latin rather than Greek: “virtue” from virtus,
which originally meant “manliness” in the sense of
adult moral excellence, and “morals” from mores,
which is a plural noun meaning “customs” or
“usages.” Kohlberg was swimming against the current
of mainstream academic psychology by beginning
with Plato rather than Freud or Skinner as his “most
relevant source,” as he put it in a book chapter that was
published in 1970. He continued, “ . . . as I have tried
to trace the stages of development of morality and to
use these stages as the basis of a moral education
program, I have realized more and more that its impli-
cation was the reassertion of the Platonic faith in the
power of the rational good.”

Kohlberg’s reference to “good” in the singular
was not accidental, as one of his objections to moral
education as it had been traditionally practiced was
the “bag of virtues,” his term for the notion that
personality can be divided up into “cognitive abilities,
passions or motives, and traits of character. Moral
character [in the older view] consists of a bag of
virtues and vices.” Kohlberg then went on to point out
that a major problem with the traditional account of
virtue is that no two observers agreed on the contents
of the bag. He began with Hartshorne and May, the
authors of a landmark study of American character in
the 1920s. 

Their bag of virtues included honesty, service, and
self-control. . . . Havighurst and Taba added respon-
sibility, friendliness, and moral courage to the
Hartshorne and May bag. Aristotle’s original bag
included temperance, liberality, pride, good temper,
truthfulness, and justice. The Boy Scout bag is well
known, a Scout should be honest, loyal, reverent,
clean, brave.

Kohlberg did not, however, suggest throwing out
the concept of virtue along with the bag metaphor. He
argued instead, “like Plato, that virtue is not many, but
one, and its name is justice.” Kohlberg then proceeded
to point out that justice is neither a character trait nor a
concrete rule of action. He described justice in words
that echo German philosopher Immanuel Kant’s cate-
gorical imperative: “Justice is not a rule or a set of
rules, it is a moral principle. By a moral principle we

mean a mode of choosing which is universal, a rule of
choosing which we want all people to adopt always in
all situations. . . . Because morally mature men [sic]
are governed by the principle of justice rather than by a
set of rules, there are not many moral virtues but one.”

Explanation Kohlberg’s search for a unitary defini-
tion of virtue was intended to address several
concerns. First, it was a protest against so-called
“value-free” psychology, or the notion that virtues
and vices are no more than “labels by which people
award praise or blame to others.” Kohlberg did not
want the history of disagreements over the content of
the “bag of virtues” to end in the establishment of
value neutrality, which he defined as “the view that all
value systems are equally sound,” in public education. 

The school is no more committed to value neutrality
than is the government or the law. The school . . . is
an institution with a basic function of maintaining
and transmitting some, but not all, of the consensual
values of society. The most fundamental values of a
society are termed moral, and the major moral values
in our society are the values of justice.

Second, Kohlberg maintained that his concept of
justice as a moral principle was applicable across the
full range of human societies, thus answering the
question of moral relativism raised by some cultural
anthropologists. He referred to research carried out by
his students on adult as well as child subjects in
Mexico, Turkey, Taiwan, and the United Kingdom, as
well as the United States, as proof that “in all cultures
we find the same forms of moral thinking . . . concepts
of the good are culturally universal.” In a later article
on religious education, he repeated his contention that
“. . . liberty and justice are not the particular values of
the American culture but culturally universal moral
values which develop regardless of religious member-
ship, education, or belief.”

Third, Kohlberg’s emphasis on a foundational
moral principle, identified as justice, rather than on
sets of rules to be followed or character traits to be
cultivated, was inseparable from his method of moral
education. What is important to state at this point,
however, is that Kohlberg saw moral education as a
process in which the ethical formation of individuals
leads to a higher level of justice in the society as a
whole. “. . . while the bag of virtues [approach] encap-
sulated the need for moral improvement in the child, a
genuine concern about the growth of justice in the
child implies a similar concern for the growth of
justice in the society.” Otherwise put, Kohlberg main-
tained that his concept of virtue had a corporate as
well as a personal or individual dimension.
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Fourth, Kohlberg’s emphasis on justice reflected
his belief that moral standards and principles are inde-
pendent of other fields of thought, and cannot be
reduced to purely religious (or political) attitudes or
principles. He stated in 1981, 

The starting point of rational discourse about the
relation of morality and religion, then, is the recogni-
tion in some degree of the autonomy of morality and
moral discourse from any other form of discourse,
whether religious, scientific, or political.

One consequence of his notion that morality is inde-
pendent of religious beliefs is that he considered moral
education to be the province of the schools rather than
of churches or synagogues. Kohlberg based his posi-
tion on the claim that his cross-cultural research
showed that “a morality of justice evolves in every
society or religious group . . . [and] cannot be said to
represent the beliefs of a religious sect . . . or even to
represent the ‘Judeo-Christian tradition.’” He
concluded that religious education has at best a “very
limited influence” on moral development. 

I am not attempting to argue that that religious educa-
tion may not be capable of playing a role in moral
development. I am arguing that religious education has
no specifically important or unique role to play in
moral development as opposed to the role of the public
school and the family. . . . the mark of success of [reli-
gious] teaching is that it helps the child to make his
religious and his moral beliefs and sentiments an inte-
grated whole, not that it leads to the formulation of
basic moral values not found elsewhere.

Nature of human moral development
Main points Consistent with Kohlberg’s emphasis
on justice as the foundational moral principle, he
regarded moral development as largely a cognitive
process. In this regard he was a follower of Jean
Piaget, whose studies of children focused as early as
1932 on questions of moral development. As has
already been mentioned, Kohlberg’s selection of a
topic for his doctoral dissertation research was
prompted by his interest in the Swiss psychologist’s
work. Kohlberg’s high regard for Piaget was reflected
in the fact that he devoted three full pages of an 11-
page encyclopedia article that he wrote in 1968 on
moral education to Piaget’s research and theories.
Piaget had concluded from his observations of chil-
dren playing games that they underwent a process of
moral as well as intellectual development. He main-
tained that young children begin with a heteronomous
stage of moral reasoning—that is, they accept rules 
laid down by others (i.e., adults) as well as the duty 
of strict obedience to authority. Piaget saw the
heteronomous stage as the product of two factors: the
limitations of the young child’s cognitive structure,

which is fundamentally egocentric; and his or her 
relative powerlessness compared to adults.

Piaget thought that children made the transition
to what he called autonomous moral reasoning
through their interactions with the environment—
specifically, their peer group. As older children play,
they sometimes find strict interpretation of the rules of
their games problematic. They learn through working
out these problems to regard rules more critically, and
to selectively apply the rules in the interest of cooper-
ation and mutual respect. Piaget believed that this
transition from heteronomy to autonomy was associ-
ated with changes in children’s cognitive structures
that allow them to look at situations from the perspec-
tives of other people as well as from their own. In sum,
Piaget thought that moral development among the
members of a group arises from interactions that lead
to outcomes considered to be fair by all members. He
therefore urged educators to encourage cooperative
decision-making and problem-solving among school-
children that would lead to rules for the whole group
based on fairness. This approach transformed the
teacher’s role in moral education from one of indoctri-
nating students with social norms to one of fostering
children’s personal growth through undertaking coop-
erative tasks with others.

Kohlberg’s 1968 article took issue with Piaget in
two major respects. First, Kohlberg argued that cross-
cultural research did not support Piaget’s assumption,
taken from French sociologist Émile Durkheim, that
children in the heteronomous stage regard rules as
having a “sacral” character that can never be changed;
rather, he maintained, the children’s acceptance of
rules is based “on a more or less pragmatic concern
for consequences,” i.e., punishment. Second,
Kohlberg thought that Piaget was wrong in predicat-
ing a general movement from an authoritarian stage of
moral development based on submission to adults to a
more democratic ethic based on membership in a peer
group. “Postulated general age shifts from obedience
to authority to peer loyalty, from justice based on
conformity to justice based on equality, have not been
generally found.”

Where Kohlberg agreed with Piaget is telling,
though, as he believed his dissertation research
supported his position. “. . . however, Piaget is correct
in assuming a culturally universal age development of
a sense of justice, involving progressive concern for
the needs and feelings of others and elaborated
conceptions of reciprocity and equality.” Kohlberg
moved beyond Piaget in carrying his research into
older age groups than those that Piaget had studied,
concluding that “adult institutions [as well as children’s
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peer groups] have underpinnings of reciprocity, equal-
ity of treatment, service to human needs, etc. The last-
mentioned conclusion is derived primarily from cross-
cultural research by this writer and his colleagues. . . .”
The implication of Kohlberg’s extension of the age
groups under consideration to include adolescents and
young adults was that moral development is both a
longer and more complex process than Piaget had
described.

Explanation It is useful to contrast Piaget’s and
Kohlberg’s cognitive developmental perspective on
moral maturation with other models that were being
used by American educators in the 1960s. Three of
these were the traditional character formation model,
the Freudian psychoanalytic model, and the social
altruism model. They all emphasized the non-rational
dimension of human moral development, coupled
with an absence of a definitive pattern or schedule of
moral development. In traditional character education,
the child’s parents or teachers acquaint the child with
the contents of their particular “bag of virtues,” in
Kohlberg’s phrase, and impart these virtues to the
child through direct discussion of them and by exem-
plifying them in their own conduct. The child is then
given opportunities to practice these virtues and is
rewarded for so doing. Kohlberg quotes an example of
this approach from one of American author Jonathan
Kozol’s books in his article “Education for Justice.”
Kozol was describing a curriculum guide for character
education published by the Boston public school
system: 

The section on self-control begins by [mention of]
the necessity for self-control by all people. The
teacher is then advised to give examples of self-
disciplined people, Abraham Lincoln, Charles
Lindbergh, Robinson Crusoe, Florence Nightingale,
Dwight D. Eisenhower.

Presumably the teacher underscores the content of the
lesson by maintaining his or her self-control in dealing
with disruptive classroom behavior.

According to the psychoanalytic model, however,
moral development is in essence a process of internal-
ization, in which the child acquires the culture’s norms
and values through identification with the parents and
other adult authorities. Freud referred to the part of the
personality that represented the conscience as the
superego, or über-ich in the original German. The
superego is formed through the resolution of the
child’s Oedipal complex, in which the child gives up
his or her infantile wish to possess the parent of the
opposite sex, and identifies through fear of retaliation
with the parent of the same sex. The superego thus
functions as a kind of inner censor that regulates 

external behavior through the arousal of guilty feel-
ings. The essence of moral conduct in the Freudian
view is that people follow their consciences in order
to avoid guilt. An example of a psychoanalytic
account of problem behavior in children is one psychi-
atrist’s explanation of schoolyard bullying. Bullying,
according to Freudian theory, represents a combina-
tion of rage at having to renounce one’s mother, fear
of the mother’s all-pervasive influence, and revenge
against the mother for putting the child in this predica-
ment. Although Freud did identify five stages in child-
hood development (oral, anal, phallic, latency, and
genital), related to specific age groups, these stages
refer to psychosexual maturation rather than to growth
in moral reasoning.

The third model is usually identified with the
French sociologist Émile Durkheim (1858–1917),
who regarded moral rules as social products rather
than the pronouncements or convictions of individu-
als. The mere fact that a moral rule exists lends it a
sacral quality, according to Durkheim. The “group
mind” thus logically as well as chronologically
precedes the individual’s development. The psycho-
logical roots of a person’s moral attitudes lie in his or
her respect for the group, the convictions held in
common by the group, and the leaders or authority
figures of the group. An individual’s core values will
then be those that are most widely shared by other
members of the group and serve to bind the group
most closely together. In other words, people behave
morally because they have internalized their society’s
collective conscience, not because they are afraid of
external social restraints or sanctions. Durkheim’s
position has sometimes been described as moral
collectivism; he not only regarded society as the sole
determinant of moral rules, but he also believed that
society has a moral reality of its own apart from the
existence of its individual members. Kohlberg
acknowledged his intellectual debt to Durkheim
regarding the social origins of moral norms, but
disagreed with the French scholar’s tendency to think
of moral education as “the promotion of collective
national discipline” instead of the development of
individuals guided by principled morality.

Examples The examples of moral development that
will be given in this section are taken from Piaget’s
Moral Judgment of the Child, first published in 1932,
to give the reader a basis for comparison with
Kohlberg’s six stages.

Piaget maintained that younger children do not
take a person’s intention into account in evaluating a
situation, but only the objective outcome. In one
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example, the interviewer tells two anecdotes about the
breakage of household items and asks the child to
compare the behavior of the children in the anecdotes.
“ . . . I am going to tell you two more stories. A little
girl was wiping the cups. She was putting them away,
wiping them with the cloth, and she broke five cups.
Another little girl is playing with some plates. She
breaks a plate. Which of them is the naughtiest [sic]?”
The child answers, “The one who broke the five cups.”

Piaget used a more complex story to illustrate the
difference between younger and older children in
placing loyalty to the peer group over unquestioning
submission to adult authority. The story is as follows: 

Once, long ago . . . there was a father who had two
sons. One was very good and obedient. The other was
a good sort, but he often did silly things. One day the
father goes off on a journey and says to the first son:
“You must watch carefully to see what your brother
does, and when I come back you shall tell me.” The
father goes away and the brother goes and does some-
thing silly. When the father comes back he asks the first
boy to tell him everything. What ought the boy to do?

Piaget found that younger children (between the ages
of six and seven) almost always said that the father
should be told everything. Children over the age of
eight, however, usually replied that “nothing should
be told, and some even [went] so far as to prefer a lie
to the betrayal of a brother.”

Stages of moral development
Main points Kohlberg divided his six stages of
moral development across three levels, with two
stages at each level. His descriptions of each stage
changed somewhat over the three decades of his
teaching career. The descriptions that follow are taken
from the second volume of his Essays on Moral
Development, published in 1984.

Level I: Preconventional morality:

• Stage 1: Heteronomous morality, or the punish-
ment-and-obedience orientation. What is right:
Avoidance of breaking rules backed by punish-
ment and obedience for its own sake. Reasons for
doing right: Fear of punishment and the superior
power of authorities. Social perspective:
Egocentric; actions considered from a physical
rather than a psychological point of view; cannot
take viewpoints of others into account.

• Stage 2: Individualism and instrumental purpose,
or the instrumental-relativist orientation. What is
right: Acting to meet one’s own interests or needs
and allowing others to do the same; right defined
as “what’s fair” or “what’s expedient.” Kohlberg
sometimes summarized the morality of Stage 2 as

“You scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours.”
Reasons for doing right: To serve one’s own
needs in a world in which one is forced to recog-
nize that others also have needs. Social perspective:
Concrete individualism, defined as the awareness
that people’s interests and needs sometimes
conflict.

Level II: Conventional morality:

• Stage 3. Interpersonal expectations and conform-
ity, or the “good boy, good girl” orientation. What
is right: Living up to what is expected by people
close to oneself; “being good” is important and
implies trust, loyalty, and gratitude in interper-
sonal relations. Reasons for doing right: The need
to be a good person in one’s own eyes and those
of others; the Golden Rule. Social perspective:
Centered on relationships with specific other
individuals.

• Stage 4. Social system and conscience, or the “law-
and-order” orientation. What is right: Fulfilling
duties to which one has agreed; doing “what is
right” includes upholding the laws and contribut-
ing to one’s group or to society as a whole.
Reasons for doing right: To meet the demands of
one’s conscience, and to keep society going. Social
perspective: Takes account of society as a whole
and understands personal relationships as situated
within the larger social system.

Level III: Postconventional or principled morality:

• Stage 5. Social contract or legalistic orientation.
What is right: Awareness of the variety of
perspectives and opinions within the larger
society; duty defined as general avoidance of
arbitrary violations of the rights of others.
Reasons for doing right: A sense of obligation to
laws that uphold the social contract; concern for
the protection of all people’s rights. Social
perspective: Considers rights and values as enti-
ties that exist prior to social contracts and rela-
tionships.

• Stage 6. Universal ethical principle orientation.
What is right: Following self-chosen ethical prin-
ciples and obeying specific laws only insofar as
they rest on such principles. Reasons for doing
right: Belief as a rational person in the existence
and validity of universal moral principles, and
personal commitment to them. Social perspective:
Based on a moral principle from which particular
social arrangements are derived.

Explanation In addition to defining the stages 
themselves, Kohlberg had clear-cut views about the
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trajectory of moral development through the six
stages. To begin with, he assumed that while moral
development is age-related in a broad sense, it is not
age-dependent; in other words, in any group of chil-
dren or adolescents of the same age, some will have
achieved higher levels of moral maturity than others.
Kohlberg thought that the two stages of preconven-
tional morality are most commonly seen in children
younger than nine, although some adolescents and
many criminal offenders remain at this level.
Conventional morality he regarded as characteristic of
most adolescents and adults in Western societies. By
contrast, postconventional or autonomous morality is
found only among a minority of adults, and is usually
attained only after the age of 20.

Second, Kohlberg argued that moral development
is unidirectional; that is, people do not fall backward
to lower levels of moral development after they have
progressed to higher ones. He also maintained that
people usually prefer to solve their moral dilemmas at
the highest level of moral development that they have
reached. Moreover, Kohlberg did not believe that it is
possible for people to skip stages, although he some-
times allowed that they might be able to gain a purely
intellectual understanding of moral reasoning two
stages above their current level of development.

Kohlberg did, however, remain open to the possi-
bility that his stages might require redefinition or
renumbering. Although he was convinced that empiri-
cal research proved the existence of his first five
stages, he allowed in his later years, following intense
criticism of his research, that his sixth stage might be
more hypothetical than real. He removed it from the
scoring manual he had compiled for his moral devel-
opment test, but retained it as “a theoretical construct
in the realm of philosophical speculation.” In addition
to his original six stages, he and some of his associ-
ates postulated that there might be “a high seventh
stage,” which would include individuals whose moral
reasoning transcended the principle of justice, deriv-
ing its meaning from a cosmic perspective that might
be explicitly religious, pantheistic, or agnostic.
Kohlberg spoke in 1983 of some older adults whose
post-postconventional moral principles were “in
harmony with the evolution of human nature and the
cosmic order.” In sum, his seventh stage was an
attempt to explain more precisely the relationship
between morality and religion.

Examples Stage 1. Kohlberg cited the following
statements of Nazi criminal Adolf Eichmann at his
trial for crimes against humanity in 1961–62 as exam-
ples of Stage 1 morality. 

In actual fact, I was merely a little cog in the machin-
ery that carried out the directives of the German
Reich. . . . Where would we have been if everyone
had thought things out in those days? You can do that
in the ‘new’ German army. But with us an order was
an order. . . . If I had sabotaged the order of the one-
time Führer of the German Reich, Adolf Hitler, I
would have been not only a scoundrel but a despica-
ble pig like those who . . . join[ed] the ranks of the
anti-Hitler criminals in the conspiracy of July 20,
1944.

Stage 2. Kohlberg once used his own son as an
example of Stage 2 moral development, as well as
proof that the children of moral educators are not
necessarily models of virtue at an early age.

. . . my son moved to an expedient Stage 2 orienta-
tion when he was six. He told me . . . “You know the
reason people don’t steal is because they’re afraid of
the police. If there were no police around everyone
would steal.” Of course I told him that I and most
people didn’t steal because we thought it wrong. . . .
My son’s reply was, “I just don’t see it, it’s sort of
crazy not to steal if there are no police.”

Stage 3. Kohlberg cites an Israeli boy’s response
to the Heinz dilemma as an instance of Stage 3
conventional morality focused on interpersonal 
relationships. 

In one way, if everyone were to break in [to a store]
when we need something, where would we get to?
But [Heinz] wants to save [his wife] and his feelings
would make him do it. He should do it for his wife,
after all he wants to save her. Maybe he won’t get
caught and everything will go all right. This little [bit
of] radium wouldn’t make such a big difference for
the druggist and it would save his wife’s life.

Stage 4. Kohlberg gives a sixteen-year-old child’s
response to a moral dilemma regarding euthanasia—
whether a physician should administer a lethal dose of
a drug to a woman in extreme pain who wants to die—
as an instance of Stage 4 moral development. 

I don’t know. In one way, it’s murder, it’s not a right
or privilege of man to decide who shall live and who
should die. God put life into everybody on earth 
and you’re taking away something from that person
that came directly from God. . . . it’s in a way part 
of God and it’s almost destroying a part of God 
when you kill a person. There’s something of God in
everyone.

Stage 5. An example of Stage 5 morality is the
statement of a Vietnam veteran with a doctorate in
chemical engineering who was interviewed when he
was thirty. 

Morality is a series of value judgments. For me to say
something is morally right means that in my own
conscience, based on my experience and feelings, I
would judge it right. But it is up to the individual . . .
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to determine if something is right, it need not be right
all the time. I guess what I am saying is, I don’t think
I have a moral right to impose my moral standards on
anyone else. Society . . . gets together in groups
primarily for the good of themselves in general, but
at the same time they then recognize that there is a
certain benefit to do things for the good of society,
according to a certain set of standards.

Stage 6. Kohlberg regarded one of Martin Luther
King Jr.’s statements about civil disobedience as proof
that King had progressed to Stage 6: 

One may well ask, “How can you advocate breaking
some laws and obeying others?” The answer lies in
the fact that there are two types of laws, just and
unjust. One has not only a legal but a moral responsi-
bility to obey just laws. One has a moral responsibil-
ity to disobey unjust laws. Any law that uplifts
human personality is just, any law that degrades
human personality is unjust.

Methods of moral education
Main points Kohlberg’s cognitive developmental
approach to moral education was focused on the child
or adolescent’s processes of moral reasoning rather
than on his or her mastery of abstract concepts,
emotional self-control, or outward behavioral conform-
ity to moral norms. As a result, Kohlberg regarded
progress from one moral stage to the next as a transfor-
mation in the person’s overall pattern of moral reason-
ing. According to Kohlberg, at any given stage in the
sequence a person can make moral decisions only
within the cognitive limits of that stage. He or she then
acts according to his or her understanding of the social
environment. At some point, however, the child or
adolescent encounters a new situation that does not fit
into their present picture of the social world. The young
person must then adjust their view to account for the
new information. Kohlberg called this cognitive read-
justment “equilibration,” and he saw it as a necessary
stimulus to moral development. He and his students
then sought to assist children’s progress to higher
stages by three specific means: presentation and
discussion of moral dilemmas; the establishment of
alternative schools or “just communities”; and what
Kohlberg described as “exposure to moral reasoning
above one’s own stage of reasoning.” While explo-
ration of moral dilemmas might facilitate the matura-
tion of individual students, Kohlberg maintained that
participation in a democratic school community was
also necessary for moral growth because it allowed
students to “learn by doing.” In addition, Kohlberg
remarked that “because democratic [school] meetings
deal with real-life problems and resolutions, they may
more effectively promote moral development than
discussions of hypothetical dilemmas.”

One should note, however, that Kohlberg’s work
with just communities was not built into his early
research; rather, it emerged from his recognition in the
late 1960s and early 1970s that his stage theory of
moral development had definite limitations. This
recognition was forced on him partly by researchers
in educational sociology (as distinct from educational
psychology), and partly by his own experiences with
actual communities. The specific observation that
unsettled Kohlberg was the catchphrase “hidden” or
“unstudied curriculum,” coined by Philip Jackson, at
that time chair of the Elementary Education Council
of the Association for Supervision and Curriculum
Development. Jackson’s 1968 book, entitled Life in
Classrooms, defined “90 percent of what goes on in
classrooms” as a form of social education unrelated to
the subject supposedly being taught in class. Jackson
thought of the school’s hidden curriculum as a “way
station” between a child’s experience of personal rela-
tionships in his or her family and the impersonal
achievement orientation of adult life. Jackson
summarized the three chief “lessons” of the hidden
curriculum as “the crowds, the praise, and the power.”
“Crowds” refers to the fact that the school-age child
must adjust to living and learning among a “crowd” of
others of the same age and status. “Praise” and
“power” refer to the child’s learning to accept the
power of and take orders from an impersonal authority
figure rather than parents.

Kohlberg’s addition to Jackson’s sociological
analysis was the claim he made in an article on “The
Moral Atmosphere of the School” that “. . . the only
integrated way of thinking about the hidden curricu-
lum is to think of it as moral education.” One of the
implications of the hidden curriculum is that children
often develop a split between their moral thinking and
their actual conduct; for example, they may say what
they think the teacher wants to hear during a class-
room discussion of justice, for example, yet act as if
the competitive practices needed to succeed in school
are the real “rules of the game.” Kohlberg concluded,
however, that the task of the moral educator was not
to do away with “the crowds, the praise, and the
power,” but rather to incorporate the principle of
justice within the hidden curriculum itself. “The
teaching of justice requires just schools. The crowds,
the praise, and the power are neither just nor unjust in
themselves. . . . The problem is not to get rid of
[them], but to establish a more basic context of justice
which gives them meaning.”

The next event that stimulated Kohlberg’s think-
ing about just communities was his visit to an Israeli
kibbutz. In 1969, a year after the publication of



L a w r e n c e  K o h l b e r g

2 6 5P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s

Jackson’s book, Kohlberg accepted an invitation from
the Youth Aliyah organization to observe and conduct
interviews on a left-wing kibbutz that had attracted his
interest. This particular collective farm was unusual in
that it educated some lower-class urban adolescents
alongside teenagers who had grown up on the kibbutz.
Kohlberg conducted a study of these youth in order to
test the effectiveness of the kibbutz’s educational
program in fostering moral development; he found
that the young people from the kibbutz scored signifi-
cantly higher on his tests than a sample of Israeli
urban youth. Kohlberg was particularly impressed by
the way the Madrich, or educator in charge of the high
school program, dealt with the tension between the
kibbutz’s commitment to the values of justice and
equality, and the need for strong cohesion among the
members of the group. Kohlberg regarded the
kibbutz’s educational program as having a dual focus:
to maintain collective discipline while doing so in a
way that respects democratic process and individual
differences or dissent.

Kohlberg did not return from his visit to Israel
with a fully worked-out model of group educational
practice. Over the next few years, however, he put
together a list of characteristics that he considered
essential to a model program of moral education
through group membership:

• The student’s social identity should be defined by
the group, and the group should define normative
standards of appropriate behavior.

• The group should discipline its members—infor-
mally at first, and then by the group as a whole if
necessary.

• The members should become emotionally
attached to the group, and to other members of
the group, both as individuals and because they
share a common social identity.

• Group members should be expected to develop a
sense of collective responsibility, such that each
member recognizes that he or she is in a sense
responsible for the behavior of the others.

• Discussions of values and value conflicts should
be conducted to promote the group’s improve-
ment as a social unit as well as serve the moral
development of individual members.

• The educator’s role should include introducing
the group to the values of the larger society as
well as facilitating moral discussions and decisions
within the group.

Interestingly, Kohlberg’s first experiment with
forming a just community in the United States did not
take place in a high school or other educational setting

but in a prison. This turn of events came about in part
as a result of prison riots at Attica and elsewhere in
the late 1960s, which made correctional officers more
open to new approaches to prison reform. Kohlberg
had two colleagues who were interested in prison
work. The three researchers obtained a two-year grant
and began conducting discussion groups inside a state
prison for men located in Cheshire, Connecticut. They
quickly discovered that any positive influences they
had on the inmates’ levels of moral reasoning could
not be put into action within the prison environment.
Kohlberg’s group then looked for a setting in which
they could set up a small model community that
would embody the kind of group cohesion that
Kohlberg had seen in the Israeli kibbutz. They discov-
ered that the women’s prison at Niantic, Connecticut,
was organized into small group cottages housing
20–30 women apiece. In 1971 Kohlberg’s team
received permission to set up a model just community
in one of the cottages. The Niantic prison project is
described in further detail in the section on case
studies; its significance here is that it encouraged
Kohlberg to try out his educational theories in schools
outside prison walls.

Explanation Kohlberg’s approach to moral educa-
tion was intended at least in part to account for two
phenomena that have confronted researchers in the
field of moral education since the 1920s. The first is
the gap between what people say about their moral
standards and the way they actually behave in various
situations. The pioneering study by Hartshorne and
May in the 1920s was a landmark because of its
finding that moral behavior could not be attributed to
permanent character traits that shaped the person’s
conduct in all circumstances; rather, it was influenced
by situational factors that included the likelihood of
punishment or reward, pressure from the peer group,
and the values held by other members of the child’s
social class. Hartshorne and May found that there was
surprisingly little correlation between what children
had learned about the virtue of honesty, for example,
and the likelihood of their cheating during experimen-
tal tests of their moral conduct. Philip Jackson’s soci-
ological analysis of the hidden curriculum also
touched on this disjunction between children’s
professed moral values and their actual behavior.

The second phenomenon that Kohlberg hoped to
account for is the fact that two individuals at the same
stage of moral development may take different posi-
tions regarding the proper course of action when a
real-life dilemma presents itself. During Kohlberg’s
teaching career at Harvard, the military draft was the
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moral dilemma that most frequently preoccupied his
students, but their responses took a number of differ-
ent forms. Kohlberg maintained that his emphasis on
the process of moral reasoning itself allowed for a
variety of responses without having to exclude some
decisions as automatically “immoral.”

With specific regard to the use of forced-choice
moral dilemmas as an educational technique, one should
note that it did not originate with Kohlberg; Piaget is
usually credited with its introduction. One important
addition that Kohlberg made to Piaget’s use of dilem-
mas in investigating the moral reasoning of children was
the development of a scoring system and coding manual
for evaluating subjects’ responses. A second difference
in the two psychologists’ use of dilemmas is Kohlberg’s
emphasis on interpersonal conflict in his stories.
Whereas many of Piaget’s examples simply involve
comparisons of two hypothetical situations, all of
Kohlberg’s dilemmas involve conflicts between differ-
ent people’s perspectives, needs, and wishes.

Examples Kohlberg’s “Heinz” dilemma is repro-
duced in the accompanying sidebar. Two of the just
communities that he served as a consultant are
described in more detail under “Theories in Action.”

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
Loss of a universal moral framework

Kohlberg and other twentieth-century educational
theorists had to work out notions of moral develop-
ment against a dark backdrop, namely the loss of a
universally agreed-upon framework for posing and
answering ethical questions. Although the dissolution
of what had been the Western moral consensus was
noticeable enough to disturb some observers as early
as the eighteenth century, the process accelerated with
increasing rapidity in the nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries. Charles Taylor has described this sense
of loss as follows: 

What Weber called “disenchantment,” the dissipation
of our sense of the cosmos as a meaningful order, has
allegedly destroyed the horizons in which people
previously lived their spiritual lives. . . . What is
common [at present] is the sense that no framework
is shared by everyone . . .

Taylor goes on to say that the defining moral predica-
ment for contemporary people is not a sense of guilt
based on failing to meet an unchallengeable set of
moral demands, but rather a feeling of meaninglessness
resulting from the sheer variety of competing religious
as well as nonreligious traditions and philosophies.

Kohlberg’s theories about moral education can be
regarded from Taylor’s perspective as a search for a
method of moral education that would maintain a core
of objective ethical principles while excluding tradi-
tional methods of moral education that relied on
indoctrination. This search was particularly important
to Kohlberg because of interviews he conducted with
survivors of the Holocaust in 1945. Carol Gilligan
remarked that much of Kohlberg’s resistance to her
questioning of the universal adequacy of his stage
theory was rooted in his fear of the consequences of
widespread moral collapse. “. . . to him, to let go of
the notion that there was a universal, objective moral
truth was to fall into a stance of moral relativism, or
even worse, moral nihilism, and therefore to have no
place to stand against moral outrages such as geno-
cide, the Holocaust, slavery.”

John Dewey’s educational theories
Another important historical factor underlying

Kohlberg’s theory of moral development was the influ-
ence of the American philosopher and educator John
Dewey (1859–1952). Dewey favored educational
reform that would allow schools to be “major agencies
for the development of free personalities.” Since Dewey
regarded truth as an instrument that human beings use
to solve problems rather than an unchanging reality, he
thought that schools should teach students how to exer-
cise judgment rather than imparting rote knowledge of
facts, so that the children would learn “to pass judg-
ments pertinently and discriminatingly on the problems
of human living.” Thus he regarded the teacher’s role as
not “to impose certain ideas or to form certain habits in
the child, but . . . to select the influences which shall
affect the child and to assist him [sic] in properly
responding to those influences.”

Dewey considered democracy by itself to be a
primary moral value, and the schools to be the neces-
sary foundation of a democratic society. He stated in
1897, “I believe that education is the fundamental
method of social progress and reform. . . . I believe . . .
that the teacher is engaged, not simply in the training
of individuals, but in the formation of the proper
social life.” Since Dewey maintained that the school
“is primarily a social institution” and that education is
“a social process,” he argued that it is the proper locus
of moral as well as academic instruction. 

I believe that the moral education centers upon 
this conception of the school as a mode of social life,
that the best and deepest moral training is precisely
that which one gets through having to enter into
proper relations with others in a unity of work and
thought. 
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BIOGRAPHY:
Carol Gilligan

Carol Gilligan (1936–) was born in New York
City on November 28, 1936. She was educated at
Swarthmore College, where she majored in English
literature and graduated with highest honors in 1958.
She then earned a master’s degree in clinical psychol-
ogy from Radcliffe College in 1961, followed by a
Ph.D. in social psychology from Harvard in 1964,
shortly after the birth of her second son. Gilligan was
disillusioned with psychology at that time, finding its
clinical language “abrasive”; as she put it, “It did not
resonate with my experience of the human world.”
She then became involved with the performing arts,
becoming a member of a modern dance group, and
with local politics. In 1967 she began teaching at
Harvard with Erik Erikson, who inspired her to return
to the field of psychology. She later credited Erikson
for exemplifying “the possibility of speaking [within
academic psychology] in a first-person voice. He
showed that you cannot take a life out of history, that
life history can only be understood in history, and that
statement stayed with me for a long time.”

Following her work with Erikson, Gilligan
became Kohlberg’s research assistant in 1970. The
course of her friendship as well as her professional
relationship with Kohlberg has already been
described. Gilligan published her best-known book, In
a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and Women’s
Development in 1982. In its pages she took issue with
Kohlberg’s definition of the stages of moral develop-
ment on the grounds that its emphasis on justice and
rationality was implicitly androcentric. 

Kohlberg defines the highest stages of moral develop-
ment as deriving from a reflective understanding of
human rights. . . . [with an] emphasis on separation
rather than connection . . . [and] consideration of the
individual rather than the relationship as primary.

Gilligan’s position as articulated in this book has been
described as “difference feminism,” meaning that she
maintains that men and women in Western societies
undergo different processes of moral as well as
psychological development. 

The elusive mystery of women’s development lies in
its recognition of the continuing importance of
attachment in the human life cycle. Woman’s place

in man’s life cycle is to protect this recognition while
[Kohlberg’s] developmental litany intones the cele-
bration of separation, autonomy, individuation, and
natural rights.

Following the publication of In a Different Voice,
Gilligan undertook several research projects involving
interviews with adolescent girls in a variety of
settings. In 1986 Gilligan became a tenured full
professor at the Harvard Graduate School of
Education. She was a visiting professor of American
History and Institutions at Cambridge University in
England from 1992 through 1994. Named by Time
magazine in 1996 as one of the 25 most influential
people in the United States, Gilligan was appointed to
Harvard’s first endowed chair of gender studies in
1997. In 2002 Gilligan left Harvard to join the faculty
of New York University as a professor in the School
of Law as well as the Graduate School of Education.

Gilligan’s research in the development of adoles-
cent girls led her to develop what she calls the listen-
ing guide method. The method is intended to evaluate
persons’ discussions of psychologically difficult or
taboo topics through analysis of the latent meanings
as well as explicit wording or phrases. The latent
meanings are probed through study of the subject’s
pauses, hesitations, changes in the thread of an argu-
ment, and self-descriptions. The interviewer is
expected to build a trusting relationship with the
subject, in contrast to the attitude of “objectivity” that
is taken for granted in most research interviews. In

addition, each interview
transcript is read four times.
In the first reading, the
interviewer analyzes the
content and records her or
his inner reaction to it. In
the second reading, the
interviewer focuses on the
subject’s self-descriptions.
The third and fourth read-
ings highlight specific
words, phrases, and
repeating themes in the
interview, such as “care”
or “justice.”

Carol Gilligan. (Photo 

courtesy of Jerry Bauer. Reproduced by

permission.)
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He sometimes referred to this principle as “learning
by doing.”

Dewey first taught at the University of Michigan
(1884–1894); later, he joined the faculty at the
University of Chicago (1894–1904) and Columbia
University (1904–1952). Dewey’s most influential
publications include School and Society (1889), “My
Pedagogic Creed” (1897), and Democracy and
Education (1916). In addition to his writings,
however, Dewey led the movement for progressive
education in the United States through his influence
on actual educational practice. The Laboratory
School of the University of Chicago was founded in
1896 in response to Dewey’s ideas; it expanded over
the years to include four schools (nursery/kinder-
garten, lower, middle, and high) that had enrolled a
total of 1,600 pupils annually as of the early 2000s.
Thus, Kohlberg performed his undergraduate and
doctoral work in the institution that was identified
with both the theory and the practical application of
Dewey’s ideas.

Kohlberg himself was quite explicit about his
indebtedness to Dewey’s concept of education. In his
early essay on the Platonic roots of his concept of
justice, he was careful to note that he had “. . . discussed
[his] views within John Dewey’s framework. In speak-
ing of a Platonic view [of justice], [he was] not
discarding [his] basic Deweyism.” In a well known
article that Kohlberg coauthored with Rochelle Mayer,
he echoed Dewey’s insistence on the importance of
democratic values: 

In regard to ethical values, the progressive ideology
adds the postulates of development and democracy
to the postulates of liberalism. The notion of educa-
tional democracy is one in which justice between
teacher and child means joining in a community in
which value decisions are made on a shared and equi-
table basis.

Social climate of the 1960s and 1970s
Kohlberg’s rise to a kind of academic stardom in

the early 1970s had much to do with the political and
social upheavals in the United States toward the end
of the 1960s. The civil rights movement, the Vietnam
War, and the political scandal of the Watergate hear-
ings brought moral issues to the forefront of public
attention; these conflicts gave the question of moral
education in the schools a new urgency. In addition,
Kohlberg’s emphasis on the importance of bridging
academic theory and educational practice led a
number of psychologists and educators to become
political activists. Most of the just communities and

cluster schools studied by Kohlberg’s graduate
students were founded during this period.

Some historians of American education have
suggested that the general atmosphere of social unrest
and disruption in the 1970s favored widespread
acceptance of Kohlberg’s ideas because he was
regarded as a protestor against the academic status
quo. His notion of conventional morality as a lower
stage of moral development also attracted those who
wished to see themselves as morally justified as well
as intellectually sophisticated opponents of the
current social and political system. Kohlberg’s popu-
larity was in part a matter of being in the right place
at the right time. Many of his critics complained that
his tendency to ascribe higher ratings on his scale of
moral maturity to student protestors amounted to
implicit endorsement of their left-wing political
views. An example of the political bias that these
critics perceived in Kohlberg’s ratings occurs in a
book chapter that he coauthored in 1971. Discussing
the 1964 free speech sit-ins at Berkeley, Kohlberg
maintained that 

. . . willingness to violate authority for civil rights
required Stage-6 principled thinking. . . . a Stage-5
social-contract interpretation of justice (which was
held by the university administration) did not lead to
a clear decision [on the part of students at that
level]. . . . about half of the Stage-5 subjects sat in,
while eighty percent of the Stage-6 subjects sat in.
For students at the conventional levels—Stages 3 and
4—such civil disobedience was viewed as a violation
of authority and only ten percent of them sat in.

It should be added that some graduates of
Kohlberg’s high school programs did not perceive
him as a neutral figure. The phrase “moral intimida-
tion” was used by a graduate of the Scarsdale
Alternative School described below, who published
an article in 1980 regarding Kohlberg’s work as a
consultant at the school. The student argued that
Kohlberg’s emphasis on the form rather than the
content of moral reasoning did not exclude the poten-
tial for teachers to pressure students in their applica-
tions of moral education theory. 

The feeling of being pushed toward “higher stages”
was very intimidating to many students. They
perceived that every issue was presented with a
“right” side and a “wrong” side and that there was
tremendous pressure to choose the “right” side,
despite what they really thought. . . . This I saw
happening in our school especially with a big shot
Harvard professor in addition to the entire staff
supporting certain ideas which they called better.
With the notion that there exists a hierarchy of
reasoning and values in the air . . . discussions [turn]
into battles of who’s right and who is wrong based
on stages.
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CRITICAL RESPONSE
Critiques of Kohlberg’s stage theory

Many of Kohlberg’s critics have pointed to what
they regard as weaknesses in his stage theory of moral
development. Some of these concern the number of
stages. As was noted earlier, the existence of
Kohlberg’s sixth stage was questioned by researchers
who could not find subjects who seemed to have
attained it. In addition, Kohlberg’s eventual hypothe-
sis of a seventh stage of moral development, which he
called a “soft stage,” represented a later modification
of his original position.

Other critics question the interrelationship among
the stages. Kohlberg’s early work described the stages
as “hard,” in the sense that the stages were not only
sequential but relatively separate from one another;
that is, people would generally function in all areas of
moral decision-making at the highest level of develop-
ment that they had attained. In 1979, James Rest, one
of Kohlberg’s associates, proposed a so-called “mixed
stage” or “layer cake” model of moral development,
according to which a person might use an earlier and
less complex level of moral reasoning in certain
specific situations. For example, a person who scores
at Stage 5, which is considered “postconventional,”
might well reason at Stage 3 or 4 when dealing with
such commonplace obligations of citizenship as regis-
tering to vote or serving on a jury. In other words,
Rest’s “mixed stage” model allows for the simultane-
ous coexistence of higher and lower stages within a
person’s cognitive repertoire.

Related to Rest’s modification of Kohlberg’s
stages is domain theory, usually identified with the
work of Elliott Turiel. Turiel came to distinguish
between children’s moral development and other
domains of social knowledge in order to account for
anomalies in the data from Kohlberg’s long-term
follow-up studies of the subjects from his dissertation
research. Turiel’s domain theory holds that children’s
conceptions of morality and social conventions
develop as a result of different social experiences
associated with these two domains. Actions in the
moral domain have certain effects on other people
that occur without regard to social rules that may or
may not be associated with the action. An example
would be striking another person for no apparent
reason. The moral domain is structured around the
concepts of fairness, harm caused to others, and the
welfare of others. Conventions, by contrast, are
agreed-upon rules that smooth social interactions
within a group; they are structured to meet the needs
of social organization rather than considering the

members’ harm or well-being. An example might be
the convention of addressing a physician in public as
“Doctor” rather than using his or her first name; the
use of the professional title is a matter of conven-
tional etiquette rather than a moral issue. Domain
theory helps to explain why people often appear to be
inconsistent in applying moral reasoning across
different social contexts. It has also been applied by
teachers at the high school level to help students
distinguish between moral issues (e.g., cheating on
tests or stealing from other students) and matters of
convention (e.g., dress codes).

Sociological issues
One of the most frequent criticisms of

Kohlberg’s theory of moral development is that it
draws universal implications from the life histories of
a relatively privileged stratum of Western society,
namely well-educated Caucasian males. As Carol
Gilligan put it, Kohlberg’s scheme 

hid the thoughts and feelings of all people who were
considered to be lesser, less developed, less human, and
we all know who these people are: women, people of
color, gays and lesbians, the poor, and the disabled. . . .
the only way you could be different within a hierarchi-
cal scheme was, you could be higher or you could be
lower, and all the people who had historically been
lower turned out—surprise, surprise—to be the people
who did not create the scheme.

Gilligan herself is best known for her work in
comparing Kohlberg’s emphasis on justice and
rationality to what she defined as an ethic of care. In
a frequently cited example from In a Different Voice,
Gilligan contrasts “Jake,” an 11-year old who scores
at Stage 4 on Kohlberg’s scale, with “Amy,” a girl of
the same age who is rated a full stage lower on the
grounds of her apparent “cognitive immaturity.” 
“. . . her responses seem to reveal a feeling of powerless-
ness in the world, an inability to think systematically
about the concepts of morality or law, a reluctance to
challenge authority.” Gilligan proceeds, however, to
analyze “the different logic of Amy’s response,”
based on the girl’s concern to protect a network of
relationships rather than to set up a hierarchical order
of concepts regarding laws or duties. 

To the question, “What does he see that she does
not?” Kohlberg’s theory provides a ready response,
manifest in the scoring of Jake’s judgments a full
stage higher than Amy’s in moral maturity; to the
question, “What does she see that he does not?”
Kohlberg’s theory has nothing to say.

Gilligan’s later work represents a departure from
standard methods of psychological research as well
as a rejection of Kohlberg’s specific theories.
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Others have noted that Kohlberg’s stage theory
relies heavily on the verbal and conceptual skills of
test subjects, to the disadvantage of younger or less
well educated persons. Jerome Kagan, one of
Kohlberg’s colleagues at Harvard, thought that
Kohlberg simply “didn’t make sense” in maintaining
that children below the age of four do not possess any
moral reasoning abilities. Kagan attributed Kohlberg’s
position to his reliance on children’s ability to respond
verbally to moral dilemma stories. He said, “I could
imagine a child who could not put into words, or into
coherent sentences, his or her take on a moral
problem, thus scoring at a lower stage [on Kohlberg’s
scale] than is actually the case.” A similar problem
surfaces with adult members of ethnic or racial
minorities, in that some cultures do not place a high
premium on verbal communication, abstract thought,
or self-reflection; however, these characteristics
hardly justify evaluating members of these cultures as
morally underdeveloped or inferior. Anthony Cortese,
a professor of sociology at Southern Methodist
University, has pointed out that the scores of ethnics
in the United States on Kohlberg’s tests reflect their
degree of assimilation into mainstream society rather
than their level of moral development. “As ethnics
enter middle and upper class in Western societies, they
become more mainstream and their ties to [their] old
culture tend to weaken.”

Lastly, some studies of the moral development of
educated professionals indicate that Kohlberg’s
scoring system favors those with some training in
philosophy as well as highly developed general verbal
skills. A study of Canadian medical students that was
initially interpreted as suggesting that medical school
actually hindered moral development was criticized
for its overreliance on Kohlberg’s stage theory. The
critic remarked, “[According to Kohlberg], post-
conventional stages are a rarity requiring philosophi-
cal sophistication. Is it fair or reasonable to expect
medical education to provide a philosophical training
as well?”

Character formation issues
Kohlberg has been criticized by representatives

of two other contemporary philosophies of moral
education, which may be roughly categorized as
communitarian and character education approaches.
Both groups of theorists point to several developments
in American society since the early years of
Kohlberg’s career that have led to a revival of interest
in moral education:

• The accelerating breakdown of family struc-
ture, reflected in the rising divorce rate and the

number of children living in single-parent 
households.

• The growing influence of the mass media and
their emphasis on materialism, violent behavior,
immediate self-gratification, and deliberate
violation of social standards, i.e., “pushing the
envelope.”

• An increased awareness that certain ethical
values, such as respect, trustworthiness, responsi-
bility, and the like, have objective worth in main-
taining civilized societies.

• Troubling behavioral trends among young
people, reflected in medical and psychiatric as
well as criminal justice statistics.

Communitarian educators disagree with Kohlberg
on the starting point of moral education; they begin
with communication through language and social
interactions rather than with reasoning ability.
Communitarians also stress the importance of the
specific religious, linguistic, ethnic, national, and
other communities to which a child belongs in the
formation of his or her identity. Helen Haste, a British
educator in this group, has said, “Cultural narratives,
traditions, and stories feed directly into our identity,
signaling valued attributes and behaviors, and giving
an explanation for our past and present.” Beyond the
child’s sense of identity, communities are also sources
of morality. “Social order rests on people’s interde-
pendence, and society only functions if people recog-
nize and act upon their community responsibilities.”
From the communitarian perspective, Kohlberg’s
emphasis on rationality is built on an unrealistic
concept of human nature, leading to “selfishness and
egoism . . . a failure to see the individual as part of 
a whole, and the lack of subjective feeling of being
part of something larger that would give the self
meaning.” The results of a Kohlbergian approach 
to parenting were summarized by a writer living in
New York City: 

Since reason is so clearly ineffective when kids are
being most kid-like, often my neighbors resort to a
studied nonchalance in the face of a child’s unruli-
ness, refusing (so it seems to suffering bystanders) to
train their children in public etiquette. We have all
seen children careening around a crowded waiting
room at the doctor’s office, straining to get out of the
shopping cart at the grocery store, or banging their
spoons on the table in a restaurant. . . . In such situa-
tions one often notices on the parent’s face an ironic
smile, hiding. . .equal mixtures of rage and incompe-
tence. It is the price you pay when you don’t want to
appear unreasonable.

The communitarian critique points to three specific
gaps in Kohlberg’s account of moral development: the
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gap between individual moral autonomy and deep
commitment to a specific community; the gap
between reason and such other aspects of human
personality as emotion and imagination; and the gap
between verbal expressions of moral conviction and
actual behavior. With regard to the first issue, some
observers have remarked on a noticeable tension
between the individualism underlying Kohlberg’s
stage theory of development and the collectivist
notions embedded in his concept of just communities.
With regard to emotion, Kohlberg himself was
compelled to acknowledge that in order for just
communities to function adequately, individuals had
to form emotional attachments to them as well as
accept them on an intellectual basis. In terms of the
gap between standards and conduct, some researchers
found that some juvenile delinquents scored at higher
stages on Kohlberg’s tests than children who did not
get into trouble with the law. This apparent anomaly
was attributed to the fact that the lawbreakers had to
develop a certain degree of cognitive sophistication in
order to “con” authority figures.

Character education, which has received
increasing attention since the early 1990s, is often
associated with the work of Thomas Lickona, a
professor of education who specializes in early
childhood development. Lickona published a book in
1991 entitled Educating for Character, which urged
cooperation among parents, schools, and local
communities in teaching two aspects of moral char-
acter that Kohlberg deemphasized, namely the affec-
tive and moral action dimensions of character.
Lickona retained Kohlberg’s concept of the cognitive
side of character—“Good character consists of
knowing the good”—but added, “desiring the good,
and doing the good.” Lickona defines the affective
side of character as including conscience, self-
respect, empathy, loving the good, self-control, and a
willingness to correct one’s moral failings. Moral
action, in his view, requires the three qualities of
competence in listening, communicating, and coop-
erating; a will capable of mobilizing one’s judgment
and energy; and moral habit, understood as “A reli-
able inner disposition to respond to situations in a
morally good way.”

Philosophical issues
Some observers object to Kohlberg’s theories 

of moral development because they disagree with 
his definition of goodness. Critics of Kohlberg have
noted that his stage theory implicitly values ques-
tioning, challenging, and self-assertive behavior over

conformity, obedience, and compliance. One commen-
tator has stated that 

No one goes further than Kohlberg in rejecting tradi-
tional moral education. . . . The whole moral inheri-
tance of social norms and religious codes has nothing
to offer the growing child; to the contrary, they run
the risk of stifling his moral autonomy. Asked by
parents and teachers why so many of his recom-
mended lessons seemed to lead to the conclusion that
children should resist authority, he scoffed, ‘Such
teachers do not believe moral behavior should be
based on reasoning. . . .’ [In Kohlberg’s system] the
healthy individual is the one who does not submit
readily to his parents or rules. To become moral, the
child has only to retreat in solitary meditation to the
private monastery of his mind.

Another question in the minds of some of
Kohlberg’s critics is the source and stability of human
moral goodness. Some maintain that it comes from
within; that is, goodness is a basic human predisposi-
tion or potential. Others argue that it comes from the
outside and must be imposed on a human nature that
is innately flawed or vulnerable to its baser instincts.
In their opinion, Kohlberg failed to offer an adequate
account of moral evil. Kohlberg’s faith in the civiliz-
ing power of education was contradicted by the recent
history of Germany, which showed that scholars and
other “reasonable people” could coexist quite comfort-
ably with radical evil. Carol Gilligan said in 1993, 

There was an embarrassing fact—really embarrass-
ing because I always think it was Larry who raised it.
The fact that the Nazi Holocaust happened in the
middle of Europe meant that the assumption that
civilization led to . . . moral development could no
longer be held. Education, social class, culture and
civilization were not necessarily associated with
higher stages of moral reasoning. . . . The Holocaust
should not have occurred in Germany, according to
the assumptions about development that Larry incor-
porated into his theory.

A third area of philosophical debate related to
Kohlberg’s theories is the centrality he accorded to the
principle of justice and the way he defined that princi-
ple. Kohlberg explicitly took his definition of justice as
fairness from the work of John Rawls (1921–2002), a
political philosopher who also taught at Harvard.
Rawls’ best-known work, A Theory of Justice, was
published in 1971. While Rawls’ combination of
Kantian and utilitarian lines of thought in his descrip-
tion of the social contract has been intensively
discussed, his ideas are far from being universally
accepted. For example, Kohlberg subscribed to Rawls’
notion that justice is a “rationally objective moral prin-
ciple” that any morally responsible adult would freely
adopt. This premise, however, has been questioned by
moral philosophers as well as political scientists.
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Religious issues
Still another area of controversy is Kohlberg’s

view of the distinction between morality and religion
insofar as it applies to specifically religious education.
Few American religious educators, whether Christian
or Jewish, have difficulty with the concept of a civic
morality based on natural law, defined as the “law
written on the hearts” of all people, in the words of 
St. Paul (Romans 2:15). Their critiques of Kohlberg
are based partly on what they perceive as flaws in his
research method, and partly on their views of the
educative dimension of religious practices. For
example, one commentator noted that Kohlberg failed
to distinguish between “religion” and “religious affili-
ation” in defining morality as autonomous with
respect to religion. 

Social scientists investigating religious behavior typi-
cally draw a sharp distinction between religiosity and
religious affiliation. It is surprising and disappointing
that . . . Kohlberg did not acquaint himself more assid-
uously with the corpus of empirical data and theoriz-
ing on the social-scientific study of religion.

In addition, this critic observed that Kohlberg’s sepa-
ration of morality from religion is incompatible with
his notion of “the whole person developing as a
whole.” “Kohlberg . . . states that all human develop-
ment is of a piece. Thus [religious practice] is inti-
mately bound up with other areas of human develop-
ment, including morality.”

Another group of religious educators take issue
with Kohlberg’s theories from a communitarian
perspective. Barry Chazan, a Jewish scholar, argues
that Kohlberg’s model of moral development is inade-
quate from the standpoint of maintaining Jewish iden-
tity in an increasingly secular and pluralistic society.
“The Kohlberg model is ultimately too Platonic, too
individualistic, and too traditionless to be applicable to
the Jewish educational world, past, present, or future.”
Craig Dykstra, a Christian educator from a Dutch
Reformed background, points out that such faith-
related practices as prayer, worship, study of the
Scriptures, giving hospitality to strangers, working for
social justice, and similar actions are cooperative activ-
ities that form moral character in religious communi-
ties as well as in individuals. In addition, Dykstra
maintains that the nature of faith itself distinguishes
Christian religious education from other forms of
education, because faith is not a human achievement;
rather it is a “turn away from achievement and mastery
toward receptivity and responsiveness.”

In addition, some researchers in the field of reli-
gious education have compiled data suggesting that
Elliott Turiel’s domain theory offers a more adequate

explanation of children’s moral development in the
context of specific religious communities than does
Kohlberg’s model. One study of children and adoles-
cents from three distinctive religious traditions
(Orthodox Jewish, Roman Catholic, and Mennonite
[Anabaptist Protestant]) found that the young people
distinguished between basic moral concerns (justice,
compassion, and human well-being) and rules or prac-
tices specific to their respective faiths (fasting,
keeping kosher, head coverings or prayer shawls,
Sabbath observances, attendance at Mass, etc.). For
example, one of the interviewers asked a nine-year-
old Jewish girl whether it is all right for Christian boys
not to wear kippot (head coverings worn by Jewish
males). The girl answered that it is acceptable,
“because that’s not one of their rules. They don’t show
respect for God in the same way.” “Is it okay that they
respect God in a different way?” “Yes. The religion is
different. What they do is not our business, and if they
want to do that they can.”

THEORIES IN ACTION
Research
Kohlberg’s interest in field research Kohlberg’s
theories not only unfolded from his doctoral research,
but they were also field-tested by his Harvard graduate
students. In fact, it was the work of one of these
students, Moshe Blatt, which was credited with turning
Kohlberg away from pure research toward applying his
theory of moral development to actual educational
practice. Blatt was the first to hypothesize that children
could be stimulated to move more rapidly through the
successive stages of moral development through
systematic exposure to moral reasoning one step above
their own. To test this hypothesis, Blatt interviewed a
group of sixth-graders in a Jewish Sunday School over
a period of 12 weeks. The students were tested at the
beginning of the project to determine their current
stage of moral development. Blatt then met with the
students once a week to present a moral dilemma for
discussion. In his own words, he then took “the ‘solu-
tion’ proposed by a child who was one stage above the
majority of the children . . . and elaborated this solu-
tion until the children understood its logic and seemed
convinced that its logic was reasonable or fair.” At the
end of the 12 weeks, Blatt retested the sixth-graders
and found that 64% of them “had developed one full
stage in their moral reasoning.” Although Kohlberg
was initially skeptical about the “Blatt effect,” he later
stated that “Blatt’s venture launched cognitive-
developmental moral education.” In the period between
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1975 and 1989, Kohlberg’s students published seven
reviews of “a large number” of studies that claimed to
replicate Blatt’s findings.

Although other educational psychologists ques-
tion their findings, cognitive developmental theorists
maintain that the body of research based on
Kohlberg’s work has proved three major contentions
regarding moral education:

• A child’s moral development can be influenced
by educational interventions. Specifically, his or
her progress through the various stages of moral
development can be compressed into a shorter
period of time.

• This accelerated development is not a temporary
effect, but is maintained in the same way as
“natural” moral development. In addition, the
child is able to extend his or her progress to cover
real-life moral dilemmas not discussed in the
classroom.

• The educational interventions that have been
shown to be most effective in promoting moral
development include “providing opportunities for
cognitive conflict,” role-playing, and exposure to
moral reasoning at the stage above one’s own.

Measurement instruments Kohlberg was frequently
criticized in the 1960s and 1970s for psychometric
weaknesses in the original version of his Moral
Judgment Interview, or MJI, which he used in his
dissertation research. As of the early twenty-first
century, the MJI consisted of three forms, each
containing three moral dilemmas. The test was admin-
istered as a 45-minute semi-structured interview
recorded on tape. Subjects were presented with the
three moral dilemmas included in their form. The
interviewer then asked a series of open-ended probe
questions intended to uncover the logical structure of
the subject’s moral reasoning. The MJI yields two
scores: an overall score measuring the subject’s moral
maturity, and a stage score. In response to his critics,
Kohlberg worked on standardizing his scoring system,
which he then referred to as the Standard Issues
Scoring System, or SIS. In 1987 The Measurement of
Moral Judgment was finally published, shortly after
Kohlberg’s death. The scoring procedures for the MJI
are time-consuming and require considerable training
and sophistication on the interviewer’s part; the
scoring manual alone runs to 975 pages.

Another frequently administered test of moral
reasoning based on Kohlberg’s theories is the
Defining Issues Test, or DIT, first published by James
Rest in 1979. It incorporates Rest’s “mixed stage”

modification of Kohlberg’s stage theory. The DIT-1 is
a multiple-choice self-administered test containing six
moral dilemmas that require the subject to prioritize
as well as agree or disagree with a set of questions
following each dilemma. The DIT-1 short form
contains only the first three dilemmas of the full DIT-1.
The DIT-2 consists of five dilemmas related to
contemporary social problems. To compare
Kohlberg’s instrument with Rest’s, the MJI is more
comprehensive, but the DIT is considerably easier to
use and better documented. Another difference
between the two tests is that the MJI can be used with
children as young as seven, while the DIT cannot be
used with subjects younger than 13. An excerpt from
the DIT is included in the accompanying sidebar.

Case studies
Prison reform Kohlberg’s experiment with setting
up a just community in a prison began in June 1971,
when he and two colleagues started training and orien-
tation meetings with line staff at a minimum-security
prison for women in Niantic, Connecticut. The training
sessions with the staff consisted of moral development
theory, what Kohlberg described as “simple clinical
practice,” and group discussions. The researchers
quickly found that the line staff felt hampered by
having to enforce purely bureaucratic rules on the
inmates, but they had no role definition as counselors
or helpers. It was then decided to set up a model
cottage in one of the cottages at the institution. The
researchers selected a group of 20 women for the
model program, along with six line staff, a supervisor
trained in moral development theory, and a parole
agent. The role of the line staff was redefined as one
of helping the inmates through counseling and leading
discussions. The inmates were divided into two groups
of 10 each to participate in discussions of their personal
issues and dilemmas.

The model cottage was to have some autonomy
in determining parole and work release as well as in
defining its own rules and policies. The researchers
had some difficulty in persuading the staff and
inmates to overcome their suspicions of each other,
but eventually a workable form of self-government
emerged. Kohlberg described its structure as follows: 

The entire discipline process of the cottage is
handled through community meetings. . . . In these
meetings, members are free to say anything they like.
Occasionally, staff are put on the spot, as are inmates.
The inmates generally make a great effort to explore
all aspects of an incident (personalities, circum-
stances, etc.). A community meeting may be called
at any time by any member of the community. . . .
Both staff and inmates have a single vote.
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What was innovative about the Niantic program,
from Kohlberg’s perspective, was that it conceived of
the inmates’ treatment in terms of moral justice rather
than psychological or psychiatric categories and
approaches. An article that he published in 1972, a
year after the beginning of the program, was quite
optimistic in its assessment: 

We have accomplished much. We have created a fair
self-governing community which operates within the
constraints of a larger total institution and correc-
tional system. Half the original women have been
placed in either work-release or parole programs. . . .
None have failed as of this writing. . . . At present,
two women are doing well in a local community
college and others, hopefully, will enroll.

The participants in the Niantic model cottage
program were not systematically tested on the MJI
until several years after the beginning of the program;
however, most staff and inmates felt that they learned
important skills of moral reasoning, group discussion,
and decision making. The inmates in particular felt
that they were better prepared to return to the world
outside the prison.

Secondary education Following his work at
Niantic, Kohlberg then began to introduce his theories
regarding the role of just communities in moral educa-
tion into several alternative high schools in New York
and Massachusetts. Alternative high schools in
general were a product of the so-called free-school
movement, which reached its peak of popularity in the
United States in the early 1970s. The free-school
movement, which was influenced by the wider coun-
tercultural trends of the period, was largely led by
followers of John Dewey. Alternative schools, which
are also referred to as democratic schools, may be
either public or private institutions. Some public alter-
native high schools are offered as a choice to local
students, while others are designed for students at risk
of dropping out of school. Although there is no
universally agreed-upon definition of a democratic
school, most share the following characteristics:

• Decision-making is shared among the students
and faculty.

• Staff and students relate to one another as equals.

• Learning is student-centered, allowing students to
choose their daily activities.

• The surrounding community is regarded as an
extension of the classroom in terms of providing
further opportunities for learning.

An illustrative example of Kohlberg’s approach is
the second just community that he helped to establish

within an alternative school, namely the Scarsdale
Alternative High School (also known as SAS or the A
School) in Scarsdale, New York. The A School was
founded in 1972 as a democratic alternative to the
public high school. As Scarsdale is a wealthy commu-
nity in which students are pressured to do well in
school in order to gain admission to prestigious
colleges, some parents wanted their children to be able
to attend a high school with a less competitive atmo-
sphere. Unlike many alternative schools, the A School
has its own building separate from the main high
school. As of the early 2000s, SAS had 75 students
and five full-time staff.

The A School declared itself a just community
school in 1978, one year after the principal and two
teachers attended a summer institute at Harvard. They
were having difficulty building a sense of community
within the school, and they asked Kohlberg to serve as
a consultant at the end of the summer. One of the
major issues that emerged during the first year of the
A School’s adoption of the just community model
concerned the tension between personal freedom and
membership in a community. The use of drugs and
alcohol during a school retreat provided the occasion.
While most of the students responded to the faculty’s
request not to use drugs during school hours or at
school functions, they raised the question as to
whether a majority in a participatory community has
the right to make rules that limit the personal freedom
of the minority. Eventually the students came to a
position that Kohlberg described as follows: 

In the just community school the majority cannot, in
general, limit personal rights of students; it can only
limit them where the personal right cannot be held to
be a moral right because it violates the more essen-
tial obligation to participate in a voluntary commu-
nity. Smoking pot is not a basic right, like freedom of
speech, but is rather a personal habit that can be
restricted for the sake of the community and the indi-
viduals in it.

Another major issue that arose during Kohlberg’s
work as a consultant at the Scarsdale school was
cheating. Cheating is a problem in many schools
because it is harder to develop peer-supported opposi-
tion to it than to offenses like stealing. Whereas
students can readily perceive that their peers are
victims of unfairness when personal possessions are
stolen, teachers appear to be the only victims of class-
room cheating. Students, in other words, often regard
themselves as a “we” group, with the teachers as a
“they” group. As Kohlberg put it, “Strong collective
norms against cheating can usually only develop if the
peer and teacher groups are seen as parts of a common
community with norms that are fair to teachers as well
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as students.” What happened in A School community
discussions when two incidents of cheating came before
the group was that the students accepted the responsibil-
ity of confronting those among them who cheated; in
other words, they instituted an honor code in which
honesty became a rule, not simply a vague expectation,
and students as well as teachers felt responsible to the
community as a whole for enforcing the rule.

Kohlberg’s involvement with high-school educa-
tion was significant in that it led him to modify some
of his early views on the process of moral develop-
ment. In particular, his first writings emphasized the
separation of form and content in moral reasoning;
that is, he argued that the structure of the student’s
moral reasoning was more important than his or her
specific answer. As Kohlberg dealt with adolescents at
the stages he identified with conventional morality,
however, he could no longer keep a safe academic
distance from the content of their reasoning; in other
words, the rules that a school community decides to
institute and enforce are as important as the reasons
guiding the decisions. At a minimum, life in any
community requires adherence to some conventional
moral norms. In Kohlberg’s words, 

. . . if students decide—even democratically—that
they can leave class whenever they feel bored, the
teacher is not as likely to focus on the reasoning
behind their decision as on how to impress upon them
the virtues of patience and consideration for others.

In addition, the moral conventions that Kohlberg
thought he could take for granted in the 1960s were
more fragile than he recognized at the time; even a
decade later it was obvious to most observers that
commonly held beliefs had lost much of their force
and authority.

The second major modification that Kohlberg
made as a result of his experiences with alternative
high schools was to rethink the distinction between
making a moral judgment about a situation and
assuming personal moral responsibility for one’s
actions. Some describe this distinction in terms of two
questions: “What is right to do in this situation?” and
“What should I do?” Kohlberg and a colleague reex-
amined the famous experiment conducted by Stanley
Milgram in 1974, in which some subjects recruited as
“teachers” were instructed to administer electric
shocks to “learners.” The experiment was designed to
test the extent to which subjects would obey the exper-
imenter’s orders rather than their own conscience
when the “learner” expressed pain. Kohlberg’s
reanalysis of Milgram’s data indicated that very few
of the subjects thought that it was “right” to continue
administering the shocks. The experimenter, according

to Kohlberg, “did not influence their determination of
what was right as much as excuse them from taking
responsibility for the consequences of their actions.”
Although Kohlberg speculated that attaining higher
stages of moral development is necessary for accept-
ing personal moral responsibility, he came to recog-
nize that it is not a sufficient condition.

Professional ethics and law enforcement One area
in which Kohlberg’s stage theory of moral develop-
ment has received increased attention since the 1980s
is the field of professional ethics, followed by that of
law enforcement. In response to a number of much-
publicized scandals, such professions as medicine,
accounting, journalism, public relations, and business
are making use of Kohlberg’s tests of moral maturity
for self-policing and self-evaluation. In some cases,
the effects of professional education itself on students
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are investigated. For example, an article published in a
Canadian accounting journal reported on recent
research concerning the moral development of
accounting students and professional accountants
relative to that of other groups in Canadian society.
The article mentioned such findings as the fact that
women in the profession generally scored higher on
Kohlberg’s measures of moral development than did
men. In addition, the researchers reported surprisingly
high rates of ethical conflicts affecting their subjects;
66% told the researchers that they had experienced at
least one moral conflict at work while 46% reported
more than one.

In law enforcement, Kohlberg’s stages are some-
times used to evaluate the motivations of lawbreakers.
An interesting example of this application is an analy-
sis of four identified categories of people (99% of
whom are male) who write computer viruses, namely
adolescents, college students, adults, and former virus
writers. An analyst at IBM’s Thomas J. Watson
Research Center reported that of these four groups,
only the adult virus writers “appeared to be ethically
abnormal, appearing below the level of ethical maturity
which would be considered normal [for their age group]
on the Kohlberg scale.” The analyst mentioned an addi-
tional disturbing finding, however; although early
studies done of virus writers in 1994 had indicated that
they tended to “age out” as their moral development
continued, “. . . mixed messages from many different
sources appeared to make virus writing appear ‘less
wrong,’ pushing up the age of aging out, if the process
occurred at all.” Another area of research within law
enforcement is the use of Kohlberg’s stages to evaluate
the level of moral development of police officers.

Relevance to modern readers
As of the early 2000s, Kohlberg’s work was more

directly relevant to educators than to psychologists. In
addition, the so-called “culture wars” of the 1980s and
the rise of the home schooling movement have tended
to polarize educators; in general, Kohlberg’s views are
more congenial to teachers or parents involved in
progressive education or alternative school programs
than they are to those who regard themselves as tradi-
tionalists or neoclassicists. Some researchers aligned
with the character education movement have
attempted to reconcile their approach with Kohlberg’s,
but others consider cognitive developmentalism to be
fundamentally incompatible with character education
in terms of underlying assumptions and basic philoso-
phy. Moreover, feminist educators have little patience
with what they regard as the built-in sexism of
Kohlberg’s stage theory.

The area of research in which Kohlberg’s contri-
butions are most likely to affect contemporary
readers outside the field of education is ethical
analysis. Kohlberg’s stage theory and his Moral
Judgment Interview are still used to evaluate the
moral maturity of students and practitioners in occu-
pations ranging from finance and journalism to law
enforcement and health care. Given ongoing concern
about the trustworthiness of people in positions of
public trust, one can predict that ethics research has
a productive future.

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Sources

Books
Blatt, Moshe, and Lawrence Kohlberg. “The Effects of
Classroom Moral Discussion on Children’s Level of Moral
Judgment.” In Lawrence Kohlberg and Elliott Turiel, eds.,
Recent Research in Moral Development. New York: Holt,
Rinehart and Winston, 1973.

Boyd, Dwight. “The Rawls Connection.” In Brenda Munsey,
ed., Moral Development, Moral Education, and Kohlberg.
Birmingham, AL: Religious Education Press, 1980.

Chazan, Barry. “Jewish Education and Moral Development.” In
Brenda Munsey, ed., Moral Development, Moral Education,
and Kohlberg. Birmingham, AL: Religious Education 
Press, 1980.

Crain, William C. Theories of Development: Concepts and
Applications, Chapter 7, “Kohlberg’s Stages of Moral
Development.” Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1985.

Dykstra, Craig. Growing in the Life of Faith: Education and
Christian Practice. Louisville, KY: Geneva Press, 1999.

Fowler, James. “Moral Stages and the Development of Faith.”
In Brenda Munsey, ed., Moral Development, Moral Education,
and Kohlberg. Birmingham, AL: Religious Education 
Press, 1980.

Fowler, James. Stages of Faith: The Psychology of Human
Development and the Quest for Meaning. San Francisco: Harper
and Row, 1981.

Gilligan, Carol. In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and
Women’s Development. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1982.

Gilligan, Carol, Nona P. Lyons, and Trudy J. Hanmer, eds.
Making Connections: The Relational Worlds of Adolescent
Girls at Emma Willard School. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1990.

Kohlberg, Lawrence. “Cognitive-Developmental Theory and
the Practice of Collective Moral Education.” In M. Wolins and
M. Gottesman, eds., Group Care: The Education Path of Youth
Aliyah. New York: Gordon and Breach, 1971.

Kohlberg, Lawrence. “Continuities and Discontinuities 
in Childhood and Adult Moral Development Revisited.” In 

L a w r e n c e  K o h l b e r g

P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s2 7 6



Paul B. Baltes and K. Warner Schaie, eds., Life-Span
Developmental Psychology: Personality and Socialization. New
York: Academic Press, 1973.

Kohlberg, Lawrence. “Educating for a Just Society: An Updated
and Revised Statement.” In Brenda Munsey, ed., Moral
Development, Moral Education, and Kohlberg. Birmingham,
AL: Religious Education Press, 1980.

Kohlberg, Lawrence. “Education for Justice: A Modern
Statement of the Platonic View.” In Theodore R. Sizer, James
M. Gustafson, and Nancy F. Sizer, eds., Moral Education.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1970.

Kohlberg, Lawrence. “Moral and Religious Education and the
Public Schools: A Developmental View.” In Theodore R.
Sizer, ed., Religion and Public Education. Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1967.

Kohlberg, Lawrence. “Moral Education.” In David L. Sills, ed.,
International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences. Vol. 10. New
York: Macmillan, 1968.

Kohlberg, Lawrence. “Stages of Moral Development as a Basis
for Moral Education.” In Brenda Munsey, ed., Moral
Development, Moral Education, and Kohlberg. Birmingham,
AL: Religious Education Press, 1980.

Kohlberg, Lawrence. “The Moral Atmosphere of the School.”
In Norman V. Overly, ed., The Unstudied Curriculum: Its
Impact on Children. Washington, DC: Association for
Supervision and Curriculum Development, 1970.

Kohlberg, Lawrence, and Elliott Turiel. “Moral Development
and Moral Education.” In G. Lesser, ed., Psychology and
Educational Practice. Glenview, IL: Scott Foresman
Educational Publishers, 1971.

Lee, James Michael. “Christian Religious Education and Moral
Development.” In Brenda Munsey, ed., Moral Development,
Moral Education, and Kohlberg. Birmingham, AL: Religious
Education Press, 1980.

Nucci, Larry. Education in the Moral Domain. Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press, 2001.

Nucci, Larry. “Moral Development and Character Formation.”
In H. J. Walberg and G. D. Haertel, eds., Psychology and
Educational Practice. Berkeley, CA: MacCarchan, 1997.

Piaget, Jean. The Moral Judgment of the Child. Translated by
Marjorie Gabain. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1997.

Power, F. Clark, Ann Higgins, and Lawrence Kohlberg.
Lawrence Kohlberg’s Approach to Moral Education. New York:
Columbia University Press, 1989.

Rest, James. “Development Psychology and Value Education.”
In Brenda Munsey, ed., Moral Development, Moral Education,
and Kohlberg. Birmingham, AL: Religious Education 
Press, 1980.

Rieff, Philip. The Triumph of the Therapeutic: Uses of Faith
After Freud. New York: Harper and Row, 1966.

Taylor, Charles. Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern
Identity. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989.

Periodicals
Dewey, John. “My Pedagogic Creed.” The School Journal 54
(January 1897): 77–80.

Dykstra, Craig. “A ‘Post-Liberal’ Christian Education?”
Theology Today 42 (July 1985): 153–7.

Gilligan, Carol. “Remembering Larry.” Journal of Moral
Education 27 (February 1998): 227–42.

“Harvard Professor of Education Reported Missing Since Jan.
17.” New York Times, 31 January 1987, 10.

Haste, Helen E. “Communitarianism and the Social
Construction of Morality.” Journal of Moral Education 25
(January 1996): 47–55.

Hunter, James Davison. “Leading Children Beyond Good and
Evil.” First Things 103 (May 2000): 36–42.

Hymowitz, Kay S. “Raising Children for an Uncivil Society.”
City Journal 7 (Summer 1997): 20–4.

Jang, Raymond W. “Does Medical Education Blunt Our Moral
Reasoning? A Different Interpretation of the Sherbrooke Moral
Development Study.” University of Toronto Medical Journal 81
(December 2003): 55–7.

Kohlberg, Lawrence, and Carol Gilligan. “The Adolescent as a
Philosopher: The Discovery of the Self in a Postconventional
World.” Daedalus: Journal of the American Academy of Arts
and Sciences 100 (1971): 1051–86.

Kohlberg, Lawrence, and Rochelle Mayer. “Development as the
Aim of Education.” Harvard Educational Review 42
(November 1972): 449–96.

Kohlberg, Lawrence, Peter Scharf, and Joseph Hickey. “The
Justice Structure of the Prison—A Theory and an Intervention.”
Prison Journal 11 (Autumn/Winter 1972): 3–14.

“Lawrence Kohlberg Is Dead.” New York Times (8 April 
1987): D30.

Lemon, W. Morley. “A Question of Ethics.” CA Magazine
(November 1996): 26–9.

Lickona, Thomas. “The Return of Character Education.”
Educational Leadership 51 (November 1993): 6–11.

Powers, Elizabeth. “Habermas on the Upper West Side.” First
Things 58 (December 1995): 39–44.

Snell, Robin S. “Studying Moral Ethos Using an Adapted
Kohlbergian Model.” Organization Studies 21 (Winter 2000).

Twemlow, Stuart, MD. “The Roots of Violence: Converging
Psychoanalytic Explanatory Models for Power Struggles and
Violence in Schools.” Psychoanalytic Quarterly 69 (April
2000): 741–85.

Walsh, Catherine. “Reconstructing Larry: Assessing the Legacy
of Lawrence Kohlberg.” Ed.: The Magazine of the Harvard
Graduate School of Education (October 2000). 

Zalaznick, Edward. “The Just Community School: A Student
Perspective.” Moral Education Forum 5 (1980): 27–35.

Others
Campbell, Robert L. “Self and Values: An Interactivist
Foundation for Moral Development.” Paper presented at the
annual conference of the Association for Moral Education in
Ottawa, Canada, 15 November 1996.

Gordon, Sarah. “Virus Writers: The End of the Innocence?”
Paper presented at the Virus Bulletin Conference, 2000.
Yorktown Heights, NY: IBM Thomas J. Watson Research
Center, 2000.

L a w r e n c e  K o h l b e r g

2 7 7P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s



Rest, James. Defining Issues Test (DIT). Minneapolis, MN:
University of Minnesota Press, 1979.

Further readings
Brown, Lyn Mikel, and Carol Gilligan. Meeting at the
Crossroads: Women’s Psychology and Girls’ Development.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992.

Cortese, Anthony Joseph Paul. Ethnic Ethics: The
Restructuring of Moral Theory. Albany, NY: State University of
New York Press, 1990.

Gilligan, Carol. In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and
Women’s Development. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1982.

Lickona, Thomas. Educating for Character: How Our Schools
Can Teach Respect and Responsibility. New York: Bantam
Books, 1991.

Modgil, Sohan, and Celia Modgil, eds. Lawrence Kohlberg:
Consensus and Controversy. London: The Falmer Press, 1986.

Reed, Donald R. C. Following Kohlberg: Liberalism and the
Practice of Democratic Community. South Bend, IN: University
of Notre Dame Press, 1997.

Skinner, Ron. “Character Education.” Education Week, 27
February 2004.

Walsh, Catherine. “Reconstructing Larry: Assessing the Legacy
of Lawrence Kohlberg.” Ed.: The Magazine of the Harvard
Graduate School of Education (October 2000). 

L a w r e n c e  K o h l b e r g

P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s2 7 8



BRIEF OVERVIEW
At the time of Kurt Lewin’s death in February

1947, he was widely regarded as one of the outstanding
psychologists of his generation. Edward Tolman, 
the colleague who delivered a tribute to Lewin at a
meeting of the American Psychological Association
(APA) later that year, thought that Lewin could be
compared to Freud himself.

Freud the clinician and Lewin the experimentalist—
these are the two men whose names will stand before
all others in the history of our psychological era. For
it is their contrasting but complementary insights
which first made psychology a science applicable to
real human beings and to real human society.

One of many gifted scientists and teachers who
fled Hitler’s Germany for a new life in the United
States, Lewin made significant contributions to so
many different areas of psychology—child develop-
ment, philosophy of science, psychology of prejudice,
industrial psychology, organizational development,
clinical psychology, personality structure, group
process, leadership training, and others—that he has
been called “the complete social scientist.” As inter-
ested in applied psychology as he was in research,
Lewin coined or popularized such terms and concepts
as group dynamics, level of aspiration, sensitivity
training, field theory, and action research. His
colleagues also regretted that his sudden death had cut
short the contribution he had hoped to make in the
field that held together many of his other interests—the
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comparative study of science, or in Lewin’s native
German, vergleichende Wissenschaftslehre.

In spite of the range, depth, and originality of
Lewin’s work, however, he received less recognition
during his lifetime than many psychologists whose
work proved less durable. He was never elected to the
presidency of a major scholarly or professional organi-
zation, was bypassed for major awards and honors, and
was never offered a tenured professorship in one of the
more prestigious universities. Much of his career in the
United States was spent in such unlikely departments
as home economics and child welfare. Nevertheless
many of his theories and concepts became so influen-
tial that their origin was forgotten. His saying “There
is nothing so practical as a good theory” is often
quoted even in the early 2000s without recognition of
its source. Lewin’s personal modesty—he rarely added
his name as coauthor to his students’ published
papers—and his ability to stimulate the creativity of
his students and colleagues also meant that his innova-
tions in experimental method as well as theory did not
attract the attention they deserved.

Lewin’s most lasting contribution to psychology
may well have been his social conscience. His teaching
of evening classes for blue-collar workers during his
graduate school years in Berlin, his concern for equal
education for women, his action research projects

investigating anti-Semitism and racial prejudice—all of
these inspired three generations of psychologists to
undertake work that benefits the wider society as well
as academic scholarship.

BIOGRAPHY
Childhood and early life

Kurt Lewin was born on September 9, 1890—
what he himself called “the ninth nine of 90” in the
small town of Mogilno, which is now part of Poland.
At the time of Lewin’s birth, however, it belonged to
imperial Germany. His father, Leopold Lewin, ran a
small general store on the ground floor of the family’s
home. The Lewins also owned a small farm a few
miles outside Mogilno, where Kurt acquired a love of
nature and enjoyed the freedom to explore the nearby
fields and forests. He also had his own garden and
became a skilled amateur mechanic.

Lewin’s mother Recha was a warmhearted and
energetic woman who reared her four children while
she worked in the family store. Hertha, the firstborn
child, was the only daughter. Kurt was the oldest of
the three sons; his younger brothers were named Egon
and Fritz. The family was close-knit and affectionate
with one another. The Lewin family was not wealthy,
but belonged to the financially secure middle class.
Lewin’s father served for a time as the president of the
local synagogue.

In 1905, however, Lewin’s family moved from
Mogilno to Berlin because the parents wanted to give
their children a better education than small-town
schools could provide. Kurt was enrolled in the
Kaiserin Augusta Gymnasium, a very selective high
school that prepared students for university entrance.
He was not regarded as an outstanding student until
his last two years at the Gymnasium, when he began
to study Greek philosophy and fell in love with it.

Lewin graduated from the Gymnasium in 1909 and
entered the University of Freiburg, intending to study
medicine and become a country doctor. He disliked the
anatomy courses, however, and left Freiburg after one
semester, transferring to the University of Munich.
After completing one semester at Munich, Lewin trans-
ferred again—this time to the University of Berlin,
where he remained until he completed his Ph.D. He
took courses in philosophy instead of medicine, and
found himself particularly attracted to the philosophy
of science. One of Lewin’s teachers suggested that he
might find psychology interesting, and it was this
suggestion that led to Lewin’s work in the Psychological
Institute of the University of Berlin. When the time

K u r t  L e w i n

P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s2 8 0

Kurt Lewin. (Courtesy of the Library of Congress.)

Lewin  09/24/2004  19:25 PM  Page 280



came for Lewin to choose a director for his dissertation,
he requested Carl Stumpf (1848–1936), who was the
director of the university’s Psychological Laboratory.
Stumpf was a pioneer of the experimental method in
psychology, which brought him into conflict with the
reigning school of psychology in Germany in the
1890s. In addition to Stumpf, the other professor who
made a deep impression on Lewin was Ernst Cassirer
(1874–1945), who taught courses in philosophy of
science. Lewin always admired Cassirer for encourag-
ing him to push beyond the boundaries that limited the
study of psychology at that time.

While in graduate school, Lewin became
involved with socialist groups that advocated a demo-
cratic government for Germany as well as legal and
professional equality for women. He formed a group
of nine or 10 students who organized evening classes
for working-class men and women in subjects ranging
from arithmetic and reading skills to history and geog-
raphy. The informal “school” continued to enroll more
and more students each year until the outbreak of
World War I.

World War I and early career
Although Lewin was not eager to go to war, he

volunteered to serve in the Kaiser’s army after World
War I broke out in 1914. He had already completed the
requirements for his doctorate, but the degree itself
was not conferred until 1916. Lewin served throughout
most of the war, working his way up to the rank of lieu-
tenant. He was wounded in 1917 and hospitalized, but
his younger brother Fritz was killed in action. While
Lewin was recovering, he published his first journal
article, “Kriegslandschaft” or “War Landscape,” which
was a preview of several of the concepts he developed
in his later work, such as “life space,” “boundary,” and
“zone.” That same year, he married Maria Landsberg,
a close friend of his best friend’s wife. Maria taught
English and German in a high school for girls.

The years between 1917 and 1921 were full of
turmoil for German academics. In 1918, the Kaiser
abdicated and fled to the Netherlands as the German
army was defeated in France. Part of the Kaiser’s
former palace was used to house the University of
Berlin, and the Psychological Institute was given
several rooms to use for lectures and research. In 1921
Lewin was appointed a Privatdozent or university
lecturer, but this position did not carry a salary;
Privatdozenten were paid directly by their students.
Lewin was well liked by his students, however, as he
was much less formal than most European academics
and encouraged his students to develop their own ideas.
It was during this period also that Lewin began to add

mathematical formulae and blackboard diagrams to his
lectures. He taught courses in philosophy as well as
psychology, and after 1924 began to supervise doctoral
candidates as well. At a time when women were still
not fully accepted in European universities, Lewin had
an unusually large number of female doctoral candi-
dates, many of them from the Soviet Union.

Lewin first came to the attention of British and
American psychologists through J. F. Brown, an
American who studied with him in Berlin. Brown
published a paper on Lewin’s methods in an English-
language journal in 1929. Lewin had also been
invited to give a lecture to the International Congress
of Psychology, which met at Yale University in
Connecticut in 1929. Lewin brought along a short film
he had made of an 18-month-old child—his wife’s
niece—to illustrate some of his concepts. Even though
he lectured in German, his ideas were so interesting
that several American students came to Berlin in 1930
to work with him, and two of them translated several
of his articles for republication in English. A collection
of these translated articles was published in the United
States in 1935 under the title A Dynamic Theory of
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Personality. By that time Lewin had left Germany
permanently.

Move to the United States
Lewin’s work at the Psychological Institute came

to an end when Hitler’s rise to power led to riots that
temporarily closed the University of Berlin. Lewin
had been invited to Stanford University in California
in 1932 as a visiting professor. When Hitler became
chancellor of Germany in January 1933, Lewin real-
ized that he and his family were no longer safe in their
homeland because they were Jews. He resigned his
professorship at the University of Berlin and returned
to the United States in August 1933, when he was
offered a two-year position at Cornell’s School of
Home Economics. When the Cornell appointment ran
out in 1935, Lewin accepted a position at the Child
Welfare Research Station at the University of Iowa,
where he remained until 1944. Although Lewin was
still struggling with learning English, he was again
popular with students, gathering an informal weekly
lunchtime meeting that the students nicknamed “the
Hot-Air Club.” He had a lively sense of humor and
enjoyed telling jokes; in addition he never rejected
students or colleagues for disagreeing with him. One
of Lewin’s colleagues later recalled, 

people could move out of Lewin’s immediate circle
even during his lifetime and still maintain ties with
him and others in his circle. . . . I think Kurt was quite
right in saying that he didn’t want to develop a school
of psychology; he was merely trying to develop a
language for the representation of psychological
phenomena. 

While at Iowa, Lewin built a reputation as an outstand-
ing experimental as well as theoretical psychologist.
Some of the studies he undertook during this period are
described under “Theories in action” below.

The fact that Lewin came to the United States from
a very different academic as well as national culture
gave him a fresh perspective on his new country. He
was particularly interested in the question of different
national characteristics. In 1936, he published an article
still regarded as one of his finest—“Some Social
Psychological Differences Between the United States
and Germany,” which appeared in the journal
Character and Personality. Among other points, Lewin
contrasted the degree of independence in American
children and “the lack of servility of the young child
toward adults or of the student toward his professor,”
with the behavior of their German counterparts. He also
noted the relative openness of American adults
compared to Germans. In view of Lewin’s later work
on social groups and group membership, it is interest-
ing that he was determined to become an American—

which for him meant much more than formal citizen-
ship, though he was certainly delighted when he
became a citizen in 1940. He set about improving his
English as quickly as he could, even though he never
completely lost his German accent. When he noticed
that his children were confused by the difference
between the German pronunciation of their last name
(“Luh-veen,” with the accent on the second syllable)
and the way their American teachers pronounced it
(“Loo-in,” with the accent on the first), Lewin asked his
colleagues to pronounce his name the American way.
His biographer tells of an incident at the World’s Fair in
New York in 1939, when dinner hour approached, both
men were getting hungry, and the restaurants on the
fairgrounds were already full. “‘Let’s have a couple of
hot dogs,’ Lewin said. ‘That’s what we Americans eat
on Sunday evenings in the summer!’ Five minutes later
that’s what we were doing.” 

Lewin brought his long-standing concern with
social issues to bear on solving industrial problems
during the late 1930s. Many of his first experiments
with action research began during this period. The
problems that Lewin and his colleagues tackled ranged
from helping inexperienced factory workers raise their
production levels, to training foremen and supervisors
in leadership skills. One of Lewin’s associates at Iowa,
a psychologist named Alex Bavelas, set up a series of
small-group studies at a factory in Virginia that ran
from 1940 to 1947. These studies are described in
more detail below. The experience that Lewin and his
group had in teaching leadership skills was eventually
put to use in later sensitivity training programs.

Wartime work
After the United States entered World War II in

December 1941, psychologists as well as scholars in
other fields were sought out by government officials
to help solve problems related to the war effort, and to
come up with better methods of measuring and
analyzing results. Psychologists in particular were
consulted about such questions as maintaining morale
on the home front, improving leadership training in
the military, and solving human relations issues in
offices and factories in order to boost production. The
Office of Naval Research (ONR) contacted Lewin and
his group at Iowa to review research proposals and
provide feedback on general ONR policy. In addition,
Lewin advised the Office of Strategic Services (OSS)
on psychological warfare. As of the 1980s, some of
his contributions in this area were still considered
classified information.

Lewin’s wartime work involved frequent trips to
Washington, which caused some tension with his
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colleagues in Iowa. In addition to disagreeing with his
theories, some other faculty members resented his
frequent absences from the campus, his smaller teach-
ing load, and his growing reputation outside the
academic community. Lewin also had growing doubts
as to whether Iowa was the right place for carrying out
some experiments that he wanted to do in the field of
group dynamics, a subject that had captured his
attention early in the war. He was convinced that
psychologists needed to do more than simply look
for explanations of people’s behavior. In an article
published in 1945, Lewin stated, “We must be equally
concerned with discovering how people can change
their ways so that they learn to behave better.” These
discoveries, however, depended on experimentation.

As Lewin became more committed to action
research, he began to think about setting up a research
institute associated with a university that would not be
controlled by the university. After a possible job offer
from the New School for Social Research in New York
fell through, Lewin approached several foundations for
funding for his proposed institute. He also thought
about possible locations for it—he wanted it to be
related to a university in a large city with a variety of
community, racial, religious, and industrial problems
that could serve as a laboratory for action research. In
1944, Lewin finally received an invitation to set up his
institute at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.
It was called the Research Center for Group Dynamics.
At the same time that Lewin was beginning to staff the
new Center, he launched another new project, the
Commission on Community Interrelations (CCI) for
the American Jewish Congress (AJC). The purpose of
the CCI was to investigate the roots of prejudice
against Jews. Lewin expected that the research under-
taken by the CCI would benefit all minority groups in
the United States, not only Jews; as he put it in a letter
to a well-known rabbi, “The fight of the Jews is a part
of the fight of all minorities for democratic equality of
rights and opportunities.”

Lewin hoped to get the new Research Center at
MIT ready by the fall of 1945, since the war had
ended in August with the surrender of Japan. He had
been able to attract additional funding from the
National Institute of Mental Health, the Air Force, and
the Rockefeller Foundation, which allowed him to
enlarge the teaching staff. The Center supported six
major areas of research: group productivity, commu-
nication, social perception, intergroup relations, group
membership and individual adjustment, and leader-
ship training. Within less than a year, students from
many other countries as well as the United States were
enrolling in courses at the new Center.

In spite of Lewin’s busy schedule at the Center, he
continued his involvement with the CCI, which had
broadened its scope to include interracial problems as
well as religious prejudice. He was also consulted
about a project begun by the Connecticut State
Interracial Commission to train leaders who could help
resolve racial and religious tensions. Lewin designed a
two-week workshop in 1946 to train 41 community
leaders for the Connecticut program. This workshop
led within months to the establishment of the National
Training Laboratories, or NTL, in Bethel, Maine, in
the summer of 1947. The technique of leadership train-
ing that Lewin pioneered in 1946 is considered by
some psychologists to be “the most significant social
invention of [the twentieth] century.”

The many projects that Lewin took on during and
after the war strained his health and energy. His
friends urged him to slow down, but he insisted on
keeping up his busy schedule. On February 11, 1947,
Lewin went home for dinner and told his wife he felt
ill. She called the family physician, who diagnosed a
mild heart attack. Before the doctor could get Lewin
to the hospital, however, he suffered a second attack
and died. He was not yet 57 years old.

Marriages and family
Lewin’s 1917 marriage to Maria Landsberg ended

in divorce in 1927. The couple had had two children—
a daughter, Agnes, born in 1919; and a son, Fritz, born
in 1922. The marriage was strained by Lewin’s work
habits—he had an irregular work schedule in addition
to being frequently away from home—and by Fritz’s
childhood illness. Fritz had been slow in learning to
walk, and the family physician discovered at that time
that he had been born with both hips dislocated. Two
major operations were required, one on each hip joint,
with a long recovery period in between. In addition,
Agnes began to develop emotional problems related
to the family’s focus on her brother’s health. Although
both parents were devoted to the children, they could
not agree on the best way to deal with these issues.
Lewin moved out of the home, but continued to visit
his children and former wife until they moved to
Palestine when Hitler came to power.

In 1929 Lewin married Gertrud Weiss, whom he
and Maria had known since 1921. They had two chil-
dren—Miriam, born in 1931; and Daniel, born in 1933.
Miriam became a clinical psychologist in her own right;
among other publications, she wrote a handbook for
student researchers in psychology as well as a historical
account of psychologists’ views of gender roles.

One of the tragedies of Lewin’s last years was his
inability to rescue his mother, who had remained in
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Berlin after Lewin left Germany. After Hitler invaded
Poland in September 1939, Lewin tried to bring his
mother to the United States, but was unable to obtain a
visa for her. Recha Lewin was sent to a concentration
camp somewhere in Poland in 1943, where she died in
1944. Several of Lewin’s friends believed that his
personal sorrows contributed to his untimely death. He
turned his private pain, however, into compassion for
other victims of prejudice and discrimination, and he
never lost his faith in a better future for all people.

THEORIES
Field theory and the structure of 
human personality
Main points Lewin’s theories in general are difficult
for new psychology students for several reasons. One is
that he coined a number of new terms and expressions,
such as “life space” and “foreign hull.” In addition to
new terms, Lewin also used such familiar words as
“locomotion,” “fact,” “event,” and “tension” in unfamil-
iar ways. Lewin also borrowed mathematical and scien-
tific terms, including “vector,” “force,” and “valence.”
As a result, Lewin’s articles are not easy reading.

Lewin is well known in the history of psychology
for his field theory. Field theory is a term that was
originally developed by physicists in the 1870s to
account for what happens when a number of different
forces interact. The physicists began to refer to these
collections of forces as energy fields. Lewin came to
regard the human mind as a complex energy field
containing tension systems in various states of equi-
librium, or balance. He then defined human behavior
as a change in the state of this energy field. Lewin
begins with the life space, which includes all the
possible facts that may influence a person’s behavior
at a given point in time. “Real-world” facts are impor-
tant only to the extent that they are psychologically
important to the individual. Lewin summarized his
concept of behavior as a function of the life space in a
mathematical formula: B = f (LS). He also represented
the life space by a drawing known as a Jordan curve,
which is an irregular closed curved line resembling an
egg or ellipse. The curve itself is the boundary that
separates the person from the parts of the real world
that are not psychologically significant to him or her.
Inside the Jordan curve is a smaller circle containing a
P, which represents the person. The circle is inside the
ellipse but does not touch it. The area outside the
circle but inside the ellipse is called the psychological
environment. The total area inside the Jordan curve,
including the circle, is called the life space. The area

outside the ellipse is called the foreign hull. Lewin
invented the term “topological psychology” to
describe these geometrical drawings, topology being
the branch of geometry that deals with the properties
of geometric figures that do not change when the
figure is bent or stretched.

Lewin’s diagram of the life space includes several
subdivisions. The circle representing the person can be
subdivided into two concentric circles. The inner circle
represents what Lewin called the inner-personal region,
and the outer ring is the perceptual-motor region.
Similarly, the psychological environment surrounding
the circle can be divided into regions, which represent
possible intellectual, physical, or social activities.
Lewin refers to the principal facts in the person’s inner-
personal region as needs, and the corresponding facts in
the psychological environment as goals. Needs control
the person’s behavior and are satisfied when the person
achieves his or her goals. Goals are related to needs by
either a positive or negative attraction, which Lewin
called a valence. To give an example of what Lewin
meant by a valence, a warm sweater would have a posi-
tive valence for someone sitting motionless outside on
a cold day, while the same sweater would have a nega-
tive valence for someone playing a fast game of tennis
on an outdoor court in mid-July.

According to Lewin, people tend to move psycho-
logically toward entities in their life space that have a
strong positive valence, and away from those with a
negative valence. He called these movements locomo-
tions. Lewin did not use the word “locomotion” to refer
primarily to a physical movement through space, but a
movement through the psychological environment
within a person’s life space. Thus there are many differ-
ent types of locomotions: a person might move toward
an answer in solving a crossword puzzle, or move away
from depressing thoughts by calling a friend, or move
toward higher social status by joining a prestigious
club. All of these psychological movements are loco-
motions as Lewin used the word. A locomotion in the
life space might entail physical movement in the
outside world—as when a hungry person decides to
leave their house and go to a nearby restaurant—but the
locomotion itself is the person’s psychological move-
ment toward food. Behavior to Lewin is always goal-
directed, and therefore always involves locomotion
toward or away from goals within the life space.

Locomotions through the life space, however,
may be prevented by barriers. To Lewin, a barrier is
anything that the person perceives as a block or resist-
ance to locomotion toward a goal. An example of a
barrier would be a person’s fear of another family
member’s reaction to their choice of a movie for a
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family outing. Another type of barrier would be the
obstacle posed to medical school admission by failing
a college course in chemistry.

Explanation Lewin’s basic approach to questions of
personality was derived from Gestalt psychology, which
will be described more fully in a later section. The
central point of Gestalt psychology for present purposes
is that human perception is shaped by the total context
of individual objects; that is, people perceive relation-
ships among the various objects that they are looking at
rather than the characteristics of each item by itself.
Another way of putting the matter is that people do not
perceive separate objects directly but rather impose an
organizational pattern on them in their mind. Com-
monplace examples include the fact that people often
“see” some kind of shape or pattern in cloud forma-
tions, or the way in which astronomers group individ-
ual stars into constellations. In contrast to behaviorist
psychologists, who began with collecting masses of
data and analyzing them from the bottom up, so to
speak, Lewin and other Gestaltists began with the
overall pattern or shape of a field, and then proceeded
to study its smaller components. Lewin’s field theory
thus takes in everything in a person’s life that is psycho-
logically important to him or her, and organizes all the
elements in that life—goals, needs, behavior, tensions,
forces, etc.—into a single system of description and
explanation. In addition, field theory holds that all the
elements in the life space are interdependent and 
influence one another.

In addition to the influence of Gestalt psychology
on Lewin’s field theory, it is also important to under-
stand that Lewin saw his drawings of egg-shaped curves
and enclosed circles as more than just blackboard illus-
trations for teaching purposes; to him they were maps of
reality itself. As Lewin’s biographer expressed it, “The
Jordan curve . . . is a conceptual representation of reality
which can serve as a map to guide the psychologist.”
Other psychologists, however, disagreed with Lewin’s
own estimation of his topological psychology; their criti-
cisms are discussed more fully below.

Examples An example of Lewin’s use of language
as well as his way of diagramming his ideas is found in
a 1946 article entitled “Behavior and Development as
a Function of the Total Situation.” Lewin’s diagram
represents a state of indecision, in this case a child who
must choose between two goals, each with a positive
valence. Perhaps the child has to choose between
playing with friends and going to a movie with the rest
of the family. Lewin maintains that “the person being
in the process of making a decision usually alternates

between seeing himself in a future situation correspon-
ding to the one and the other possibility.” Two Jordan
curves are used to diagram these hypothetical futures,
with the decision identifying the overlapping region. 

Tension systems and the dynamics of
human personality
Main points Lewin’s field theory utilizes the concept
of tension systems in order to explain human personal-
ity in action. In essence, a tension system is an energy
system created by a need and released when the person
achieves the goal related to that need. Lewin does not
use the word “tension” in the sense of an undesirable
stress or emotional strain; rather, he regarded tension as
a desirable condition of readiness for action toward
attaining a goal. He saw tension as increased by any
barrier between the need and the goal. In addition to
barriers, Lewin also related tensions to forces. Lewin
distinguished three types of forces: driving forces,
which arise from needs and cause locomotion toward a
goal; restraining forces, which are associated with
barriers; and induced forces, which are related to the
wishes of other people in the person’s life space. Lewin
regarded forces as having both direction and strength,
and represented them in his drawings as vectors
(arrows), with the direction of the vector representing
the direction of the force, and its length representing its
intensity or strength. An inner-personal conflict results
when the driving forces that affect a person come from
different directions and are about equal in strength. The
conflict may concern one negative and one positive
goal, or two equally negative or equally positive goals.

Lewin maintained that tension tends to equalize
itself by spreading from one region throughout a
person’s psychic system; he called the means of this
equalization a process. Processes include such activi-
ties as thinking, remembering, perceiving, performing
an action, and many others. Several different tension
systems and processes may coexist simultaneously
within a person and remain for various lengths of time.
A simple example of what Lewin meant by process
and the equalization of tension systems is a person who
notices an itchy area between the shoulder blades at the
same time that he is trying to balance his checkbook.
The person may decide to interrupt his calculations in
order to satisfy the need to scratch his upper back.
After the tension in that part of his psychic system
subsides, the person returns to his checkbook in order
to fulfill his need to complete the interrupted task.

Lewin was not completely satisfied with the word
“need” to explain increases in psychological tension.
He used the word as a rough equivalent for “motive,”
“wish,” or “urge.” In Lewin’s usage, a need is not
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limited to such physical conditions as hunger or
thirst—it could include intentions (to finish a project),
purposes (to get on the football team), or desires (to go
for a walk outside on a nice day). Lewin never tried to
reduce all human needs to one basic need as some
psychologists did, although he did distinguish between
needs derived from such bodily conditions as hunger,
thirst, or feeling cold, and what he called quasi-needs,
which include purposes and intentions. Lewin thought
that quasi-needs are by far the more common type in
everyday life.

Explanation Lewin developed his concept of tension
systems in part because he disagreed with the associa-
tionist explanation of human behavior. Associationist
psychologists explained behavior as the end result of
simple ideas derived from sense experience that
became associated in the mind through repetition and
conditioning. An associationist psychologist would
regard doing any purposeful action as setting up a
tendency to repeat the action. Lewin observed that
there are many purposeful actions that people do not
ordinarily repeat once they have achieved their goal.
For example, a person who goes into the kitchen to
pour themselves a cup of coffee does not automatically
brew themselves another cup the next time they walk
into the kitchen. On Lewin’s account of the matter, the
tension created by the person’s desire for a cup of
coffee is released by the act of going into the kitchen
and filling their cup, which is why returning to the
kitchen a few moments later to feed the cat or wash the
dishes does not lead to making or pouring another cup
of coffee. The psychic energy related to the first need
has been released, and the other tension system(s) are
now in the forefront of the person’s attention.

Another important feature of Lewin’s concept of
tension systems is his emphasis on the here-and-now.
He parted company with Freudian psychoanalysis in
looking for long-term historical explanations of human
behavior. Lewin argued instead for what he called the
principle of contemporaneity in a person’s life space,
meaning that only present facts can influence present
behavior. The facts of a person’s infancy or childhood
cannot affect adult behavior unless they have remained
alive in some sense as the person matured. In one of
his early articles entitled “On the Structure of the
Mind,” Lewin drew on his own experience as the basis
for the principle of contemporaneity:

Twenty-five years ago I awoke, happy that I did not
have to go to school that day, I flew a kite . . . ate a
great deal of dessert, and played in the garden . . .
each single everyday experience of the past may
somehow influence the present psychic life . . . but
. . . the influence is extremely small, approximately

zero. . . . Behavior would not be changed or would
change imperceptibly if a great many of our experi-
ences did not occur or occurred in other ways. 

Lewin thought that Freud and his followers failed to
distinguish between historical and systematic problems
in psychology, “more or less consciously preferr[ing]
richness of content to logical strictness of theory. . . . In
other words, psychoanalysis is a body of ideas, rather
than a system of theories and concepts.”

Examples Lewin’s theory of tension systems
received its first experimental proof in a casual after-
hours setting. During his years in Berlin, he would
often go with his students to a nearby café, where they
would sit for hours discussing their work over coffee
and slices of cake. The waiters did not keep written
notes of the customers’ orders, but could easily give a
correct account to each member of a group when the
bills were called for, even though the group might have
been in the café for two or three hours. Lewin began to
think that the waiters’ memories were kept sharp by a
tension system building up that was not released until
a group of customers called for their bills. The next
time that the group visited the café, Lewin waited for
about half an hour after his students had paid their
bills, and asked the waiter to rewrite the group’s check.
The man was annoyed by Lewin’s request and said “I
don’t know any longer what you people ordered. You
paid your bill.” This informal proof of Lewin’s theory
led to his student Bluma Zeigarnik’s famous experi-
ment and the naming of the so-called “Zeigarnik
effect,” namely, that people are better at remembering
uncompleted than completed tasks.

Bluma Zeigarnik’s discussion of task interruption
and recall is now considered a classic. Her disserta-
tion was published in 1927 in the Psychologische
Zeitung (Journal of Psychology), which was spon-
sored by the University of Berlin. Lewin summarized
her experiments in an article that appeared in English
translation in 1935. Zeigarnik conducted a series of
experiments between 1924 and 1926 involving 164
subjects, adults as well as children. She gave the
subjects about 20 simple tasks, such as making a list
of cities, answering riddles, counting backwards,
stringing beads, and doing other paper-and-pencil
exercises. In the first experiment, the subjects were
allowed to complete half of their tasks, while the other
half were interrupted before they had finished. After
some time had elapsed, Zeigarnik asked her subjects
to remember as many of the tasks as they could. She
found that they remembered uncompleted tasks better
than completed tasks by a ratio of 1.9 to 1. She also
found that her subjects were more than three times
more likely to list one of their unfinished tasks first
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than one that they had been allowed to finish without
interruption.

Zeigarnik then decided to test the possibility that
her subjects’ memory was related to the surprise of
being interrupted rather than the state of their tension
systems. She ran a second experiment in which she
interrupted her subjects in one-third of their assigned
tasks, allowed them to finish another third without inter-
ruption, and interrupted them during the final third but
then allowed them to complete the unfinished tasks.
Zeigarnik’s results showed that the memory of the
subjects in the second and third groups was almost iden-
tical, which indicated that it was not the interruption by
itself but leaving the task unfinished that was the critical
factor. Zeigarnik had successfully demonstrated that
memory is related to unreleased tension systems.

Action research
Main points Lewin’s interest in what he termed
action research, or applied social psychology, began
during his last years at Iowa. His role as a consultant
in several factories with production problems also
stimulated his work in this area. Action research as he
defined it begins with an identifiable social problem—
for example, racial prejudice in a specific neighbor-
hood or small town. Lewin outlined the basic steps or
phases in action research in his 1946 article “Action
Research and Minority Problems.” The first stage is
defining the problem and “examin[ing] the idea care-
fully in the light of the means available.” The second
step involves fact-finding and forming an overall plan
for reaching the goal, along with a first step toward the
goal. Lewin notes that “Usually this planning has also
somewhat modified the original idea.” The second
phase consists of “executing the first step of the
overall plan,” followed by a second round of “recon-
naissance or fact-finding.” 

Lewin stated that the second phase of fact-finding
served four important purposes:

• Evaluating the success of the first step, “whether
what has been achieved is above or below 
expectation.” 

• Giving the planners a chance to learn and gather
new insights.

• Helping to plan the next step.

• Providing a basis for changing the overall plan.

The third phase of action research consists of
another cycle of planning, acting, and fact-finding.
These steps are repeated as often as necessary until the
goal has been reached. Lewin summarized the process:
“Rational social management, therefore, proceeds in a

spiral of steps each of which is composed of a circle of
planning, action, and fact-finding about the result of
the action.” 

Explanation Lewin’s concept of action research has
two important features. The first is that Lewin thought
of action research as a group activity rather than an indi-
vidual undertaking, which is reflected in some of its
other names: participatory research, collaborative
inquiry, and contextual research. This emphasis on
group involvement in action research is in part a reflec-
tion of Lewin’s own personality. He enjoyed the
companionship of others and preferred to work with
them rather than being a “lone ranger” type of re-
searcher. His friends described him as a cheerful, even
playful person; as a man who delighted in telling jokes
or inviting people to his home for dinner on short notice.
On the last night of Lewin’s life, he told a colleague
named Ronald Lippitt that a person’s competence
should not be defined in terms of “going it alone.”
Lippitt recalled Lewin as saying:

The American ideal of the ‘self-made man’ . . . was
as tragic a picture as the initiative-destroying depend-
ence on a benevolent despot. We all need continuous
help from each other. This type of interdependence is
the greatest challenge to the maturity of individual
and group functioning.

In addition to the factor of Lewin’s own personality,
he emphasized teamwork in action research because
his own interests had shifted in the late 1930s from the
psychology of individuals to that of groups. After the
early 1940s, Lewin published very little new work on
personality theory; he was now interested in
constructing a general theory of group processes—
how groups set standards, select leaders, reach deci-
sions, and similar issues.

The second feature is the relationship of action
research to Lewin’s strong commitment to egalitarian-
ism and democracy. “Learning by doing” was one of
philosopher and educator John Dewey’s foremost prin-
ciples of educational method, and Lewin incorporated
Dewey’s perspective into his own work. As will be
evident in one of the case studies under “Theories in
action,” Lewin’s involvement in studies of race relations
and religious prejudice sparked a number of action
research projects.

Examples An early example of Lewin’s action
research took place in the 1940s, when he served on a
wartime committee that investigated American tastes
and habits in food consumption. While the govern-
ment’s chief concern was to maintain the health of the
civilian population during a period of food rationing,
rising expenses, and necessary shifts in the kinds of
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foods available to the public, Lewin recognized that
eating habits are only one specific part of a much
larger question—namely, how are social changes
brought about within groups and by groups? Lewin set
up a series of experiments to test the ways in which
different families in the Midwest and New England
differed in the foods they chose, and which members
of the family had the greatest influence on these deci-
sions. One experiment concerned persuading house-
wives to purchase so-called variety meats (the internal
organs, feet, and tails of butchered animals) instead of
the more expensive rationed cuts of meat. Lewin
discovered during this experiment that the wives
determined food choices rather than their husbands,
even though the women had said at the beginning of
the study that their husbands made the decisions.
Lewin concluded that the most effective way to
promote greater use of variety meats on the home
front was to convince the wives rather than the
husbands that people could enjoy eating these less
expensive meats.

One of Lewin’s first community-related action
research projects took place at the request of the CCI
in 1946. It concerned an incident of religious preju-
dice in Coney Island, New York, in which a gang of
four Italian Roman-Catholic boys had created a noisy
disturbance during Yom Kippur services at a nearby

synagogue. At the time of this incident, Lewin had
only two assistants on his staff, but he quickly
recruited a task force of psychologists that included
Protestants and African Americans as well as Roman
Catholics and Jews. All the members of the task force
had been trained in human relations. The group’s first
action step was to stop a lawsuit against the four
boys, who were then placed under the supervision of
their parish priest and a group of Catholic Big
Brothers. Lewin’s group then made a survey of
community attitudes, interviewing as many local
people as they could. The researchers found that the
boys were not angry at Jews in particular but felt
angry and frustrated about life in general. The neigh-
borhood as a whole felt that better housing, trans-
portation, and recreational facilities would help ease
tensions among the different racial and religious
groups. The task force’s findings were reported to the
Mayor of New York, who earmarked some funds for
the needed improvements. One member of the CCI
staff was assigned to work closely with the four boys.
A year later, CCI was able to report to the mayor that
the gang members had virtually stopped their street
fights and bullying of other people. The final measure
of the project’s success was that the gang members
did not return to their former behavior even after
CCI’s consultancy ended.
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Groups and change processes
Main points Lewin was interested in group
processes for both theoretical and practical reasons. On
the theoretical level, he thought that a solid body of
knowledge, once collected, would allow him to form a
general theory that would fit any group—marriages,
nuclear and extended families, workplace groups, reli-
gious congregations, and community organizations. He
understood group behavior as a function of both indi-
vidual members and social contexts. From a historical
perspective, Lewin was in the right place at the right
time, as specialists in such fields as industrial manage-
ment, group psychotherapy, and education were
convinced by the mid-1940s that they needed to do
more studies of group functioning. Lewin’s first use of
the term “group dynamics” appeared in a 1939 article
called “Experiments in Social Space,” in which he said
that the purpose of his experiments was “to give insight
into the underlying group dynamics.” 

Two key concepts regarding group process
emerged from Lewin’s field theory, namely interde-
pendence of fate and task interdependence. As was
mentioned in the preceding section, Lewin regarded
interdependence in general as an essential feature of
individual as well as group maturity. Interdependence
of fate was a concept that Lewin used to explain the
existence of groups that come into being “when
people in [the group] realize that their fate depends on
the fate of the group as a whole.” Writing in 1946,
Lewin described the Jews as an instance of this type
of interdependence.

It is not similarity or dissimilarity of individuals that
constitutes a group, but interdependence of fate. . . . It
is easy enough to see that the common fate of all Jews
makes them a group in reality. . . . A person who has
learned to see how much his own fate depends upon the
fate of his entire group will be ready and even eager to
take over a fair share of responsibility for its welfare.

Other examples of interdependence of fate would
include groups of people engaged in dangerous activi-
ties, such as the members of mountain climbing expe-
ditions or space shuttle crews.

Lewin recognized, however, that interdependence
of fate by itself does not form strong bonds among the
members of most groups. He regarded task interde-
pendence as a stronger “glue” in keeping the members
of a group together. Using the concept of tension
systems from his field theory, Lewin argued that the
tension within group members created by desires for a
common goal resulted in interdependence in order to
achieve the goal. He was not convinced by the psycho-
analytical explanation of group activity as the result of
aggressive drives in some individuals belonging to the

group. Rather, Lewin concluded that groups provide a
setting for their individual members’ sense of identity
and social reality. “The group a person is a part of, and
the culture in which he lives, determine to a very high
degree his behavior and character . . . [as well as] his
personal style of living and the direction and productiv-
ity of his planning.” In a later article, Lewin said, “What
exists as ‘reality’ for the individual is, to a high degree,
determined by what is socially accepted as reality. . . .
‘Reality,’ therefore, is not an absolute. It differs with the
group to which the individual belongs.”

Lewin’s theoretical understanding of group dynam-
ics had practical applications in terms of social change.
As World War II drew to a close, psychologists as well
as researchers in other fields were concerned about
rebuilding the social as well as the economic structures
of the defeated Axis powers. Lewin’s understanding of
group dynamics was directly relevant to such issues as
reintroducing democratic values in Germany and Japan,
and doing it in such a way that these nations would not
return to dictatorial political systems. Lewin believed
that the democratic government of the United States
depended on a certain “social atmosphere” more than
pure reason or logic, and that this social atmosphere had
to be protected and maintained by each successive
generation.

The social climate in which a child lives is for the child
as important as the air it breathes. . . . It seems to be
‘natural’ for people living in a thoroughly democratic
tradition like that of the United States to believe that
what is scientifically reasonable should finally become
accepted everywhere. However, history shows . . . that
the belief in reason as a social value is by no means
universal, but is itself a result of a definite social
atmosphere.

Lewin’s research in group dynamics led him to
conclude that social change must be brought about in
and by groups rather than forced on people as individu-
als. One of his most famous psychological experiments
involved two groups of schoolchildren who were asked
to complete a task (making masks for a school play);
one group in a democratic atmosphere and the other
group directed by an autocratic adult. The results of the
experiment convinced Lewin that democracy not only
requires voluntary participation in groups, but is best
learned through such participation. In “Cultural
Reconstruction,” an article that Lewin published in
1943, he observed:

It is a fallacy to assume that people, if left alone, follow
a democratic pattern in their group life. . . . In democ-
racy, as in any culture, the individual acquires the
cultural pattern by some type of “learning.” Normally,
such learning occurs by way of growing up in 
that culture.
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Attempting to answer the question of reconstruct-
ing German culture after the war, Lewin proposed to
focus on the country’s teenagers, with that age group’s
typical enthusiasm and interest in group activities.

The adolescent is at that age level which determines
what the cultural pattern will be in the immediately
following generation . . . transforming this very age
level—which is full of enthusiasm and, in many
respects, accustomed to cooperation—into coopera-
tive groups for productive reconstruction in a radical
democratic spirit might be one of the few chances for
bringing about a change for democracy which prom-
ises permanency.

Explanation One factor that helps to explain Lewin’s
conviction that groups are more significant than indi-
viduals in bringing about and maintaining social change
is that he saw groups as the molds of individual charac-
ter. In an important essay on “Conduct, Knowledge, and
Acceptance of New Values” (1945), Lewin maintained
that the processes by which an individual learns bad or
deviant behavior are the same as those that shape
normal behavior. “What counts is the effect upon 
the individual of the circumstances of his life, the influ-
ence of the group in which he has grown up.” 

Given this position, Lewin argued that reeduca-
tion in any society is essentially a process of cultural
change. He saw this change as having three major
aspects or levels:

• Changing people’s cognitive structure.

• Changing their values. This transformation usually
requires dealing with prejudices and stereotypes.

• Changing people’s outward behavior. Lewin
recognized that change on this level requires a
change in a person’s feelings about members of
other groups as well as changes in their thinking.

Lewin observed, however, that “acceptance of the
new set of values and beliefs cannot usually be
brought about item by item.” To bring about this three-
fold change, the leaders of a society must establish
what Lewin called an “in-group,” which he defined as
“a group in which the members feel belongingness.”
Lewin then postulated that

the individual accepts the new system of values and
beliefs by accepting belongingness to a group. . . . The
chances for [successful] reeducation seem to be
increased whenever a strong we-feeling is created. . . .
It is basic for reeducation that this linkage between
acceptance of new facts or values and acceptance of
certain of certain groups or roles is very intimate and
that the second frequently is a prerequisite for the first.

Examples Lewin’s work with organizational change
and the first experimental T-groups is a good example of

his lasting influence on later psychologists as well as his
work with group dynamics. He is often referred to as the
“grandfather” of organizational change for the studies
he conducted in the early 1940s, and for his insistence
that any theory of change had to take into account not
only the organization, but also the individuals in the
organization and its surrounding environment. Lewin
argued that none of these factors can be understood in
isolation from the others. One of his most frequently
quoted remarks has to do with changing organizations:
“If you want truly to understand something, try to
change it.” Lewin outlined his basic model of the steps
involved in organizational change in “Frontiers in Group
Dynamics,” a paper published in 1947. He drew on field
theory to explain his three steps, which he called
“unfreezing,” “moving the group to a new level,” and
“refreezing,” or making the changes permanent.
Unfreezing refers to changing the force field within the
organization. Lewin had pointed out that stability in any
group is the result of a balance between driving forces
(for change) and restraining forces (against change), all
of which can be represented by diagrams and mathemat-
ical symbols. Trying to change an organization by
adding more driving forces usually results in a counter-
force that maintains the status quo. Lewin had the
insight that it is generally easier to unfreeze an organiza-
tion’s internal balance by removing restraining forces
than by adding driving forces.

Lewin’s three-step model of organizational
change—particularly the notion of unfreezing—became
an important part of the training groups, or T groups,
that grew out of his experimental work with the
Connecticut State Interracial Commission in the
summer of 1946. As was mentioned earlier, Lewin and
three of his associates at MIT had been asked to conduct
a two-week workshop for 41 community leaders in
dealing with racial prejudice; including learning skills in
dealing with people and more reliable ways to change
social attitudes. The workshop was held on the campus
of a teachers’ college in New Britain, Connecticut.
Some of the participants lived nearby and went home in
the evenings, while others remained on the campus.
Since the trainers held nightly sessions in which they
discussed their observations of the trainees, the trainees
who were staying at the college asked if they could
attend these meetings. Most staff members were reluc-
tant to allow the trainees to join the meetings, but Lewin
saw no reason why they should not hear the observers
discuss their behavior. The observers’ feedback—a term
that Lewin had borrowed from electrical engineering—
was eye-opening to the trainees. The second develop-
ment during the evening came when one of the female
trainees disputed a staff member’s observations about
her behavior. Her disagreement led to a four-way
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conversation that involved the trainer, another observer,
the trainee, and Lewin himself. The new data that
emerged from this conversation as well as the open
discussion of different opinions changed the format of
the evening meetings. After that night the evening meet-
ings became the most significant learning sessions of the
workshop.

Although Lewin died before the first National
Training Laboratory in Group Development was held
in the summer of 1947, his theories formed the basis of
the NTL’s work, particularly its so-called laboratory
method. The laboratory method was intended to
provide “basic skills training,” conducted in small
discussion groups (usually 10 participants) with an
observer who reported his observations to the group
members from time to time. The skills had to do with
becoming an effective “change agent.” By 1949 the
name of the basic skills training groups had been short-
ened to “T groups,” which became the model for the
encounter groups of the 1960s, sensitivity training
groups in the 1970s, and team-building groups in the
1990s. In the process, however, Lewin’s original vision
of the laboratory as a setting for basic research in
social dynamics was gradually deemphasized, and
replaced with a focus on individual and personal
growth. In the process, NTL also acquired a business
rather than a research mindset, to the point where it has
itself become a large business as of the early 2000s.

Lewin’s influence was clearly evident, however,
in what are still considered the four basic elements of
T-group training:

• Unfreezing. Unfreezing refers to disconfirming
or challenging a person’s belief system in order to
motivate them to change. T-group trainers try to
create settings in which people’s present values
and beliefs are challenged.

• Feedback. As Lewin used the term, feedback
refers to adjusting a process in light of accurate
information about its results or effects. Feedback
in T groups has been found to be most effective
when it is based on here-and-now events and
observations, and when the person receiving the
feedback can check with other group members to
test its accuracy.

• Participant observation. T-group participants are
expected to participate in group sessions on an
emotional as well as intellectual level. The train-
ers and observers in Lewin’s original 1946 work-
shop modeled this combination of emotional
involvement and analytic detachment.

• Teaching aids. Lewin’s diagrams and mathemati-
cal models were eventually replaced by handouts

and video clips, but the basic principle of rein-
forcing learning in T groups by visual means is
derived from Lewin.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
Gestalt psychology

The most important intellectual influence on Kurt
Lewin was Gestalt psychology, a German school of
thought that developed in the late nineteenth century
in opposition to associationist and behaviorist views.
Psychologists in both these groups broke down
psychological events into separate parts and then
proceeded to analyze the parts without reference to the
whole. The Gestaltists insisted that psychological
events had to be interpreted as integral wholes. The
German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) is
regarded as a forerunner of Gestalt psychology. Kant
argued in his Critique of Pure Reason (1781) that
human perception by its nature organizes data
received from the body’s sense organs into unities or
wholes that the person can understand. Although Max
Wertheimer (1880–1943) is usually regarded as the
founder of Gestalt psychology, the term “Gestalt” was
first used by the philosopher Christian von Ehrenfels
(1859–1932) in a paper on “form qualities” (Gestalt
Qualitaten in German) in music.

The German word Gestalt does not have an exact
English equivalent; it has been variously translated as
“form,” “shape,” or “figure.” German also has a verb
form, gestalten, which can mean “to take shape” or “to
assume a form.” Wertheimer first began to use the term
Gestalt when he heard von Ehrenfels’ lecture about
music. He observed that such terms as “major” or
“minor” are characteristics of full chords or musical
phrases rather than isolated notes. Later, in studying the
phenomenon of apparent motion (in which two alter-
nately flashing lights are perceived as one light moving
back and forth), Wertheimer maintained that the appar-
ent movement of the lights cannot be reduced to
simpler physical stimuli. He defined what came to be
called the Gestalt law of minimum principle—people
do not perceive what actually exists in the external
world as much as they tend to organize their sensory
experiences in the simplest possible way. Wertheimer
also formulated several laws of organization to explain
how people organize sense experiences into simple and
coherent wholes.

The five most important Gestalt laws are:

• Proximity. People perceive items that are close
together in space as a group of items.
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• Similarity. People perceive items that look alike
as a group.

• Good form. What this law means is that human
perceptions tend to become as clear and as fully
developed as possible. For example, people will
generally see a triangle with a small piece
missing from one side as a complete triangle.

• Closure. People usually make their sensory expe-
riences as complete as possible. This law is
reflected in Lewin’s theory of tension systems
and the resolution of tensions.

• Figure and ground. This law refers to people’s
tendency to organize visual perceptions by distin-
guishing between a focus of attention (figure) and
a background.

Anti-Semitism
Lewin’s life was affected by anti-Semitism on the

professional as well as the personal level. The close
and affectionate bond that he had with his parents is
reflected in the fact that they continued to support him
financially as well as emotionally when he changed his
course of study from medicine to philosophy of
science and psychology. The reason that their approval
was significant is that Lewin was risking his future
employment by preparing for a university professor-
ship. Although he would have had no difficulty in
finding work as a country doctor, he faced the same
strong discrimination against Jews in the German
universities that Freud had confronted. Lewin’s parents
knew that his chances of obtaining a full professorship
with a decent salary were very low; nevertheless they
supported their son’s decision.

After Lewin moved to the United States, he
recognized that anti-Semitism existed in his new
country, even though it was much less organized and
murderous than the state-sanctioned anti-Semitism of
Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia. Many American
universities had admission quotas for Jewish students
in the 1920s and 1930s, particularly at the graduate
and professional school level. In addition, some of the
most prestigious hotels in the United States openly
identified themselves as “restricted,” which meant that
they did not accept Jewish guests. There is a striking
scene in Gentleman’s Agreement, a movie released in
the year of Lewin’s death, in which an undercover
reporter pretending to be a Jew in order to do research
on anti-Semitism finds that the exclusive resort where
he has made a vacation reservation refuses to honor it.

Lewin understood that much of American 
anti-Semitism had to do with the aftermath of World
War I and the Communist revolution in Russia. The

Immigration Act of 1924, which sharply reduced the
number of immigrants from Eastern Europe, shut the
primary escape route for Jews from those countries
trying to escape the anti-Semitic policies of Stalin and
Hitler. In addition, the economic hardships resulting
from the Great Depression of 1933 led many unem-
ployed Americans to look for scapegoats for their anger.
The Midwest, in which Lewin and his family had settled
in 1935, was a relatively isolated part of the country with
a small Jewish population, and many of Lewin’s new
neighbors did not question conspiracy theories regard-
ing the role of “East Coast Jews” in controlling the
United States’ money supply. Lewin published several
articles between 1935 and 1941 dealing with the effects
of anti-Semitism on Jewish Americans, such as
“Psycho-Sociological Problems of a Minority Group”
(1935), “When Facing Danger” (1939), “Bringing Up
the Jewish Child” (1940), and “Self-Hatred Among
Jews” (1941).

The significance of Lewin’s work in this area is
threefold. First, the effects of cultural prejudice on
individuals allowed him to explore both the connec-
tions and the differences between his social theories
and Freudian psychoanalysis. Although Lewin
disagreed with Freud’s emphasis on childhood experi-
ences and his neglect of social factors in emotional
disorders, Lewin allowed that individual differences do
influence a person’s response to prejudice directed
against him or her. In an article entitled “Personal
Adjustment and Group Belongingness” (1941), Lewin
observed, “It is clear that not all maladjustments of
Jewish individuals stem from their being Jewish.
Jewish maladjustment has the same source as that of
non-Jews.” Lewin went on to say, however, that “It
would be difficult to find a maladjusted Jew for whom
being Jewish has not influenced the type and degree of
maladjustment.” He attributed this effect to two
factors, the first being the relative mildness of anti-
Semitism in the United States. In Lewin’s view, the
relative openness of American society created a situa-
tion of “unclarity,” in which a Jew could not be sure
whether being rejected for a job or club membership
resulted from personal failure or anti-Semitism. He or
she therefore would not be able to decide whether to
work on overcoming personal shortcomings or to work
on changing the social environment. Lewin thought
that the unclear situation would cause the person to
become “disoriented.” “In other words, this unclear-
ness necessarily leads to a disorganized emotional
behavior in the area of self-esteem which is so impor-
tant for adjustment and personality development.”
Lewin concluded that emotional problems in individu-
als are often related to membership in a marginalized
group, because the person must identify with the group
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to which they belong at the same time that he or she
learns to judge that group by “the standards and values
of the more privileged majority.” “It is clear . . . that an
individual cannot be well adjusted without being
clearly adjusted to his own group, because the group is
the ground on which the individual stands socially and
without firm ground and clear orientation no one can
act in an organized way.” 

The second significance is that Lewin’s experi-
ence of anti-Semitism led him to extend his insights to
the problems of other minority groups. As has already
been mentioned, he regarded the struggle of Jewish
citizens for equal rights as part of the struggle of all
disadvantaged minorities. Many of Lewin’s action
research projects were undertaken with the desire to
understand the nature of prejudice in order to create
ways to overcome it. One major limitation of Lewin’s
work, however, is that he did not distinguish between
discrimination against groups that can be clearly iden-
tified by external bodily features (race, sex, age, physi-
cal deformity, etc.) and groups that are less easily
identified on the grounds of visual appearance (homo-
sexuals, Jews and other religious minorities, people
with prison records, etc.) It was left to such later
researchers as Erving Goffman to study the differ-
ences among various forms of prejudice.

The third significance of Lewin’s response to
anti-Semitism is that it provided a model for other
social scientists seeking to bring their research to bear
on real-life social problems. Chris Argyris, who was
influenced by Lewin’s example even though he was
not one of his students, has said:

Lewin’s work inspired me because it suggested a
model that combined theory, empirical research, and
relevance to reality. . . . Lewin had the skill to inte-
grate scientific rigor with reality and for this reason
became the first major model of social scientist-
activist of the highest quality.

CRITICAL RESPONSE
Inadequate research

Lewin and his students were frequently criticized
for publishing studies based on a relatively small
number of subjects. Hoppe’s study of aspiration,
which is described below, used only 10 subjects, and
the studies of leadership models and frustration in
children, also described below, used only 20 and 30
subjects respectively. Lewin did not deny that study-
ing a larger number of subjects would have improved
the reliability of his findings, and added that “addi-
tional confirmation is always desirable.” He also

pointed out that his own results had always stood up
well when his studies were replicated by other
researchers. But he mentioned on another occasion, “I
do not expect ever to live down the misunderstandings
created by my attack on some ways in which statistics
have been used in psychology.” 

Misuse of concepts from mathematics 
and physics

Lewin’s colleagues blamed his use of topology to
illustrate his theories for the fact that his work was
underestimated during his lifetime. When he
published Principles of Topological Psychology in
1936, the book received a number of harsh reviews.
Some reviewers maintained that Lewin’s diagrams
were distractions that led readers away from his theo-
ries to his mathematical representations of them. He
replied in an article on “Formalization and Progress in
Psychology” (1940) that his main interest was not
“formalization or mathematization.” The value of
these tools for psychology “exists only in so far as
they serve as a means to fruitful progress in its subject
matter, and they should be applied . . . only when and
where they help and do not hinder progress.” 

A related criticism of Lewin’s use of topology
and mathematical formulae is that they do not add any
new insights to the behavior they supposedly explain.
In addition, they cannot be used to predict a person’s
behavior before it occurs; rather, Lewin’s diagrams are
after-the-fact representations of his data. Lewin admit-
ted that this line of criticism had some validity: 

It is true, however, that it is a clearer test of the
adequacy of the theory if one can make predictions
from it and prove these predictions experimentally.
The reason for this difference seems to be that empir-
ical data generally allow for quite a range of different
interpretations and . . . therefore it is usually easy to
invent a variety of theories covering them. 

The diagram reproduced earlier as an example of
Lewin’s use of topology may also serve here to illus-
trate his critics’ point. It is difficult to see what the
mathematical formulae add to a verbal description of a
situation of indecision. Moreover, the diagram has no
predictive value. In order to indicate the child’s deci-
sion, one of the two vectors would have to be measura-
bly larger or longer than the other—which would imply
that the outcome of the child’s decision is already
known to the psychologist drawing the diagram.

Inadequate attention to objective reality
Lewin’s field theory was criticized from the early

1940s onward for its tendency to make the life space 
a closed psychological system without any clear
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connection to the real world outside the person. Edward
Tolman (1886–1959) argued that Lewin’s field theory
does not account for the ways in which the outside
world produces changes in a person’s life space or the

ways in which the life space changes the outside world.
Tolman himself attempted to add to Lewin’s field
theory by proposing three types of psychological vari-
ables: dependent variables (the behaviors or actions of
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FURTHER ANALYSIS:
Group leadership models

Lewin’s best-known series of experiments was
conducted with Ronald Lippitt and Ralph White at the
University of Iowa in the late 1930s. Known as the
“Leadership and Group Life” study, it involved groups
of children doing arts and crafts activities under differ-
ent leadership styles. Lewin and his colleagues organ-
ized four groups of 10-year-old boys, with four adult
leaders and a wide range of craft activities. All the boys
in these studies were volunteers, and the groups were
carefully matched for patterns of interpersonal rela-
tionships, intelligence, socioeconomic status, and a
few other variables. The groups were led by an author-
itarian leader, a democratic leader, or leader with
laissez-faire style. Each group received a new leader
every six weeks with a different leadership style. This
second experiment lasted a total of five months.

The three leadership styles were described by
Lewin and his colleagues as follows:

• Authoritarian: The leader determined all policy;
dictated activity steps and techniques; dictated the
work tasks and work companions of each member;
remained aloof from group participation; was
“friendly or impersonal rather than actively hostile.”

• Democratic: The leader encouraged group discus-
sions and decisions on all policies; suggested two
or three alternative procedures for activities when
asked for technical advice; allowed the group to
decide on division of tasks and allowed members
to choose their work partners; participated in group
activities “without doing too much of the work.” 

• Laissez-faire: Leader allowed the group complete
freedom, with no participation on his part. He
supplied work materials but did not participate 
in work discussions or intervene in activities 
in any way.

The findings from both experiments were strik-
ing. Lewin summarized them in an article published
in 1939:

• Autocratic groups. Boys in the autocratic groups
tended to be either openly aggressive and rebellious
or apathetic and submissive. Much of the aggression
was directed at boys who became the group’s scape-
goats; none of it was directed at the autocratic
leader. The submissive children, however, engaged
in horseplay and wasting time when they were given
a nonauthoritarian leader. The autocratic groups
produced a larger quantity of masks than the demo-
cratic groups, but their masks were of lower quality.

• Democratic groups. These groups maintained high
morale, with the boys behaving in a friendly
manner toward the leader and one another. They
were capable of working independently when the
leader left the room. They produced fewer masks
than the autocratic groups, but their work demon-
strated more originality, and the masks were of
higher quality. All but one of the 20 boys expressed
a preference for the democratic groups at the end of
the study; the one exception was the son of a mili-
tary officer.

• Laissez-faire groups. These were the least
productive groups, producing few masks, with
those few of very low quality. These groups could
not work by themselves when the leader was
temporarily absent; they had a low level of group
morale; the members could not cooperate among
themselves; and they placed great demands on the
leader. One striking finding was that some boys
who had been in an authoritarian group became
frightened and disturbed when they were given a
laissez-faire leader.

Lewin was pleased with the outcome of the study
in that it confirmed his convictions about the superior-
ity of democratic systems of government. It also rein-
forced his belief that democracy must be reaffirmed
anew in each generation, as he noticed that the change
in the children’s behavior from autocratic to demo-
cratic groups took longer than the reverse. 
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a person), independent variables (the person’s age, sex,
genetic makeup, and present physical functioning;
conditions of drive arousal; and stimuli from the exter-
nal environment); and intervening variables, which
connect the dependent and independent variables. In
other words, the intervening variables explain how a
stimulus from the external world and a person’s
emotional and physical condition interact to produce
behavior.

Tolman proposed four sets of intervening 
variables:

• Traits. These include an individual’s basic tempera-
ment and intellectual capacity, and are influenced
by heredity.

• Needs.

• Belief-value matrix. This concept is considered
Tolman’s most important addition to Lewin’s field
theory. What Tolman means by this term is the
individual’s thought categories, cognitive skills,
beliefs, and values. The belief-value matrix allows
a person to make distinctions among various needs
as they are experienced, to evaluate them accord-
ing to their importance, and to scan or analyze the
external environment in order to satisfy them.
Tolman also thought that the belief-value matrix
includes the values shared by the person’s commu-
nity, thus providing a link between the individual
and his or her society.

• The behavior space, which depends on the first
three intervening variables plus the stimulus from
the outside environment.

A somewhat different version of Tolman’s criti-
cism of Lewin was made by Floyd Allport in 1955.
Allport argued that Lewin’s field theory confuses phys-
ical realities (the outside world) and psychological
realities (the life space) because Lewin used his terms
ambiguously. For example, Lewin often speaks of
locomotions as mental movements, but he also refers
to some locomotions as physical movements. With
regard to barriers, Lewin sometimes describes them as
internal constraints on a person’s behavior—such as
fear of other people’s reactions to an intended behav-
ior—but in other instances he is clearly thinking of
physical obstacles as barriers. For example, in the
published article on the experiment with frustration
and regression in children described below, Lewin
repeatedly refers to the screen or partition used to frus-
trate the children in the second phase of the experiment
as a “barrier.” The central point of Allport’s critique is
that Lewin’s field theory tempts the psychologist to
mix and confuse external physical factors and internal
psychological factors within the same field. Allport

maintained that the researcher must separate the two
sets of factors conceptually in order to uncover the
laws that govern their interactions.

Lewin’s principle of contemporaneity
As has already been mentioned, Lewin defined his

principle of contemporaneity in opposition to psycho-
analytical explanations of a person’s life history. As a
result, some of his critics argued that he did not pay
enough attention to the effects of the past on present
behavior. Lewin replied that he did in fact include what
he called the “psychological past” in the total field as
part of the person’s present “time perspective.” He
answered his critics in a 1943 article entitled
“Defining the ‘Field At a Given Time’.”

The psychological field which exists at a given time
contains also the views of that individual about his
future and past. . . . His views about his own past and
that of the rest of the physical and social world are
often incorrect but nevertheless constitute, in his life
space, the “reality-level” of the past.

The question remains, however, as to whether
Lewin’s notion of the psychological past is an
adequate account of memory. Researchers who have
studied such mental disorders as post-traumatic stress
disorder and dissociative identity disorder (formerly
known as multiple personality disorder) would argue
that Lewin’s theory does not allow for the effects of
traumatic experiences on human personality. Since the
early 1980s, neurologists studying the formation of
memory traces in the human brain have discovered
that traumatic memories are formed in a very different
way from normal memories. The types of childhood
memories that Lewin listed on occasion as examples
of the unimportance of the past in a person’s present
life space are all pleasant or neutral memories.

Traumatic memories are different, and are related
to changes in the structure and function of the brain
itself. Under normal circumstances, memories are
formed when a person’s senses register sights, sounds,
and other sensory information, and pass on these data
to an almond-shaped structure in the temporal lobe of
the brain called the amygdala (which takes its name
from the Greek word for “almond”). The amygdala is
the part of the brain that attaches an emotional
meaning to the data provided by the senses. A nearby
part of the brain called the hippocampus organizes the
information relayed through the amygdala and
combines it with previous information from similar
events. For example, if a person is trying on several
different types of perfumes at a cosmetics counter, the
hippocampus will organize this memory according 
to previously established memory patterns of plea-
sant smells, perfumes, shopping trips, the specific 
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department store, etc. Under normal circumstances,
the hippocampus is able to form memories efficiently
according to the emotional significance assigned to
them by the amygdala.

In traumatic situations, however, this system
breaks down; the hippocampus is overwhelmed, shuts
down, and cannot process the upsetting memory or
combine it in any useful way with other memories.
The result is that traumatic memories are not stored as
unified wholes, but as bits and pieces of bodily sensa-
tions and sensory images that are not related to other
events in the person’s life or even localized in time.
These memory fragments may resurface whenever the
amygdala is triggered by anything in the present that
is vaguely related to the original trauma. Such symp-
toms of post-traumatic stress as flashbacks, in which
the person feels as if he or she is reexperiencing the
sights, sounds, smells, or sensations of the traumatic
event, represent a chaotic invasion of the present by
the past that does not fit Lewin’s notion of the psycho-
logical past as relevant to the present life space.

Lewin’s concept of democracy and 
action research

Although one of Lewin’s most famous studies is
said to have proven the superiority of democratic lead-
ership to other leadership models, Lewin has also been
criticized for not having developed his notion of this
type of leadership beyond a rough sketch. Some of
Lewin’s colleagues noted that he combined an elitist
view of leadership with an element of control. Although
Lewin maintained that democracy cannot be forced on
individuals, he recognized the existence of “a kind of
paradox.” Speaking (in 1943) of the need to reconstruct
the culture of Germany after the war, Lewin said:

The democratic leader does not impose his goals on
the group . . . the policy determination in democracy
is done by the group as a whole. Still the democratic
leader should “lead”. . . . To instigate changes toward
democracy a situation has to be created for a certain
period where the leader is sufficiently in control to
rule out influences he does not want and to manipu-
late the situation to a certain degree.

One of Lewin’s associates at Iowa commented that
Lewin’s commitment to democracy reminded him of
Freud’s definition of reaction formation. “The auto-
cratic way he insisted on democracy was a little spec-
tacular. There was nothing to criticize—but one could
not help noticing the fire and the emphasis.” Ironically,
Lewin was caricatured as often during his life as a
“mere political propagandist” as he was criticized for
an elitist view of leadership.

Some forms of action research that have evolved
from Lewin’s model since his death take issue with

certain aspects of his approach. In general, action
research fell out of favor with academic psychologists
during the 1960s because it was linked to left-wing
political activism. In the 1970s, however, action research
was reintroduced into schools of education and organi-
zational development as a way of improving classroom
practice. As of the early 2000s, Lewin’s original model
of action research has produced at least three major vari-
ations: traditional action research, which is most closely
identified with Lewin’s work and generally takes a
conservative approach toward organizational power
structures; radical action research, which takes a Marxist
view of society and works to overcome power imbal-
ances within organizational structures; and educational
action research, which follows Dewey’s belief that
educators should involve themselves in community
problem-solving at the local level. University-based
action researchers in this third group often work with
teachers in nearby primary and secondary schools.

Traditional action research based on Lewin’s
examples is sometimes referred to as technical action
research because it focuses on improving the effi-
ciency or effectiveness of an organization. It is usually
started by a person or group of people who are consid-
ered experts or authority figures because of their
greater experience or training. Technical action
research is essentially product-directed even though it
involves all the members of a working group. It is
concerned with gathering information that confirms or
refines existing theories, and that can also be used to
predict future outcomes.

Even within the field of technical action research,
however, contemporary practitioners take issue with
Lewin on two points: First, modern researchers regard
group decision-making as an important matter of prin-
ciple, not just as a technique. In other words, it is not
only a means to bring about social change, but also
inspires participants to commit themselves to action.
Some psychologists think that Lewin’s spiral model
has misled others into thinking that using the spiral as
a rigid template constitutes “doing action research.”
Second, Lewin’s critics object to his notion that action
research is a way of “leading” participants to a more
democratic form of life. Instead of action research
serving as a recipe for creating a democracy, they
maintain that it should be seen as a way to carry out
democratic principles in a research setting.

Organizational change
Lewin’s unfreezing-change-refreezing model of

organizational change has also been criticized in recent
years. One reason is that Lewin’s model assumes that a
static condition, or being frozen, is the normal condition
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of organizations. Second, the model assumes that
managers are able to control or direct the processes of
change within the organization. The increased pace of
change in the business world over the past few decades
has called that notion into question. Such recent
researchers as David Nadler and his associates have
argued that change in the current organizational envi-
ronment takes two forms, continuous and discontinu-
ous. Continuous change can be understood in terms of
Lewin’s model. It is the type of change represented by
quality improvement programs and characterized by
planned changes in performance as well as products.
Discontinuous change, on the other hand, is caused by
such external forces as disruptions in global markets,
new technology, and rising expectations on the part of
customers. It cannot be controlled by managers and
frequently produces a sense of day-to-day chaos and
disorder within businesses. As a result, people at all
levels of these organizations need to learn and take
action at the same time, as the speed of discontinuous
change does not allow for the staff training programs
and other relatively slow responses built into Lewin’s
freezing-change-refreezing model.

THEORIES IN ACTION
Research

Lewin’s theoretical work gained him early recog-
nition in Germany as well as in the United States
because it stimulated a remarkable number of experi-
ments. As two American commentators on Lewin’s
studies have stated:

Few other theories of personality have been responsi-
ble for generating so much experimentation. Lewin
himself, although he is known as a brilliant theoreti-
cian, was always a working scientist. He took the
lead in formulating empirical tests of many of his
basic hypotheses. . . . It is impossible to estimate the
number of investigations that bear the imprint of
Lewin’s influence. . . . Whatever may be the fate of
Lewin’s theory in the years to come, the body of
experimental work instigated by it constitutes an
enduring contribution.

Lewin’s early research into personality and moti-
vation was revolutionary because these areas had been
previously regarded as off-limits to psychologists; they
were dealt with by the psychoanalysts, who in turn
maintained that these issues could not be explored
experimentally. Lewin and his graduate students at the
University of Berlin showed instead that questions of
personality and motivation could be studied in a labo-
ratory. Second, Lewin thought that research in
psychology should be guided by a systematic theory.

This approach distinguished him from earlier psychol-
ogists, who had usually performed laboratory experi-
ments unrelated to one another and then broke down
the data they collected into smaller categories. Lewin
was convinced that the older technique led to oversim-
plified concepts of human behavior that did not fit
observable facts.

Lewin’s belief that research should proceed
within the framework of a theory did not mean,
however, that he concocted theories out of thin air and
then looked for facts to fit them. Tamara Dembo, one
of his first graduate students at Berlin, explained
Lewin’s approach as follows:

He would say, “These are only the beginning
concepts; we will have to find out more about them.
We cannot do this [experiment] yet; this [other study]
is possible to do,” and so on . . . if you asked him,
“How can one do this?” he would reply, “What’s the
problem? Let’s first look at the problem and see
whether any of this is possible.” Those were the
terms he thought in.

Another feature of Lewin’s research that set him
apart from his predecessors was the simplicity of the
equipment he used for his experiments. Psychologists
of the 1920s generally conducted their experiments
with complicated machines and other expensive appa-
ratus. Although Lewin enjoyed tinkering with and
repairing laboratory equipment—he had a reputation
at Berlin as one of the best repair technicians in the
Psychological Institute—he used a minimum of
equipment for his own work. The Berlin experiments
that he conducted with his students were carried out
with nothing more elaborate than pencils, papers, and
simple games or tasks for the subjects to perform.

These experiments, which were conducted between
1926 and 1930 and published in the Psychologische
Zeitung, have been described as “one of the most
distinguished groups of empirical studies in the psycho-
logical literature.” Lewin’s analyses of the Berlin exper-
iments were among the papers translated into English
for publication in book form in 1935 as A Dynamic
Theory of Personality. The students who carried out
these studies for their doctoral dissertations included
Bluma Zeigarnik, whose work on tension systems was
described earlier, Tamara Dembo, Maria Ovsiankina,
Vera Mahler, Sarah Sliosberg, Gita Birenbaum, Anitra
Karsten, Sara Fajans, Sara Jucknat, Georg Schwarz, and
Ferdinand Hoppe. It is noteworthy, given the prejudice
against women in graduate education in both Europe
and the United States in the late 1920s, that nine out of
Lewin’s first 11 students were women. The five major
psychological categories that were investigated by
Lewin and his students included recall of unfinished
tasks; level of aspiration; substitution; satiation; and
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anger. These topics provided fertile ground for addi-
tional research after Lewin and several of his students
emigrated to the United States.

Case studies
Level of aspiration One of the topics that was inves-
tigated by Lewin’s graduate students at the University
of Berlin was level of aspiration, which refers to a
person’s behavior in regard to setting goals and
working toward them. Ferdinand Hoppe performed the
first experiments in this area in 1930. He worked with
only 10 subjects, maintaining that a deeper investiga-
tion of a small number of cases would be more fruitful
than a wide-ranging statistical study. Hoppe set out to
measure the effect of success or failure on the subjects’
level of aspiration. He offered his subjects a number of
tasks ranging from throwing darts at a target to prob-
lems in arithmetic; all the tasks were offered with
achievement levels ranging from “easy” to “difficult.”
Once a subject had established a baseline level of
performance, Hoppe would ask what score he was
aiming for on the next test. This goal then became the
subject’s level of aspiration. If the subject failed to
meet the higher goal, he frequently regarded his previ-
ous score as a failure, even though he had considered it
a success on the initial test. In many cases, the subject
would set a lower goal for the third attempt.

Hoppe found that his subjects’ experiences of
success or failure were not related to any specific level
of accomplishment, but were linked instead to a goal
that measured whether their performances could be
considered positive achievements. Hoppe then discov-
ered that the subjects’ level of aspiration changed
according to their level of performance; if they experi-
enced success at a task, they raised their level of aspi-
ration for the next attempt. When they failed, they
generally lowered their aspiration level or stopped
doing the task. Hoppe did not find any instances in
which a subject lowered his level of aspiration after a
success or raised it after a failure.

Hoppe’s study was one of the most important 
of the Berlin experiments in that it led to immediate
practical as well as theoretical results. More than any
of the other studies from this period of Lewin’s career,
Hoppe’s work stimulated a flood of additional studies
in the area of goal setting, particularly with regard 
to its applications in education. Lewin himself
observed that

The factors which determine the level of aspiration
are of basic importance for learning. A child may
permanently keep his level of aspiration too high or
too low for his ability. Good students tend to keep
their level of aspiration slightly above their past

achievements, whereas poor students tend to show
excessively high or excessively low levels.

Action research in an industrial setting In 1939,
two years before the United States entered World War
II, Lewin was asked to serve as a consultant to the
Harwood Manufacturing Corporation, a new plant that
had just opened in rural Virginia. The factory was
having difficulty training 300 inexperienced appren-
tices who were eager to work but could not reach the
output expected of apprentices doing similar work in
plants in the industrialized Northeast. Lewin came to
visit the plant that fall, beginning a relationship that
lasted until his death in 1947. The Harwood managers
were genuinely puzzled by their problems with the
workers. On the one hand, the employees said that
they liked their jobs, and they were paid much better
than they had been as waitresses or domestic help; on
the other, employee turnover was high. The supervi-
sors had tried every method they knew to raise
production, but nothing had worked.

Lewin began with a problem-solving session that
drew on Hoppe’s dissertation research on aspiration.
Lewin deduced from his conversations with the
workers that the production goals set by the company
were so high in comparison with what the employees
had been able to do so far that the goals had no reality
for the workers; in other words, the difference was too
great for them to try to meet the company’s quotas. As
a result, they did not feel any sense of failure in not
meeting production goals. Lewin made three sugges-
tions: first, the company should stop pressuring indi-
vidual workers about quotas; second, the company
should have the workers form small groups and then
deal with the groups rather than with individual
workers; third, the company should find a way to show
the workers that the production quotas were realistic.
The Harwood managers quickly put Lewin’s proposals
into action. To carry out Lewin’s third suggestion, they
brought in some experienced workers from a plant that
was closing in a town about 40 miles from the
Harwood factory. Within two weeks, the Harwood
apprentices began to raise their output, as they saw that
the experienced workers could easily reach the
company’s quota. They came to believe that they too
could do what the experienced workers were doing.

Lewin made a number of visits to the Harwood
factory, where he was well liked for his friendliness
and sense of humor as well as his ideas. The workers
enjoyed teasing Lewin about his initial problems
understanding their heavy Southern drawl, and they
were delighted when he began to use local slang
expressions. In addition to visiting the plant himself,
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Lewin suggested that Harwood hire Alex Bavelas from
the University of Iowa to conduct some experiments
on human factors in a factory setting. Bavelas carried
out a number of studies between 1940 and 1947. One
experiment involved the difference between discussion
and decision-making in reinforcing people’s motiva-
tion to raise production levels. Bavelas held informal
meetings with two groups of high-producing workers
at the Harwood plant. The first group discussed ways
to increase its daily production and then voted on the
issue of raising its daily production. The group decided
to aim for 87 units per day instead of its current level
of 75 within a five-day period. It met its goal and later
raised the goal to 90 units, which it also achieved. The
second group of workers met only to discuss ways to
increase production but did not take a vote. Their
production improved only slightly over the next few
months. Looking at Bavelas’ findings, Lewin main-
tained that they showed that motivation by itself is not
enough to produce change. The link between motiva-
tion and change is provided by decisions, which often
affect long- as well as short-term changes in actual
behavior.

Another experiment that Bavelas performed at the
Harwood factory under Lewin’s supervision reflected
Lewis’ theory of force fields and his concepts of driving
and restraining forces. Bavelas studied the use of
pacing cards as a tool that the workers could use for
self-management. They were to use the cards to set
their own hourly pace as long as they kept at or above
the plant’s official quota. Lewin’s force field theory
predicted that a production worker’s average output is
almost stationary; therefore, one can raise production
levels either by adding driving forces to push for higher
output (in this case, pressure from management) or
weakening the restraining forces that limit the worker’s
production. Bavelas found that the workers who were
given pacing cards raised their average production from
67 units per day to 82 and remained at that level,
whereas a control group of workers who were not given
pacing cards did not raise their production level. In
short, Bavelas’ study showed that production is raised
more effectively by weakening restraining forces than
by putting workers under pressure that raises their
stress levels and is ultimately counterproductive.

The Iowa frustration and regression studies
During Lewin’s years as a researcher at the Child
Welfare Research Station at the University of Iowa,
he and his former student Tamara Dembo (who had
also left Germany for the United States in the mid-
1930s) conducted a series of experiments on the
effects of frustration on young children. Dembo’s

doctoral dissertation had involved the dynamics of
anger and frustration. What she discovered during a
series of 64 experiments with 27 different subjects
confirmed Lewin’s hypothesis that anger in a frustrat-
ing situation is a product of the subject’s total life
space at that point rather than of simple failure to
reach a goal. Dembo’s subjects reacted to the frustrat-
ing situations she created in one of three ways: they
kept trying to complete the task she had set them,
although in roundabout ways; they left the room
where the experiment was being conducted; or they
lashed out at Dembo verbally or even physically. The
experiments that Lewin, Dembo, and a third
colleague named Roger Barker conducted at Iowa
were designed to take the study of anger and frustra-
tion to the next level, namely to discover the effects
of frustration on children’s intellectual creativity and
behavior. Lewin and his colleagues reported on their
findings in 1941 in the series of University of Iowa
Studies in Child Welfare.

The researchers had hypothesized that frustrating
the play activities of young children would lead to
behavioral regression. Regression is a concept that was
first used by Freud to describe a return from later to
earlier stages of personality organization. For example,
parents frequently note that a first-born child regresses
to babyish behavior when a newborn arrives in the
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CHRONOLOGY
1890: Lewin born in Germany, now a part of Poland.

1914: Volunteers to serve in World War I.

1917: Wounded in war. Later marries first wife, Maria.

1927: Divorces first wife after son’s illness strains
family.

1929: Marries second wife, Gertrud.

1933: Moves to United States to escape the rise of
Hitler.

1944: Invited to set up research institute at MIT.

1944: Lewin’s mother dies in Nazi concentration camp.

1946: Pioneers leadership training.

1947: Dies of heart attack.
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BIOGRAPHY:
Fritz Heider

Fritz Heider (1896–1988) was a social psycholo-
gist best known for his book The Psychology of
Interpersonal Relations, first published in 1958.
Heider grew up in Vienna and received his Ph.D. from
the University of Graz in Austria before coming to the
Psychological Institute at the University of Berlin.
There he met Kurt Lewin and formed a friendship
with him that lasted until Lewin’s death.

Heider left Germany for the United States in 1930
to accept a research position at the Clarke School for
the Deaf in Northampton, Massachusetts. He fell in
love with Grace Moore, a fellow researcher at Clarke,
and married her in December 1930. The Heiders had
three sons during their years in Northampton; they also
provided Kurt and Gertrud Lewin with a place to stay
during the Lewins’ first months in the United States. In
1947 the Heiders left Massachusetts for Kansas, where
Fritz had been appointed a full professor at the
University of Kansas. He remained at Kansas until his
retirement in the 1960s, although he continued to do
research and work on the notebooks that he had kept
throughout his career. The notebooks were published in
six volumes shortly before his death in 1988. Heider
was honored by the American Psychological Asso-
ciation in 1965, when he received the APA’s
Distinguished Scientific Contribution Award.

The two concepts most often associated with
Heider’s work are attribution theory and balance
theory. Attribution theory is concerned with the ways
in which people explain the causes of other people’s
behavior, and the reasons for their choice of explana-
tions. Heider distinguished two types of attribution,
external and internal. In external (or impersonal) attri-
bution, an observer explains an event or action in
terms of such impersonal forces as the weather or
similar factors. For example, a baseball fan might
interpret a player’s falling down in the outfield as the
result of heavy rain the night before creating a slip-
pery playing surface. In internal, or personal, attribu-
tion, the observer explains behavior as caused by
internal factors that make the other person responsible

for the behavior. In the case of the outfielder, the fan
might attribute the fall to the player’s intention (he
meant to fall) as well as to his disposition (he’s stupid,
lazy, stays out too late the night before a game, etc.).
What Heider means by a disposition is a “relatively
unchanging underlying condition” that allows a
person to “predict and control” events in the real
world by referring “transient and variable behavior”
to these unchanging conditions. Heider thought 
that people tend to overemphasize dispositions in
judging the behavior of others and to discount any
external factors involved; he called this tendency attri-
butional bias.

Heider’s balance theory, also known as P-O-X
theory, is an attempt to explain the fact that people tend
to seek balance (whether positive or negative) in their
relationships. The letters refer to three points of a trian-
gle formed by a person (P), another person (O), and an
object (X). The triangle includes what Heider called
relations of sentiment (liking or disliking) as well as
unit relations (relationships to other people or objects).
An example of balance theory would be a person (P)
who has a friend (O) that he likes very much. O shows
up for a get-together wearing the ugliest outfit (X) that
P has ever seen. This situation creates an imbalance

between P’s feelings for
the friend (positive) and P’s
opinion of O’s clothing
(negative). Heider predicts
that P will convince
himself that his feelings
about O’s clothes are posi-
tive too—he might tell
himself that “she has a
unique sense of style” in
order to restore balance.
An example of negative
balance would be P’s
dislike of a neighbor (O)’s
dog (X) because P dislikes
the dog’s owner.

Fritz Heider. (Archives of the

History of American Psychology—The

University of Akron. Reproduced by

permission.)
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household, demanding to drink from a bottle again,
crying and whining, refusing to take naps, etc.
Psychiatrists studying shell-shocked veterans of World
War I in the 1920s also observed that these emotion-
ally damaged adults often regressed to attitudes and
behaviors more characteristic of teenagers. In the Iowa
study, Lewin, Dembo, and Barker collected a group of
30 children between two and six years of age. The first
phase of this experiment did not involve frustrating the
child, who was led alone into a room with play materi-
als while the researcher sat at a desk and made notes.
After the child had been playing for 30 minutes, the
researcher opened a screen that had closed off half 
the room, revealing a set of new and exciting toys that
the child was encouraged to enjoy. This part of the
experiment was intended to create eventual frustration
by setting up a desirable goal that the child could be
prevented from reaching in the second phase.

After the child had become absorbed with the
new toys, the researcher interrupted the play and led
the child back to the first part of the room. The new
play area was then sealed off with the screen and
fastened with a padlock. The child could not reach the
new toys even though he could still see them. This
situation brought out two types of behaviors—playing
with the old toys in the first part of the room and
trying to reach the new toys behind the screen. The
researchers compared the creativity of the children’s
play before and after frustration as well as their actual
behavior. In the frustration phase of the experiment,
the children spent an average of 35% of their time
trying to get to the toys behind the barrier or to leave
the room. The quality of their play with the old toys
was much less creative and constructive than it had
been during the first phase. In addition, the children’s
behavior regressed to a startling degree; some of the
five-year-old children regressed to the behavior of
three-year-olds, including thumbsucking and general
restlessness. Some children even kicked, hit, or broke
objects in the study room. Lewin and his colleagues
found that the degree of intellectual regression in the
children was directly correlated with the intensity of
frustration. In addition, there was a marked change in
the nature of the children’s behavior toward the
researcher during the frustration phase of the experi-
ment—a 30% rise in hostile acts and a 34% drop in
friendly actions.

In addition to the study that Lewin coauthored with
Barker and Dembo, he published another paper in 1941
on “Regression, Retrogression, and Development,” in
which he proposed that the Iowa research and other
studies of regression could serve to shed light on
normal patterns of human development. 

Our knowledge of the factors determining [normal]
development, its dynamics and laws, is extremely
meager. Regression can be said to be a negative devel-
opment. . . . Therefore, the indirect way of studying the
dynamics of development by studying regression may
prove to be fruitful for the whole theory. 

Relevance to modern readers
Even though Lewin is usually classified as a social

psychologist, he contributed to so many different areas
within psychology that anyone interested in the field is
likely to encounter his influence even when his name
is not mentioned. The entire specialty of organizational
management is indebted to Lewin’s work, as well as
technical action research and leadership training
programs. Even people who have never studied
psychology have been exposed to Lewin’s theories if
they have ever undergone sensitivity training in their
workplace or have participated in team-building
programs. Anyone who has been involved in encounter
groups or similar programs associated with the human
potential movement has also been affected indirectly
by Lewin’s ideas. Although Lewin’s theory of person-
ality has not been as influential over the long term as
his work in group dynamics, his concept of tension
systems and of human behavior as goal-oriented has
stimulated countless research projects in the areas of
motivation and aspiration—subjects that were once
considered off-limits to scientific investigation. Lastly,
anyone who studies psychology in the hope or expec-
tation of making a difference in the world around them
has Lewin as a forbearer and a model.
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BRIEF OVERVIEW
Abraham Maslow is one of the founding fathers

of humanistic psychology, an approach to understand-
ing behavior that developed in the middle part of the
twentieth century. The humanistic approach is some-
times referred to as the “third force” in psychology,
because it developed after both the psychoanalytic and
behaviorist approaches were well established.

Maslow was an academic who spent most of his
professional career teaching, conducting research, and
developing his theories of behavior. Although he
wrote an important text on abnormal psychology and
provided informal counseling to some of his students,
he never thought of himself as a psychotherapist,
unlike many of the other contributors to the field of
personality. He was much more focused on under-
standing healthy behavior than he was on treating
mental disorders.

Maslow’s theory centers on the role of motivation
in personality. He was interested in explaining why
people do the things that they do—the causes of their
behavior. Drawing on research and theory from exper-
imental psychology, anthropology, psychoanalysis,
and other fields, Maslow’s theory integrates a number
of ideas into a comprehensive explanation of the
forces that motivate people. Although he used animal
behavior to understand some of the more basic moti-
vational forces, Maslow was primarily interested in
human behavior, and particularly in the behavior of
healthy, high-functioning people.

1908–1970
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One of the key elements of Maslow’s theory is the
hierarchy of basic needs. Maslow recognized that
there were a number of different motivating forces, or
needs, that influenced human behavior, and he created
the hierarchy of needs to understand how these differ-
ent forces worked in relation to one another. For
instance, if at some time a person were influenced by
both a need for food and a need for safety and secu-
rity, which of these two needs would have the greatest
influence on the person’s behavior? Maslow wanted
to explain how a person would respond in such a situ-
ation, and also to understand how people came to be
influenced by more complex, “higher” needs.

Another important element of Maslow’s theory is
the concept of self-actualization. This term, which he
borrowed from neuropsychologist Kurt Goldstein,
describes the tendency of humans to fulfill their
potential, to become what they can become. Maslow
felt that the need for self-actualization would emerge
only after other needs had been reasonably satisfied,
and he was particularly interested in people who were
acting in response to this need. Maslow felt that it was
important to understand this motivation, because he
saw it as the key to making a better society.

In his later years, Maslow devoted much of his
energy to finding ways to apply the principles of human

potential in a variety of fields. Maslow’s theory is not a
comprehensive personality theory; it says little about the
process of development or about the origins of mental
disorders. Despite these limitations, Maslow’s theory,
with its emphasis on healthy functioning, has had an
important influence on counseling and other helping
professions, on education, and in the business arena.

BIOGRAPHY
Abraham Maslow was born in 1908, the oldest of

seven children. His father, Samuel Maslow, had immi-
grated to the United States from Russia and eventually
settled in New York City, where he went to work
repairing barrels. The family lived in Brooklyn during
Abe’s childhood, in working-class neighborhoods that
were predominantly Jewish.

In later years Maslow would describe his child-
hood as rather unhappy. His parents’ marriage was not
a good one, and they divorced when Abe was a young
adult. He was not close with his father, who spent rela-
tively little time at home when Abe was a child. Abe’s
relationship with his mother was even worse. He later
described her as selfish, ignorant, and hostile. Though
he and his father grew closer in later years, he never
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reconciled with his mother and saw very little of her
after he left home.

From an early age, Abe showed an aptitude for
learning. He learned to read when he was five years
old, and from then on he read constantly. Abe did well
in school, and his academic achievement was a source
of pride for his family. Although neither of his parents
was school-educated, they placed a great deal of value
on education, and they encouraged Abe to pursue his
studies as a means toward a better life. Nonetheless,
Abe’s shyness and “bookish” interests made him feel
different and separate from many of his peers.

Abe attended Boys High School in Brooklyn, a
highly regarded school that served many of the
working-class Jewish families in the area. Abe found
the academically oriented atmosphere to be support-
ive and stimulating. Although he did not excel
academically, he became involved in a number of
clubs and activities. His social life was also helped by
his relationship with his cousin, Will Maslow, who
was more outgoing and athletically inclined than Abe.
Abe and Will became close friends, and Will encour-
aged Abe to participate in sports and social activities.

When he was about 14 years old, Abe met his first
cousin, Bertha Goodman, who had recently arrived
from Russia. He was immediately attracted to her, and
offered to help her learn English. Throughout his
adolescence, Bertha was the only girl that he was
comfortable talking to. They began dating and eventu-
ally talked about marriage.

Although he was sure he wanted to pursue some
sort of academic career, Abe had trouble settling into
a degree program once he entered college. He took
courses at City College of New York and (for one
semester) at Cornell University, but did not settle into
a course of study. To please his father, he also briefly
studied law at Brooklyn Law School, but left after
only two months.

Maslow later credited a book he read for a philos-
ophy course as one of the influences that led him to a
career in psychology. The book, Folkways, by William
Graham Sumner, proposed the idea that scientists and
thinkers are the only ones who can lift society out of
superstition and ignorance. Maslow was struck by this
idea and decided to dedicate himself to scientific
pursuits that would improve the lot of mankind.

Maslow eventually decided to transfer to the
University of Wisconsin to finish his degree. He was
attracted by the school’s reputation for innovation and
its liberal atmosphere. He initially planned to study
philosophy, but again, his reading led him in another
direction. At the suggestion of one of his former

philosophy professors, he read an essay by John B.
Watson, the founder of American behaviorism.
Watson’s vision of transforming the world using prin-
ciples of behaviorism was appealing to Maslow, and
he decided to become a psychologist.

The atmosphere in the psychology department at the
University of Wisconsin was exciting and stimulating for
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Maslow. He felt that his instructors took a real interest in
him and made him a part of the intellectual community,
and he flourished in this atmosphere. He got excellent
grades and completed his bachelor’s degree within two
years. He continued as a graduate student, earning a
master’s degree in 1931 and a doctorate in 1934.

Although he was very happy with his academic
life at Wisconsin, Maslow found himself missing
Bertha terribly, and he decided that he wanted to marry
so that they could be together. Despite his parents’
objections, Abe married Bertha in December of 1928,
and the couple returned to Wisconsin together. The
marriage was a great success. Later in life, Maslow
would describe his marriage to Bertha as one of his
best decisions and one of the great joys of his life. He
and Bertha would remain devoted to one another and
go on to raise two daughters.

About the time Maslow was ready to start work on
his doctoral dissertation, he met Harry Harlow, who
had been recently hired as an assistant professor in
psychology. Dr. Harlow would later become famous
for his classic studies of attachment and social behav-
ior in monkeys. Harlow’s interest in primate behavior
attracted Maslow. Maslow became his research assis-
tant, contributing to a number of studies on learning in
primates. Maslow became interested in the relationship
between social dominance and sexual behavior in
monkeys, and he chose this as the topic for his doctoral
dissertation. This was an area that had not been
explored previously, and Maslow’s work was consid-
ered groundbreaking. He published a number of well-
received papers on the topic in the 1930s, and his work
was respected as an important contribution to the
understanding of primate behavior.

Maslow returned to New York in 1935, to complete
a postdoctoral fellowship with Edward L. Thorndike at
Columbia University. Thorndike was impressed by
Maslow’s intelligence, and he gave him free rein to
pursue his own studies. Maslow embarked on a study of
human dominance and sexuality, which extended some
of the ideas from his primate research. He interviewed a
number of people, mostly women, about their social
behavior and about their sexual experiences. He devel-
oped the idea that dominance feeling (later renamed as
self-esteem) had an important influence on sexual
behavior and attitudes. He also developed a test of domi-
nance feeling that was later published and widely used
in various types of research. At the time very few
researchers had studied human sexuality, which was still
a somewhat taboo topic. Maslow’s work was considered
to be controversial and pioneering.

During this early part of his professional career,
Maslow was fortunate to make the acquaintance of

many of the day’s leading thinkers in social science and
psychoanalysis. Between 1935 and 1940 he attended
various classes at the New School for Social Research
in New York City, which was a haven to many impor-
tant social scientists and psychoanalysts who had fled
after Nazi domination of Europe. Maslow was greatly
influenced by Gestalt psychologist Max Wertheimer, as
well as psychoanalysts Alfred Adler, Karen Horney,
and Erich Fromm.

Maslow also became interested in anthropology,
and attended seminars at Columbia University, where
he got to know Margaret Mead and Ruth Benedict,
leading anthropologists of the time. Maslow’s interest
in anthropology led him to explore the role of cultural
influences on behavior, and he wrote respected papers
on this subject. He even spent a summer doing field-
work among the Blackfoot Indians in Alberta, Canada.

After he returned from Canada, Maslow began
work as a tutor in psychology at Brooklyn College,
where he would remain for the next 14 years, rising
eventually to the rank of associate professor. His posi-
tion required a heavy teaching load, and he soon
became a favorite of many students. He also engaged
in informal counseling with a number of his students,
who came to him with their personal problems. For
many of these students, the lengthy and expensive
process of psychoanalysis was not an option, and
Maslow worked with them to find simpler, more cost-
effective solutions to their problems.

Maslow taught courses in abnormal psychology,
and within a few years he and a colleague, Bela
Mittelmann, wrote a textbook on the subject, which was
published in 1941. This book was innovative in devot-
ing an entire chapter to discussing the normal personal-
ity, a topic that was rarely included in discussions of
mental illness and abnormal behavior. Maslow’s insis-
tence that any discussion of abnormality should start
from an understanding of normal behavior foreshad-
owed his later work and beliefs.

As World War II began, Maslow began to think
about ways that psychology could contribute to world-
wide efforts to achieve peace. He felt that understand-
ing motivation would be an important step, and he set
out to develop a comprehensive theory of human
motivation. Maslow wanted to integrate many of the
ideas he had developed through his studies in animal
behavior, psychoanalysis, and anthropology, and he
authored a series of papers that were eventually drawn
together into his theory. His 1954 book, Motivation
and Personality, presents his theory in detail.

One important aspect of Maslow’s motivational
work in the early 1940s was his focus on healthy,
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high-functioning people. Maslow felt that it was very
important to understand people who were operating at
the higher levels of motivation, who had been largely
ignored by other researchers on human behavior. To
accomplish this, he began to examine the lives of
people who were functioning well, self-fulfilled, and
essentially “good human beings,” as he put it. He drew
on descriptions of historical and public figures who
seemed to meet his criteria, such as Thomas Jefferson
and Eleanor Roosevelt, and he also studied people
among his own acquaintances who seemed to function
at this higher level of motivation. Despite difficulty in
finding such people and finding a way to measure
their behavior, he began to pull together a set of char-
acteristics that described self-actualizing people.

Maslow’s insistence on understanding high-
functioning humans was something of a radical depar-
ture in the 1940s, and he did not publish his ideas at first.
His first paper on self-actualized people did not appear
until 1950, and then it was published in a new journal
that was outside the mainstream of psychology. In a
1951 paper (co-authored with D. MacKinnon) he further
developed his theory of personality and outlined a new
approach to psychology that was based on a positive
view of humanity and focused on growth and creativity.
Although he would not use the term for another 10
years, the ideas in this paper represented the beginnings
of humanistic psychology.

In 1951, Maslow was offered the new post of
chairman of the psychology department at Brandeis
University. He was given the opportunity to build the
program any way he wished, and he went on to hire a
number of gifted and innovative psychologists, many
of whom had views that were quite divergent from his
own. He proved to be a successful administrator, and
he continued in this position at Brandeis for a number
of years.

With the publication of Motivation and Personality
in 1954, Maslow acquired a national reputation. His
work was well-received and hailed as a very significant
contribution to the field. His ideas were attractive to a
number of social scientists who were interested in
promoting values and using science to improve society,
and these individuals eventually formed the humanistic
psychology movement of the 1960s.

From the mid-1950s onward, Maslow’s interests
shifted further and further from empirical research and
more in the direction of developing his theories of
motivation and self-actualization. He became increas-
ingly interested in higher needs, such as creativity and
personal growth. He was also drawn to existential
philosophy, and he began to see connections between
his ideas on higher motivations and the ideas of 

existential thinkers. He wrote a number of papers and
essays on the higher levels of motivation. In 1962, he
published Toward a Psychology of Being, which was a
collection of his papers on the subject. This book was
extremely well-received, even becoming popular
outside the field of psychology. Many of the ideas
included in this book were adopted by the idealistic
cultural movement of the 1960s, and Maslow became
a reluctant “guru” of the movement.

Although he was an atheist, Maslow was increas-
ingly drawn toward studying religious and mystical
experiences. He saw a connection between his own
observations about peak experiences and reports of reli-
gious or transcendental experiences. His thoughts in this
area grew into Religions, Values, and Peak-experiences,
which was published in 1964. This book became an
important influence and was widely read in seminaries
and programs that trained religious counselors.

Maslow’s ideas attracted proponents from a
number of other fields, and he began to apply the prin-
ciples of humanistic psychology in fields such as
education and business management. He was also
stimulated by the ideas of business managers who had
made progressive innovations in the workplace, and
he became excited about the prospect of bettering the
world by improving conditions for workers. He kept a
journal of ideas, which was eventually published as
the book Eupsychian Management. Despite its diffi-
cult title, this book on management philosophy has
continued to influence the business world.

By the 1960s, Maslow was recognized as one of
the leading thinkers in psychology. Along with Carl
Rogers and Gordon Allport, he was considered to be a
founder of the humanistic psychology movement,
which exerted a growing influence on psychology into
the next decade. He was also one of the founders of
the Journal of Humanistic Psychology, which
published its first issue in 1961.

Maslow was elected president of the American
Psychological Association in 1966, a mark of the
respect and esteem he received from his profession.
During his tenure, he worked to remove barriers for
black psychologists, seeing racial inequality as one of
the great problems of his day. He continued to write
about the many possible applications of humanistic
psychology, and he was involved in a number of such
projects when he suffered a severe heart attack in
December of 1967. Although he recovered, he learned
that he had a serious heart condition and would need
prolonged rest in order to recover.

Maslow took a leave from his position at Brandeis
University at the end of 1968 and accepted a fellowship
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with the Saga Administrative Corporation in Menlo
Park, California. He was given the welcome opportu-
nity to work on his writing and ideas without the pres-
sures of teaching. He spent the next year and a half 
on several projects, including revisions of Motivation
and Personality and Religions, Values, and Peak-
experiences. He also pulled together a number of essays
that would later be published as The Farther Reaches of
Human Nature. On June 8, 1970, he suffered a massive
heart attack and died at his home in Menlo Park.

Maslow was respected and loved by many people
inside and outside the field of psychology. Although
humanistic psychology does not enjoy the popularity
that it had in the 1960s, Maslow’s ideas continue to
influence a number of fields, and he is remembered as
one of the most important and innovative thinkers of
the twentieth century.

THEORIES
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs
Main points Maslow thought that most behavior
occurred in response to some kind of motivation,
which was made up of the interplay among different
needs, or drives. Previous (mostly psychoanalytic)
theories of motivation had suggested that behavior was

controlled by inborn physiological drives, particularly
the sex drive, which governed all behavior at an uncon-
scious level. Maslow disagreed with this viewpoint,
suggesting that human behavior was influenced by a
number of different needs, not all of which were phys-
iologically based and not all of which were uncon-
scious. He thought that most behavior was influenced
by multiple needs interacting with one another.

To explain how different needs might interact,
Maslow proposed a hierarchy of needs. According to
his theory, the different needs could be arranged in
order according to their ability to motivate the person.
He referred to this ability to motivate as pre-potency.
One need would be described as pre-potent over
another if it was necessary for the first need to be
satisfied before the second need could influence
behavior. In his scheme of things, if a person were
lacking both oxygen and food, the need for oxygen
would be the most pre-potent need, because a person
who is lacking oxygen would need to satisfy the need
to breathe before he or she could be concerned with
hunger. Maslow proposed a relatively large set of
needs that could motivate human behavior, arranged
in the order of their pre-potency.

Physiological needs According to Maslow’s theory,
the most pre-potent needs are the physiological needs,
such as the need for food or water. He suggested that
there may be a very large number of such needs, many
of which are governed by homeostatic mechanisms in
the body. A homeostatic mechanism acts to keep the
body in a fairly constant state, not allowing extremes
in either direction, much the way a thermostat regu-
lates the temperature in a house. Maslow pointed out
the work of physiologists of his time who had discov-
ered homeostatic mechanisms, and suggested that the
body’s need to maintain a steady level of certain
substances would be the basis for many of the physio-
logical needs and the motivated behavior necessary to
satisfy these needs.

Maslow noted that if a particular physiological
need were not satisfied, motivation to satisfy it would
govern the person’s behavior until the need was met.
Thus a starving man would think about food, dream
about food, and engage in behavior designed to get
food. While the man might have other needs or
wishes, his awareness would be dominated by his
need for food.

According to Maslow’s theory, a person must
have his or her physiological needs reasonably well
satisfied before he or she can respond to any other
needs on the hierarchy. He noted, however, that most
of the time people do have these needs satisfied, and
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thus the physiological needs recede into the back-
ground and other, “higher” needs emerge. Departing
from other theories that had ascribed a greater impor-
tance to physiological needs, Maslow pointed out that
the “emergency” conditions of extreme physiological
need were not typical for most people, and thus these
needs cannot explain most behavior.

Maslow also recognized that physiological needs
can fluctuate over short time periods, as, for example,
when a person’s need for food varies over the course
of a day depending on what they have eaten. He
suggested that if the physiological needs were basi-
cally satisfied over time, then higher needs could
come into play. In other words, it was not necessary
for a need to be perfectly and completely satisfied in
order for higher needs to be activated; it was only
necessary that the need be satisfied relatively well. He
also noted that a person might be able to tolerate
chronic deprivation of some physiological needs at
times, if they had previously experienced gratification
of the need most of the time. So a person who had
been well-fed for most of his or her life would be able
to focus on some other need in a particular situation
even though he or she was hungry.

Safety needs Once the physiological needs are basi-
cally satisfied, the next set of needs to emerge involves
safety and security. A person who is responding to
these needs seeks protection from injury or attack and
strives for order and predictability in the world.
Maslow thought that the safety needs operated very
much like physiological needs, although to a lesser
degree. Thus if the person felt deprived of safety and
security, he or she would focus on satisfying this need
to the exclusion of other needs, living “almost for
safety alone.”

Maslow thought that safety needs could be under-
stood well by studying infants and young children,
who often express these needs very directly and
clearly. Thus a young child becomes frantic when
separated from his or her parents and reacts with fear
when confronted with new and strange situations.
Young children also have a great need for routine and
predictability in their lives, and they become upset and
anxious when their routine is disrupted. Maslow
thought that most adults would try to hide their inse-
curities, so that the influence of safety needs would
not be as obvious in adults.

Another illustration of the influence of safety
needs comes from the behavior of neurotic individu-
als, who may devote a great deal of their energy to
avoiding certain dangers, regardless of their actual
risk. Maslow saw neurotic people as constantly afraid

that a disaster was about to occur. In response to this
fear, they would engage in rituals and other “magical”
attempts to reduce their anxiety, or they would seek
the protection of someone stronger.

According to Maslow’s theory, safety needs are
relatively less important for most healthy adults under
normal circumstances. He thought society provided
enough of a general sense of security that most people
did not live in constant fear of disaster or attack. He
noted that exceptional circumstances, such as wartime,
could activate safety needs in people whose safety
needs had previously been satisfied. Additionally,
Maslow felt that ordinary behavior such as preferring a
permanent job, buying insurance, and adhering to an
organized religion could be understood, at least in part,
as manifestations of the need for safety and security.

Love, affection, and belonging needs Once the
physiological and safety needs are reasonably satis-
fied, the next set of needs to emerge focuses on rela-
tionships with others. Maslow felt that people have a
basic need for individual friendships and love, as well
as for a sense of belonging to a group. Once a person
feels basically secure and has basic physiological
needs met, he or she will seek affection and belong-
ingness. While he thought that sexuality was greatly
influenced by the need for love and affection, Maslow
pointed out that the need for love is not the same as
the need for sex, which could be understood on a
physiological basis.

Maslow noted that the need for love involved both
giving and receiving love. In his later writings, he
would distinguish two different types of love. One
type, which he referred to as D-love (deprivation-love),
is an essentially selfish need to give and receive affec-
tion from others. People experience this need strongly
when they are lonely. In contrast, he also described B-
love (being-love), which is a more unselfish desire for
what is best for the loved one. People manifest B-love
when they love and accept a person’s failings and
foibles rather than trying to change them. When he
formulated the need hierarchy, Maslow seems to have
been focused primarily on the need for D-love.

Maslow speculated that chronic failure to meet
one’s need for love would have serious implications
for a person’s mental health. Like many of the psycho-
analytic theorists, he felt that severe psychopathology
might be explained, at least in part, by a failure to
meet a person’s basic need for love and affection.
Many of the person’s symptoms could then be under-
stood as attempts to deal with the confusion and
anxiety that the lack of affection created. He also
suggested that extremely aggressive or psychopathic
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behavior might occur in a person who has been chron-
ically deprived of love.

Esteem needs The next level of Maslow’s need hier-
archy involves the need for esteem, that is, positive
regard and respect. Maslow distinguished two types of
esteem needs, the need for self-esteem and the need
for esteem from others. He noted that people who
have reasonably satisfied their self-esteem needs feel
confident and worthwhile, and also experience a sense
of independence and freedom. In addition to this need,
people also need to feel that other people respect and
recognize them as worthwhile. Maslow pointed out
that the respect and adulation of others must be
earned; fame by itself, without merit, would not
satisfy the person’s need for esteem from others.

Maslow thought that self-esteem was related to
feelings of dominance or powerfulness. In his early
work with monkeys, he had observed that some
monkeys assume dominance over others and that this
seemed to come from the monkey’s feeling that he
“deserved” higher status. Maslow carried this idea into
his understanding of self-esteem, which he equated
with a sense of self-confidence and effectiveness.

Self-actualization Once the physiological, safety,
love, and esteem needs have been basically satisfied,
the person tends to move into a new, higher level of
motivation marked by the need for self-actualization.
Maslow defined this need as the need to fulfill one’s
potential, to be what one can be. For example, a writer
might experience the need for self-actualization as a
motivation to create poetry, while a musician might
experience it as a motivation to make music. Although
he used artistic endeavors as examples, Maslow was
quick to point out that self-actualization did not neces-
sarily involve artistic creativity. He noted that an artist
might create art based solely on inborn talent, without
necessarily having satisfied all of his or her basic needs.

Maslow distinguished the need for self-actualization
from the other needs by noting that the other needs,
which he called basic needs, all involve deficiencies of
some sort, such as hunger, anxiety, or loneliness.
Satisfaction of these needs could be seen as attempts to
make up for what is missing, or to move away from an
uncomfortable state of deficiency. In contrast, the need
for self-actualization does not involve moving away
from a state of deficiency; instead, it involves moving
toward a goal of fulfilling oneself.

Maslow made a particular study of people whom
he thought were operating under the influence of the
need for self-actualization. He saw the need for self-
actualization as a characteristic of psychologically

healthy, “good human beings,” and he felt it was
important to understand this motivation because of its
implications for human growth and potential.
Although he felt that very few people actually reach
the level of self-actualization, he believed that most
people would have the capacity for this state if they
were able to adequately satisfy their more basic needs.

Through his studies of people he considered self-
actualizers, Maslow came up with a list of characteris-
tics for the self-actualizing personality. These
included such traits as an accurate perception of
reality, acceptance of self and others, spontaneity,
independence, creativity, a non-hostile sense of
humor, and a need for privacy. He noted that self-actu-
alizers are often less restricted by cultural norms and
expectations and therefore less inhibited. Although
they are capable of forming close relationships, they
tend to have relatively few friends, preferring a limited
number of deeply rewarding relationships.

One of the most important characteristics Maslow
noted was the tendency to have peak experiences.
Peak experiences are instances of mystical insight and
connectedness, when the person feels a heightened
sense of awareness and awe. Such experiences are
often growth promoting, as they seem to enable a
person to look at his or her life in new ways and find
new meaning in life. Maslow at first thought these
experiences were relatively rare, but as he studied
them further, he found evidence that ordinary people
can also have such experiences, although they are
experienced less often and less intensely than in self-
actualizing persons.

Beyond self-actualization Although self-actualization
is often depicted as the endpoint in Maslow’s hierar-
chy of needs, he did not think that new needs ceased
to emerge once the person reached the level of self-
actualization. Instead, he suggested that a whole new
set of motivations would become important. These
motivations, which he later referred to as B-values or
metamotivations, have to do with growth and
enhancement. The B-values have a universal and ulti-
mate quality and include values such as truth, beauty,
simplicity, and wholeness.

People who have reached this level of motivation
find themselves striving for these ultimate values,
which they experience as natural and inevitable.
Maslow noted that these people often seem to dedicate
themselves to a higher goal or vocation, something
outside themselves which they find to be important and
meaningful. Thus a self-actualizing person might be
dedicated to bringing about world peace or fostering
beauty in everyday life. This special vocation seems to
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embody many of the B-values that are important to a
self-actualizing person, and such people often find it
impossible to think of themselves as doing anything
else. Maslow suggested that people who have satisfied
all of the basic needs but do not find vocations outside
of themselves would suffer from a kind of illness—a
sense of pointlessness and emptiness. Thus it would be
possible to have all of the basic needs satisfied and still
fail to become a self-actualized person.

Other important features of the theory Although
Maslow presented his theory of motivation as a hier-
archy of needs, he noted that the order of the needs
was not rigidly fixed, and he described a number of
exceptions. For example, certain individuals might
find self-esteem to be more pre-potent than love, and
certain creative people might respond to the need to
create without ever experiencing satisfaction of their
basic needs.

Maslow was particularly struck by exceptions to
the hierarchy in which people would sacrifice the satis-
faction of their basic needs in order to meet certain
ideals or values. For example, an artist might be willing
to go hungry or sacrifice security in order to create art,
or a humanitarian might choose a life of poverty in
order to help others. He thought that these people must
have experienced gratification of their basic needs in
early life to the extent that they developed the strength
to withstand great deprivation later on. He speculated
that the most important time for satisfaction of the basic
needs would be in the first two years of life.

Maslow also suggested another set of needs,
which he referred to as the cognitive needs. These
needs include motivations such as curiosity, the desire
to know and understand, and the desire for meaning.
He was somewhat unclear as to where these needs
might fit into the need hierarchy; however, his later
formulations of the theory seem to suggest that these
needs may be aspects of the need for self-actualization.

Another important point regarding Maslow’s theory
is that complete satisfaction of a lower level of needs is
not necessary in order for a higher need to emerge, and a
person may be influenced by multiple needs at once.
Maslow speculated that most people would experience
partial satisfaction of each of their basic needs at any
given time. He thought that as a person got closer to
satisfaction of any given need, they would experience
the next higher need on the hierarchy to a greater degree.
He also noted that the influence of the needs could be
unconscious as well as conscious, and he suggested that
unconscious influences might be more important.

Finally, Maslow noted that motivation was only
one of several influences on behavior. In particular, he

recognized that biological and cultural influences
could have a strong impact on the person’s behavior.
He also recognized that circumstances in the immedi-
ate environment could have an impact on the way that
motivations were experienced or acted upon.

Explanation
Maslow’s theory sets out to explain how a person’s

behavior can be influenced by a variety of very differ-
ent factors, ranging from physiological urges, such as
hunger, to more abstract values, such as dedication to a
social cause or love of beauty. He tried to arrange the
various needs into an order that made sense based on
observations of human behavior. One of the more
important points about the theory is its explanation of
how these vastly different influences could act together
to influence a person in a given situation.

Maslow chose pre-potency, the ability to motivate,
as the basis for organizing the needs into a hierarchy. In
any given situation, a person could be influenced by a
variety of needs, but the most pre-potent need is likely
to have the greatest influence on his or her behavior. The
hierarchy of needs is most evident when extreme cases
are examined. For example, if a person is stranded in the
desert all alone, he or she might experience both loneli-
ness and extreme thirst. In that situation, the person is
very likely to pay more attention to the problem of thirst
than to the problem of loneliness. The physiological
need for water, which is lower on the hierarchy than the
need for love, would have the most influence on the
person’s thoughts, feelings, and behavior.

In circumstances that are less extreme, the rela-
tive influence of the different needs may be less
obvious, and multiple needs may come into play at the
same time. On an ordinary day when a person is not
starving, terrified, or extremely lonely, he or she might
be torn between two or more different motivations.
For example, suppose that a high school student needs
to decide whether to call a friend or work on a college
application. The choice could be influenced by the
need for love and acceptance, therefore influencing
the person to call a friend. On the other hand, the need
for safety and security might prompt the person to
worry about his or her future, and thus work on the
application. The need for esteem could also come into
play, if getting accepted at a particular college were
important to the person’s pride and self-acceptance.

According to Maslow’s theory, the person’s past
history of satisfaction would help to govern which of
the needs was most influential at the time. If the person
had a good history of positive relationships with others,
the need for love might be less influential at that partic-
ular moment. Similarly, if the person had generally had
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his or her needs for safety and security met, the need
for safety might not have as much influence. If both of
these needs had been reasonably well-satisfied through-
out the person’s life, the need for esteem might have the
most influence, leading the person to work on the appli-
cation in order to achieve pride and self-satisfaction by
getting into a good school.

The relationships among the needs are more
subtle, and perhaps more variable, at higher levels of
the hierarchy. In particular, the need for love and the
need for esteem might be interchangeable at times.
Some people seem to be willing to tolerate loneliness,
as well as other discomforts, in order to do work that
they can take pride in. Others are willing to sacrifice
fame and the admiration of others in order to be with
someone they love. The choices made by people who
are operating at this level of need satisfaction might
also be influenced by the beginnings of a need for
self-actualization, as they start to feel a need to
develop their talents and realize their potential.

In his early work on self-actualization, Maslow
focused on people who seemed to be set apart from
others by their self-actualizing tendencies. These
“good human beings” seemed special and different
from the average person, and self-actualization
seemed like a goal that only a few people could aspire
to. In his later writing, however, Maslow indicated that
all people are born with a natural tendency toward
self-actualization, although very few people are able to
fully realize this goal. In certain circumstances, people
who are usually influenced mainly by their basic needs
can experience the need for self-actualization and
respond to it.

The most likely time for an ordinary person to
experience glimmers of the self-actualizing tendency is
during a peak experience. Maslow found that many
people can describe at least one time in their lives when
they have had such an experience. These moments,
marked by feelings of wonder and connectedness with
the universe, can occur in many different circum-
stances. People have described peak experiences that
occurred during vivid dreams, while contemplating
natural beauty, during moments of personal crisis, or
during surprisingly ordinary moments when the person
has a sudden insight about himself or about the world.
These experiences are powerful; people can remember
them for years and often feel that the experience was
life-changing.

Motivation, particularly human motivation, is a
very complex phenomenon, and one important contri-
bution of Maslow’s theory is his attempt to make sense
of that complexity. He realized that people can be
motivated by a need to relieve discomfort, such as

hunger, but also by a need to strive for something, such
as fulfilling one’s potential. Maslow’s theory suggests
a way that these very different types of motivation
could work together to influence human behavior.

Examples
Maslow in the workplace One good way to illustrate
the hierarchy of needs is to examine the various types
of motivation that could influence a person in the work-
place. This example is particularly appropriate, because
Maslow’s theory has had considerable influence on
business management and worker productivity.

At first glance, it may seem that people work
because they have to in order to pay for things they
need, such as shelter, food, transportation, and the like.
However, when you examine the reasons why people
choose one job over another, or why they choose to
work longer hours or accept additional work responsi-
bilities when they aren’t required to do so, it becomes
apparent that other motivations influence working
behavior. Each of the five levels of Maslow’s need
hierarchy can offer a relevant motivation for working
in a particular position or accepting particular job
responsibilities.

At the most basic level of motivation, people work
because they have to in order to survive. They must
earn money in order to pay the rent, to buy food, to pay
for clothing, and to purchase all the things they need to
get along in the world. For people operating at this level
of motivation, the pay they receive is the most impor-
tant reason for working. This is probably the motiva-
tion behind working for many poor people, who have
little or no choice whether they work or not. People
who operate at this level often have little choice in the
type of work that they do; they must take any job they
can get in order to survive. This level corresponds to
Maslow’s most basic need level. Working helps to
satisfy physiological survival needs.

At the next level, that of safety and security,
people may choose a particular job because of the
security it provides. A worker might prefer a job that
promises to offer employment over the long term,
rather than a higher paying job, because long-term
employment helps to satisfy the person’s need for
security. People who respond in this way are likely to
have their more basic physiological needs fairly well
satisfied. They may still need to work for a living, but
they aren’t faced with starvation, and they can choose
to look for a job that provides security. Security might
also come in the form of job benefits, such as health
insurance or a training program.

Some workers will stay in a job that they don’t
particularly like for many years, and this could be a
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reflection of their need for safety and security. This need
can also explain why many workers are so upset by the
phenomenon of “outsourcing,” that is, having work done
in countries where labor is cheaper. Outsourcing is seen
as a threat to job security, and thus it concerns many
workers, particularly those in manufacturing jobs.

Workers who have had their survival and safety
needs met may respond next to the need for affection
and belongingness. Many people form important rela-
tionships at work, and maintaining these relationships
can be a reason for continuing in a particular position
rather than moving on to another one. This may be true
even though the other position offers higher pay or
greater security. People who are near retirement age
will sometimes continue to work when they no longer
have to in order to maintain the relationships they
make at work. In some employment settings, belong-
ing to a particular working team can also satisfy the
need for affection and belongingness, and it is not
uncommon for employers to send workers to seminars
and institutes that promise to improve teambuilding
skills. And, as it turns out, high levels of teamwork can
often enhance worker productivity and effectiveness.

If their needs for survival, security, and affection are
met, workers may be influenced by the next level of
motivation, the need for self-esteem and the esteem of
others. At this level, doing a good job becomes an impor-
tant motivating factor. Evidence of this level of motiva-
tion can be found in people who work longer hours than
required in order to do a good job, or in people who take
on harder job responsibilities when they aren’t required
to do so. People often take great pride in their work, and
they may also seek the praise and approval of their
supervisors and coworkers. Many people identify them-
selves in terms of their work, and they see it as an impor-
tant aspect of their self-esteem. Workers who have been
laid off through no fault of their own will often feel a
blow to their self-esteem, seeing the layoff as a commen-
tary on their ability or job performance.

Finally, if a person has been generally satisfied in
all of the basic needs described above, he or she may be
working in order to satisfy the need for self-actualiza-
tion. At this level of motivation, we may be talking
about a career or vocation rather than a job. The person
may choose to work at something because they feel it is
their destiny or calling, as when a person is inspired to
enter the ministry, become an artist, or work for world
peace. The compensation offered for a person working
at this level may not be particularly good and the
working conditions may not be particularly desirable;
however, the person has had his or her more basic needs
satisfied in the past and thus these concerns are unim-
portant. It is the work itself that motivates the person.

Maslow’s hierarchy can explain the behavior of
workers who operate at each of the different levels of
motivation. Managers could use this understanding to
enhance worker productivity, by arranging the work
environment so that it offers satisfaction of the particu-
lar need that the worker is responding to. If most of the
workers are working to meet survival or security needs,
the manager should pay attention to salary and job
security. On the other hand, if most of the workers are
responding to belongingness needs, fostering team-
work in the work environment might be the most effec-
tive strategy. Managers also need to understand that
many workers need to feel good about the work that
they do and have input on how the work is done.

In reality most workers are responding to some
combination of these needs at any given time. Survival
and security needs may influence the worker’s prefer-
ences regarding compensation and job security, while
belongingness and esteem needs may determine the
conditions that the worker prefers. And sometimes
workers may respond out of a sense of mission or
destiny. If the manager can understand these various
needs and create a workplace that successfully
addresses these needs, he or she may be able to
improve the satisfaction as well as the effectiveness of
the workers.

A self-actualizing person Another example illus-
trates Maslow’s concept of the self-actualizing person.
Some of Maslow’s first ideas about self-actualizing
persons grew out of his relationship with Max
Wertheimer, a Gestalt psychologist who was one of
Maslow’s early teachers and mentors. Maslow was
struck by Wertheimer’s unique personality, and he
went on to find similar traits in other people that he
admired. These observations were the roots of his
ideas regarding self-actualization.

Maslow noted Wertheimer’s tremendous energy
and enthusiasm for topics that were important to him,
such as the nature of the human mind and questions of
good and evil. Wertheimer was not afraid to show his
enthusiasm, and seemed unconcerned about looking
foolish or childlike. He particularly enjoyed children,
and would play with his own children at his home
during social gatherings for his colleagues. Wertheimer
was generous with his time, and patient and respectful
with his students. He particularly enjoyed music and
art, and at a time when American science was suppos-
edly too “hard nosed” for these topics, Wertheimer
recognized the value in the arts and the merit of study-
ing esthetic experiences. Maslow was also struck by
Wertheimer’s sense of humor. He enjoyed laughing and
poking gentle fun at himself, but he never made other

A b r a h a m  H .  M a s l o w

3 1 3P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s



people the butt of his jokes, and seemed to find his
humor in the human condition rather than in individual
failings or foibles.

Maslow’s list of characteristics of the self-
actualizing person includes many traits that he found in
Max Wertheimer, and later noted in other unique char-
acters as well. Traits such as passion for a cause or idea,
lack of concern for social conventions, appreciation of
art, and a gentle sense of humor later became important
aspects of Maslow’s concept of self-actualization.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
In the 1930s and 1940s, when Maslow began

pulling together his ideas about motivation, the science
of human behavior was dominated by two schools of
thought: the behaviorist approach articulated by John
Watson and the psychoanalytic approach originated by
Sigmund Freud. Most of academic psychology was
strongly experimental and behaviorist, adopting the
position that only behavior that was objectively
observable and measurable was appropriate for study.
Much of the foundation for behaviorism had been
studies of animal behavior, and very little attention was
being paid to inner processes such as cognitions,
emotions, or values. Behaviorists paid little attention
to the question of motivation itself. They assumed that
an animal was motivated to satisfy drives such as
hunger or thirst and then focused on the environmental
forces that shaped the way the animal responded to
those drives. The behaviorist approach assumed that
the same forces that governed animal behavior also
governed human behavior.

The other main source of ideas about human
behavior was the field of psychotherapy, which had its
basis in clinical observations of people who were
suffering from various mental and emotional disorders.
Here the thinking of Sigmund Freud and his followers
dominated the field. Although the psychoanalytic
approach recognized that human emotions and
thoughts are important, most psychoanalysts believed
that the major influences on human behavior were
instinctual and unconscious. As such, they could not
be studied directly, and the main source of information
about these influences was the record produced during
sessions of psychoanalysis. Here the patient’s behav-
ior, language, dreams, and fantasies were thought to
contain symbols of their unconscious motivations.
Another key assumption of psychoanalysis was that
normal human behavior could be inferred from studies
of abnormal behavior.

Maslow was uniquely influenced by both of
schools of thought. He was formally trained in experi-
mental psychology at the University of Wisconsin,
which had adopted a strongly experimental and behav-
iorist stance; his earliest professional work involved
experimental studies of animal behavior. He was also
exposed to the thinking of some of the leading psycho-
analysts of his time, including Alfred Adler, Karen
Horney, and Erich Fromm. He thus developed familiar-
ity with the psychoanalytic approach and later tried to
apply some aspects of the approach when counseling
his students. He also underwent psychoanalysis himself
and returned to it periodically throughout his life.

Finally, Maslow encountered yet another influ-
ence, which was not well-known in the United States
at the time. This was the Gestalt psychology of Max
Wertheimer and Kurt Koffka, who became familiar to
Maslow early in his professional life. The Gestalt
viewpoint recognized the importance of conscious
human thoughts, feelings, and values, yet it also
proposed that these things could be studied in a scien-
tific manner.

One of Maslow’s particular gifts was his ability
to pull together ideas from these different schools of
thought. He was also able to express his ideas clearly,
and he had the courage to risk rejection by the main-
stream of his profession. His work was an important
departure from the thinking of his times, and it served
as one of the sparks for the humanistic approach,
which would become very influential during the
middle years of the twentieth century.

Maslow was also influenced by the cultural and
historical events of his time. He entered the field of
psychology during a time of great optimism for the
field and for the promise of science in general. The
behaviorist John Watson had declared that it was
possible to use the principles of behaviorism to shape
human behavior in virtually any direction, and many
people thought it would soon be possible to use this
technology to solve problems such as crime, poverty,
and ignorance. The early part of the twentieth century
had also seen the rise of technological advances such
as the telephone, radio, and the automobile, and it was
not uncommon for people to expect that similar
advances would soon eliminate many of the problems
that had plagued mankind throughout history. Thus it
was not unusual for the young Maslow to believe that
he could use science for the betterment of humankind,
and to choose to do so as a psychologist.

The darker developments of the early twentieth
century also had an important influence on Maslow’s
thinking. He was personally acquainted with a number
of people who had fled the horrors of Nazi Germany,
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and he was deeply troubled by the reality of human
cruelty and oppression. He had been touched by anti-
Semitism in his own life as well, and he understood
the pain and confusion that such injustice could cause.
Like most Americans, he was also deeply affected by
the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. He was too old to
serve in the armed forces by the time the war broke
out, so instead he decided to devote his efforts to
understanding the forces that could lead people to be
violent and aggressive. He felt that one had to under-
stand evil in order to find ways to eliminate it. His
choice to study human motivation makes sense in this
context—knowing why people do the things they do,
both good and evil, was one of his key interests.

During the 1950s and 1960s, Maslow witnessed
the rise of existential thought and the growth of inter-
est in Eastern philosophies. His ideas about self-
actualization seemed to fit well with these viewpoints,
and he adopted a number of ideas from these schools
of thought. The optimistic nature of his ideas and the
attention he paid to mystical experiences were very
attractive to young people, and he became something
of a cult figure to the counterculture movement of the
1960s. He never abandoned his belief in science and
his value for respectful discourse, however, and he
openly rejected the behavioral excesses and the lack of
discipline that he saw in many of his followers. He is
remembered as a truly original thinker who was able to
integrate many of the important ideas of his time.

CRITICAL RESPONSE
Reactions to Maslow’s theory

Maslow’s theory of motivation was a radical
departure from the views of behavior that dominated
psychology in the early twentieth century. He rejected
the behaviorist notion that human behavior could be
understood by studying animal behavior, and he also
turned away from the psychoanalytic idea that normal
behavior could be inferred from studies of abnormal
behavior. He hesitated to publish some of his ideas at
first because he knew they were very different from
the mainstream views of his time.

Despite these concerns, Maslow actually found a
receptive audience for his ideas. His 1943 paper, “A
Theory of Human Motivation,” met with relatively little
interest at first, but over the next decade or so his work
became increasingly influential, and “A Theory of
Human Motivation” is now considered to be one of the
classic works in psychology. Although experimental
psychologists questioned whether Maslow’s ideas
could be proven by research, his theory had a lot of

appeal for contemporaries who worked in clinical
settings. His developing ideas on self-actualization
were particularly useful in this regard, and his work in
this area was hailed as an important contribution to the
growing field of counseling psychology. Carl Rogers, a
founder of counseling psychology, praised Maslow’s
positive view of motivation and human growth. He
thought this view was more appropriate for counseling
healthy people than the prevailing psychoanalytic view,
with its emphasis on neurosis and maladjustment.

After Maslow published Motivation and
Personality in 1954, he was hailed as a leading thinker
in the field of motivation. He was asked to present
papers at important conferences, and he was able to
publish a number of articles on his theory in leading
professional journals. His ideas on motivation had
implications for applied fields such as business manage-
ment and education, and his work had an important
influence in these areas. Maslow’s theory of motivation
was one of the key influences on Douglas McGregor,
whose 1960 book, The Human Side of Enterprise,
became a classic work on enlightened management
practices. McGregor thought that managers needed to
understand the motivations of workers in order to create
a healthy and productive workplace, and he used
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs as the starting point for
understanding workers’ behavior and needs.

Despite continuing enthusiasm for Maslow’s
theory, a number of researchers were raising questions
about the validity of his motivation hierarchy. It was
difficult to validate many aspects of the theory with
research. In particular, the middle levels of Maslow’s
hierarchy seemed to overlap, and the order he specified
for emergence of different needs did not seem to hold
true for all people. In 1969, Clayton Alderfer published
an article in which he suggested a number of modifica-
tions to Maslow’s theory. He proposed that Maslow’s
five levels of motivation could be reduced to three
levels: Existence (referring to basic material needs such
as food); Relatedness (referring to needs for relation-
ships with others); and Growth (referring to needs for
self-actualization and esteem). His theory is usually
referred to as ERG theory, to signify the initials of the
three needs he proposed. Alderfer’s ERG theory
suggested that more than one need could influence the
person at the same time and also pointed out that differ-
ent people could experience the needs in different order.
Alderfer’s modifications of Maslow’s theory had some
influence, particularly in the business management
field; however, ERG theory never achieved the wide-
spread popularity of Maslow’s theory.

By the 1960s, Maslow’s ideas had found their
way into popular culture, where the concept of 
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self-actualization and the notion of peak experiences
were widely accepted. As his work became more
philosophical and existential, it began to appeal to
religious and spiritual leaders, as well as to members
of the 1960s counterculture. His ideas on the higher
reaches of self-actualization also fit well with the
ideals of the encounter group movement of the late
1960s and early 1970s. A number of such groups
experimented with ways to bring about self-actual-
ization and higher consciousness, drawing upon

Maslow’s concepts of metamotivation and transper-
sonal psychology. Some proponents of Maslow’s
theory experimented with various forms of medita-
tion as well as drug use in attempts to bring about
self-actualization; however, Maslow cautioned
against such practices. He thought that true self-actu-
alization had to come from within the person, and
artificial attempts to alter one’s consciousness would
not have much benefit in bringing about the higher
need states.
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BIOGRAPHY:
Viktor Frankl

Viktor Frankl (1905–1997) grew up in a Jewish
community in Vienna. He studied medicine and
neurology and became interested in psychoanalysis.
He was becoming established as a psychiatrist and
neurologist when the Nazis took over Austria in 1938.
In his capacity as head of the neurological department
of Rothschild Hospital, he shielded a number of
psychotic patients from the Nazi policy of “mercy
killing” of mentally ill patients. In 1942, shortly after
his marriage, Frankl, his wife, his parents, and his
brother were arrested and sent to concentration camps.
Over the next three years, Frankl experienced the
horrors of the camps but managed to survive, only to
learn upon his liberation that all of his family
members except his sister were dead.

Frankl would later write about his experiences in
the camps in Man’s Search for Meaning, a book that
would sell millions of copies around the world. While
in the camps, he had observed that the people who
survived all had something to live for: reunion with a
loved one, religious faith, or some important goal that
they could focus on. He concluded that the survivors
made it because they were able to find some meaning
in the midst of pointless cruelty. He proposed that
humans have an inborn drive to find meaning, and that
this drive was the most basic source of human motiva-
tion. This was a radical departure from the classic
psychoanalytic view that all motivation was based on
pleasure seeking.

To describe his approach to psychotherapy, Frankl
used the word logotherapy, which is based on the
Greek word logos, or meaning. Thus his approach to
psychotherapy was to help patients find meaning in
their lives. Frankl proposed that people could develop

a noogenic neurosis, or spiritual sickness, when they
were frustrated in attempts to find meaning and there-
fore turn to behavior that was harmful or self-defeat-
ing. He offered logotherapy as a way to treat this
neurosis. Frankl did not intend for his approach to
replace psychotherapy for mental disorders; instead he
thought it could complement more traditional psy-
chotherapy in cases where spiritual issues were
predominant.

Frankl is well-known for some of his unusual
approaches to psychotherapy. Perhaps the most famous
is paradoxical intention, or “prescribing the symptom.”
In this technique, a person would be asked to do the
thing that they were avoiding. For instance, a person
who was afraid of blushing in public might be told to
try to blush on purpose. The absurdity of the request
often helped break the vicious cycle of worrying and
trying to avoid the unwanted behavior. Another strat-
egy Frankl used was “de-reflection,” which involved

shifting the patient’s focus
away from his or her prob-
lems and on to some more
positive activity.

Frankl tried to bring a
spiritual dimension into
psychotherapy, and his
ideas have considerable
appeal in troubling times.
Man’s Search for Meaning
continues to touch new
readers, who find his
thoughts on man’s inner
strength to be comforting
and inspiring.

Viktor Frankl. (Copyright

Katharina Vesely. Reproduced by

permission.)



As the enthusiasm for the human potential move-
ment and the 1960s counterculture waned in the late
1970s and 1980s, interest in Maslow’s theory waned as
well. Critical reviews pointed out that few of Maslow’s
principles were actually supported by research.
Maslow had outlined a large number of possible
studies to validate his theory, but most of these studies
were never done. Maslow became less and less inter-
ested in doing research himself as his career continued,
and few others undertook the task. This may have been
partly due to difficulties with defining and measuring
key concepts in Maslow’s theory. Also, many of those
who were drawn to the theory came from outside the
field of experimental psychology and had little interest
in validating his propositions with research.

Although Maslow’s theory of motivation is now
generally considered to be outdated, it continues to
have an influence in a number of fields. Introductory
texts on counseling, management, education, and a
variety of human service professions continue to
include sections on the theory, perhaps because of its
intuitive appeal. His ideas on management were even
revived somewhat when Maslow on Management was
published in 1999. This book, which is an updated
edition of Maslow’s 1965 book on management princi-
ples, generated new interest in his theory. Maslow’s
positive outlook and his enthusiasm for improving the
human condition continue to inspire people who hope
to work as effective leaders.

Maslow is still recognized as an important influ-
ence on counseling and psychotherapy. While the field
of counseling psychology has moved beyond many of
Maslow’s ideas, a large number of clinical and coun-
seling psychologists continue to identify themselves
as humanistic in their orientation. Maslow’s works are
still read by students in these fields, and his books,
particularly Toward a Psychology of Being, can be
found in the libraries of many practicing counselors
and psychotherapists. Maslow’s insistence on study-
ing healthy functioning is now seen as an obvious step
toward understanding human behavior, and his
thoughts on human potential and aspirations continue
to inspire people in the helping professions.

Critical evaluation of the theory
Although Maslow’s theory is intuitively appeal-

ing, it has several weaknesses that have never been
resolved. In order for a theory of behavior to be useful,
it has to meet certain logical criteria, and it also has to
be supported by a body of well-designed research.
Critics have pointed out that Maslow’s theory falls
short on these requirements.

Many of Maslow’s important concepts are vague
and poorly defined, and this makes it very difficult to do
research on important aspects of the theory. In particu-
lar, Maslow’s ideas about self-actualizing people are
problematic. He seemed to use very subjective criteria
to decide whether a person is self-actualizing, and some
critics have suggested that Maslow’s self-actualizing
people were simply people that he admired. His list of
historical figures who were self-actualizers includes
artists, political leaders, philosophers, and scientists, but
it is hard to see what else these people have in common
besides success in their fields. Maslow also seemed to
contradict himself in his writings about self-actualiza-
tion. At times he seemed to describe it as a goal or end-
point that healthy people aspire to, but at other times he
seemed to be talking about self-actualization as a new
kind of need itself, something that drives people. His
reasoning about self-actualization also seems to be
circular: healthy people are self-actualizing, and self-
actualization is the ultimate sign of emotional health.

Another concept that seems to be poorly defined
is the notion of need satisfaction. Maslow stated that
people whose needs at one level are “basically satis-
fied” will begin to experience needs at the next level
on the hierarchy, but he never indicated how “basic
satisfaction” could be determined. His theory could
not account very well for people who suffered from
lifelong poverty and deprivation, yet managed to
become great artists, thinkers, or humanitarians. The
lives of these people might include very little evidence
that their more basic needs were ever satisfied.
Maslow hinted that the order in which the needs
emerged could vary for different people, but he never
explained how this could happen. He also stated that a
person might respond to multiple needs at once and
might be subject to influences other than the need
hierarchy, but he never outlined how different needs
would function simultaneously or interact with influ-
ences such as genetic inheritance or environmental
conditions.

The concept of need itself is also problematic.
Needs seem to be things that organisms require in
order to function; however, people and animals often
strive for things that they don’t require at all. Curiosity
and playfulness are examples, as are tendencies toward
self-destructive behavior. One solution to this difficulty
is to propose the existence of a very large number of
needs, one for each observed behavior, but then the
only way to prove that these needs exist is to show that
organisms engage in behavior to satisfy each need—
another example of circular reasoning. More recent
theories of motivation have tended to move away from
the concept of needs because of this problem.

A b r a h a m  H .  M a s l o w

3 1 7P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s



Another problem with Maslow’s theory is the
lack of testability of many of its important concepts.
In order for a theory to have scientific validity, it must
be possible to test each of its key principles and
disprove them. Principles that cannot be disproved are
not really scientific; they fall into the realm of philos-
ophy or faith instead. Many of Maslow’s ideas about
self-actualization are essentially non-testable. For
example, Maslow seemed to imply that each person
has a destiny that he or she will be driven to fulfill
once the level of self-actualization is reached. This
concept is very difficult to test because it is so elusive.
How can we know what a person’s destiny might be,
except by examining what they become? The exis-
tence of something like destiny cannot be proved or
disproved. It is essentially a matter of faith. A number
of Maslow’s later thoughts on self-actualization have
a similar philosophical quality, which, while appeal-
ing, is not very amenable to scientific evaluation.

Other evaluators have criticized Maslow’s theory
on the grounds that it is culturally biased or elitist. They
note that Maslow used very subjective criteria to define
self-actualizing people. He chose examples from
among famous people who were known to him through
personal acquaintance or readings. Thus the members
of his first group of self-actualizers were all Europeans
or Americans, and nearly all were males. His choices
reveal a decided bias toward Western values such as
independence and self-determination. Maslow failed to
allow for the fact that non-Westerners might have
decidedly different values. He later recognized this
limitation to some extent and proposed a broader cross-
cultural examination of self-actualizing people, but he
apparently never made such a study himself.

The charge of elitism is also difficult to answer.
Maslow wanted to turn away from studying neurosis
and abnormality and instead focus on understanding
healthy people. But in his attempt to do so, he chose to
look at the “best and the brightest” rather than at ordi-
nary people who were functioning reasonably well.
Thus very few people could meet his criteria for self-
actualization. He studied hundreds of college students
and only found one person that fit the description.
Maslow’s thinking may partly reflect the widespread
psychoanalytic belief that most ordinary people
suffered from some kind of neurosis, but it left little
room for understanding healthy functioning in ordi-
nary people.

Perhaps the most important criticism of Maslow’s
theory is the lack of research to support it. The ultimate
test of a scientific theory is whether it is supported by
carefully designed research, and Maslow’s theory has
not been very successful in meeting this test. As

mentioned earlier, problems of definition and testability
make it difficult to evaluate many of his propositions.
Even when researchers have been able to come up with
concrete hypotheses to test, they have encountered
methodological problems. Concepts such as self-actu-
alization and need satisfaction are very difficult to
measure objectively, and most studies have had to rely
on self-reports by the participants. When asked about
their own values and motivations, participants may not
respond accurately for a number of reasons. They may
try to present themselves in a favorable light rather than
revealing their true feelings. They may also try to give
responses that they think the researcher is looking for,
or sometimes they may even try to deliberately mislead
the researcher. Also, as Maslow speculated, important
motivations may operate unconsciously, and the
respondents may thus be unable to report their true
motivations accurately. The lack of objective measures
for many of Maslow’s concepts has been an ongoing
research problem.

The research that does exist has not provided a lot
of support for Maslow’s theory. In the early 1970s,
Mahmoud Wahba and Lawrence Bridwell published a
critical review of the research evaluating Maslow’s
theory and concluded that Maslow’s propositions had
received very little research support. They examined
three different groups of studies. The first group was
intended to determine whether motivations would
actually group into five distinct levels, as predicted by
Maslow’s need hierarchy. These studies also investi-
gated whether needs occurred in the order Maslow
specified. The second group of studies investigated
Maslow’s proposal that unsatisfied basic needs would
exert the strongest influence on behavior—in their
words, the “deprivation/domination” proposition.
Finally, they examined the “gratification/activation”
proposition, that need satisfaction should decrease
going up the need hierarchy, and that needs that were
essentially satisfied would become less important,
while needs at the next higher level of the hierarchy
would become more important.

Wahba and Bridwell reported that research had
failed to verify the existence of five distinct levels of
motivation, as Maslow had proposed. A few studies
suggested two independent levels and one suggested
four, but no study validated all five levels. These
studies also failed to show that self-actualization was a
distinct type of motivation, and they did not support
the order of the hierarchy that Maslow proposed.

With regard to the studies on the deprivation/domi-
nation hypothesis, Wahba and Bridwell concluded that
there was partial support for Maslow’s theory. In the

A b r a h a m  H .  M a s l o w

P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s3 1 8



case of self-actualization and autonomy needs, research
participants had indicated that their least satisfied needs
were the most important; however, they had not done
so for security, social, or esteem needs. Wahba and
Bridwell also noted that the positive findings for self-
actualization and autonomy could be due to measure-
ment problems rather than actual validity of the depri-
vation/domination hypothesis.

Finally, Wahba and Bridwell concluded that there
was little or no support for the gratification/activation
hypothesis. They noted that a few studies had gener-
ated limited support for this proposition, but they had
significant methodological problems, which might
have accounted for the positive results.

Wahba and Bridwell went on to conclude that
Maslow’s theory was largely unsupported by research;
however, they did not suggest that the theory should
be abandoned. Instead, they recommended improve-
ments to measurement techniques and other aspects of
research design, which might allow for better evalua-
tion of Maslow’s propositions. In particular, they
noted that longitudinal research was necessary.
Longitudinal research tracks the behavior of subjects
over relatively long time periods, and looks for
changes that occur with time. Since Maslow’s theory
proposed that motivations would change over time as
different needs were satisfied, the appropriate way to
test it would involve longitudinal research. This type
of research is costly and difficult, however, and very
few longitudinal studies have examined Maslow’s
propositions. The few existing studies have not shown
strong support for the theory.

Since the mid-1970s, few investigators have
shown interest in testing Maslow’s theory. Influenced
by reviews such as that of Wahba and Bridwell, many
researchers have come to feel that the theory has been
refuted by research. Despite this perception, studies
on certain aspects of the theory continue to appear
periodically, as researchers have continued to show
interest in phenomena such as peak experiences and
self-actualization.

Maslow’s theory of motivation can be seen as an
influential but flawed attempt to explain an important
aspect of human behavior. Maslow’s work helped to
change the direction of psychology in the twentieth
century, laying the groundwork for a new approach to
understanding human behavior, which has come to be
known as humanistic psychology. Although Maslow’s
theory is not widely accepted today, it has an impor-
tant place in the history of psychology, and it contin-
ues to influence thinking about motivation in business
management, education, and the helping professions.

THEORIES IN ACTION
Research

Maslow enthusiastically described a number of
research ideas linked to his theory; however, the theory
of motivation has not generated a large body of
research. Unlike other personality theorists who were
also psychotherapists, Maslow did not specify a treat-
ment approach to go with his theory. Therefore, the
theory did not generate a body of treatment studies, as
would be common for theories that included a treatment
component. Conceptual and methodological problems
with the theory have also made it difficult to evaluate,
and the philosophical nature of Maslow’s theory has
generated more speculation than actual data. Research
on Maslow’s propositions has been especially rare since
the mid-1970s, when the body of research supporting
the theory was critically reviewed and found lacking.

Although there is a general lack of interest in
research on Maslow’s principles, some areas continue
to produce a few studies every year. In particular, the
concepts of self-actualization and peak experience
continue to intrigue researchers, and they are still
finding new ways to investigate these phenomena.

One stream of research has focused on ways that
different groups experience self-actualization. A
number of scales to measure the tendency toward self-
actualization have been developed over the years,
including a scale specifically designed to measure
self-actualization in children. Various groups have
been compared on these scales, in attempts to under-
stand how self-actualizing tendencies interact with
gender, age, and other aspects of personality.

One interesting example involves the study of
gifted students. Gifted students (i.e., those with high
intelligence) have been compared to non-gifted
students, on the assumption that gifted individuals
should show stronger tendencies toward self-
actualization. This is an interesting question that has
implications for understanding the relationship
between giftedness and creativity, which is an impor-
tant aspect of self-actualization. Although creative
people are often highly intelligent, not all intelligent
people are unusually creative. It is also uncertain
whether having unusual intellectual ability helps a
person to reach the higher levels of Maslow’s motiva-
tional hierarchy. At least one study has found that
gifted students do show higher levels of self-actual-
ization, but the relationship between intelligence and
self-actualization is still not fully explained.

Men and women have also been compared on
indices of self-actualization, with varying results. One
issue is the way self-actualization is measured. If the
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indicator of self-actualization includes external signs
of success such as career advancement, then men tend
to show stronger tendencies toward self-actualization
than women. However, as Maslow noted, self-actual-
ization does not necessarily involve the external trap-
pings of success, and a person who lives a relatively
quiet life may still show self-actualizing tendencies.
When self-actualization is defined in terms of inner
values and aspirations, then women tend to show a
tendency toward self-actualization that is as strong as,
or stronger than, that shown by men. These studies
highlight one of the recurring problems with research
on Maslow’s propositions—the difficulty of clearly
defining important concepts.

Another set of studies has examined the tendency
toward self-actualization in homeless people.
According to Maslow’s theory, these people should
not show much tendency toward self-actualization, but
the findings suggest that even people who are coping
with extreme deprivation still experience some aspects
of the self-actualizing tendency. These studies directly
contradict Maslow’s notion that satisfaction of the
basic needs is necessary before one can experience
self-actualization. The findings seem to fit better with
Maslow’s later thinking about self-actualization, in
which he recognized that even ordinary people can
show some self-actualizing tendencies.

Age differences in self-actualization have also
been examined, on the assumption that self-actualizing
tendencies should increase with age. The results of
these studies have been variable, particularly in studies
of children. Since children in general might be
expected to show relatively limited tendencies toward
self-actualization, it is not surprising that age increases
are not easy to detect.

The phenomenon of the peak experience also
continues to intrigue a few researchers. Studies of peak
experiences have examined the way people with differ-
ent backgrounds report such experiences. One study
compared artists to non-artists, on the assumption that
artists might be more prone to have peak experiences,
but this was not found to be the case. Other studies
have tried to determine how different cultural groups
react to peak experiences. Evidence of peak experi-
ences in childhood has also been explored. Studies in
this area are often qualitative rather than quantitative,
focusing on individual accounts of unique and mysti-
cal experiences. The significance of these experiences
for individuals and the life-changing quality of such
experiences are fairly well established.

One other study illustrates a novel application of
Maslow’s theory on an international level rather than an
individual one. This unusual study applied the hierarchy

to understanding changes in the quality of life in differ-
ent countries as they became more developed. Looking
at data for 88 countries gathered over a period of 35
years, the study used progress on Maslow’s hierarchy as
an indicator of improving quality of life. The results of
the study confirmed the order that Maslow predicted for
the emergence of different need states, but it did not
confirm his prediction that satisfaction of one need
would lead to less interest in meeting that need as other,
higher needs emerged. Maslow would no doubt be
pleased to see his theory applied in this unusual manner.

The limited body of current research on Maslow’s
principles reflects the general decline of interest in his
theory. Nonetheless, the compelling concepts continue
to attract new investigators, and Maslow’s theory
continues to generate a small body of ongoing research.
The continuing interest in his theory is testimony to the
intuitive appeal of his theory.

Case studies
Unlike other humanistic psychologists who were

primarily psychotherapists, Maslow never specified a
particular strategy for applying his ideas in therapy or
counseling. Thus there is no “Maslovian psychother-
apy” and no particular approach to handling the process
of counseling. Maslow did provide informal counseling
to some of his students, but he never really wrote in
detail about the process of counseling or psychother-
apy, and only limited accounts of his counseling experi-
ences are available.

The most direct application of Maslow’s ideas
comes from the field of business management. Maslow
was mainly focused on questions of motivation, which
is a key issue for managers. In trying to maximize
worker productivity, managers often struggle to under-
stand the forces that motivate people, and Maslow’s
hierarchy offers one way to look at the interacting
forces that drive human behavior.

Maslow’s 1954 book, Motivation and Personality,
had considerable influence on some business managers
who were interested in using scientific principles to
improve the workplace. One such manager was Andy
Kay, an engineer who had started his own company to
produce electronic instruments after World War II. Kay
had read Maslow’s book, as well as McGregor’s The
Human Side of Enterprise, and he used the ideas in these
works as guidelines for creating a new approach to
managing his company. At Kay’s invitation, Maslow
visited the company in 1962. He was very impressed by
Kay’s innovations, which sparked additional thinking of
his own. Maslow’s ideas grew into the book Eupsychian
Management, and Kay’s company, Non-Linear Systems,
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became a famous example of what Maslow liked to call
“enlightened management.”

One of the key elements of enlightened manage-
ment was the notion that workers should be given more
autonomy and control in the work environment.
McGregor, who was strongly influenced by Maslow’s
theory of motivation, had proposed that most traditional
business managers were operating under a set of flawed
assumptions, which he called “Theory X.” Under
Theory X management, it was assumed that most
workers were operating at the most basic levels of
Maslow’s need hierarchy, and thus they would be moti-
vated primarily by wages and job security. Theory X
managers would therefore pay little attention to rela-
tionships in the workplace or other aspects related to
higher levels of motivation. In contrast, McGregor
proposed “Theory Y,” which assumed that most
workers had their basic survival needs satisfied and
were trying to satisfy higher needs in the workplace.
Under Theory Y, the worker’s need to belong to a team
and to feel a sense of accomplishment in their work
would be more important influences on their perform-
ance than more basic motivations.

Kay set out to apply Maslow’s principles and
McGregor’s interpretation of them in a real-life exper-
iment. In a rare display of managerial risk-taking, Kay
reorganized his successful business to conform to
Maslow’s principles. Among Kay’s most striking
innovations was his reorganization of the production
process. Drawing on Maslow and McGregor’s ideas,
Kay believed that workers had a need to see the results
of their work, and not just to focus on one small aspect
of the total process. He therefore dismantled the
assembly lines in his plant and formed small teams of
workers instead. After training team members in the
entire production process, each team was made
responsible for taking its share of several products
through the complete assembly process. The team
would build each instrument, inspect it, remedy any
defects, and pack the product for shipping.

The workers at Non-Linear Systems were also
given an unusually high level of control over other
aspects of their work environment. Kay tried to foster
the workers’ sense of autonomy and teamwork, allow-
ing them to take breaks according to team needs, and
eliminating mechanisms for managerial control such
as time clocks and hourly wages. Instead, workers
were paid a flat salary (which was an increase over
their hourly pay), and they were no longer subject to
deductions from their pay for absences. Managers
were no longer supposed to make all of the day-to-day
decisions. Instead, they would serve in an advisory
capacity, and the production teams would make their

own decisions. Acting on McGregor’s notion that
record-keeping interfered with the workers’ sense of
self-control, much of the company’s accounting
system was also dismantled. Records were kept by the
personnel, shipping, and purchasing departments, and
their balances were reported to the company treasurer.

In the early years of the experiment, Kay was
extremely enthusiastic about the changes. He reported
that the workers were happier, productivity had
improved, and customer complaints were reduced.
The company’s reputation for producing excellent
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CHRONOLOGY
1908: Born in Manhattan.

1930: Completes Bachelor of Arts degree at the
University of Wisconsin.

1928: Marries Bertha Goodman.

1931–1934: Primate research with Harry Harlow.
Completes a masters thesis and doctoral disserta-
tion on primate behavior.

1935–1937: Postdoctoral fellowship at Columbia
University. Research on sexuality and dominance
in humans.

1937–1951: Faculty position at Brooklyn College.
Eventually reaches rank of associate professor.

1938: Birth of daughter Ann.

1940: Birth of daughter Ellen.

1951–1969: Faculty position at Brandeis University.
Serves as department chair until 1961.

1954: The publication of Motivation and Personality
brings national prominence.

1961: The first issue of The Journal of Humanistic
Psychology, founded by Maslow, is published.

1962: Publishes Toward a Psychology of Being.

1962–1963: Consults with Andy Kay at Non-Linear
Systems.

1966: Is elected president of the American Psycho-
logical Association.

1970: Dies of a heart attack at his home in Menlo
Park, California.



products was bolstered, and many observers believed
that the experiment was a great success. In 1962,
when Maslow visited Non-Linear Systems, he hailed
it as an example of the positive application of his
ideas. He also began to speculate about the ways that
self-actualization could occur among business entre-
preneurs, apparently using Kay as an example.

Non-Linear Systems continued the experiment in
participative management until early 1965, when it
abruptly returned to many of the pre-experiment condi-
tions. Although the working teams continued to have
responsibility for the entire production process,

managers resumed the job of supervising line employ-
ees, specific standards for work quality were reinstated,
pay was tied to the amount of work done, and standard
accounting practices were reinstated. The company had
experienced falling profits, and it had laid off a number
of workers in 1963 and 1964. Although production line
workers were satisfied, managers had been unhappy
with the experiment because they had no clearly
defined responsibilities. Sales were falling as well. A
later analysis determined that market forces were
responsible for some of the falling profits, but the
experiment was ultimately termed a failure.
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BIOGRAPHY:
Rollo May

Rollo May (1909–1994) was a clinical psycholo-
gist who is often identified as the founder of American
existential psychotherapy. May earned his doctorate
from Columbia University and spent his career doing
psychotherapy and teaching at a number of distin-
guished institutions. He was greatly influenced by
European existential philosophers, and he helped to
introduce many of their concepts into American
psychology. He was a prolific writer who produced
several books on existential psychology and psychother-
apy. Among the best known are The Meaning of Anxiety,
Love and Will, and The Cry for Myth.

May’s early interests included psychoanalysis
and the problem of anxiety. In The Meaning of
Anxiety, May disagreed with the popular view that
most anxiety was neurotic, and that mental health
would involve living without it. Noting that anxiety
was a healthy response to threatening conditions, May
proposed that the real goal of psychotherapy is to help
clients face their anxieties and live creatively. This
might mean increasing tension rather than reducing it.

May addressed himself to broad philosophical
concepts and their place in psychotherapy. His book,
Love and Will, focuses on the relationship between
these two motivational forces. He defines love as a
need to become one with another being, the source of
many dreams or wishes. In contrast, will is the ability
to take action, to “make wishes come true.” Focusing
too much on love leads a person to be infantile, lacking
the self-discipline necessary to act on his or her wishes.
In contrast, focusing too much on will leads a person

to be overly controlled and perfectionist. May thought
that a person’s goal in life should be to find a balance
between these two forces.

Creativity is another important concept for May.
He saw creativity as a manifestation of courage and
commitment, and he thought that mental health would
involve living creatively in the face of uncertainties.
Psychotherapy involves making an authentic connec-
tion with the client and helping the person to discover
a way to be creative in dealing with his or her reality.
Freedom is another goal of psychotherapy. To be free,
people must take responsibility for themselves and
make informed choices in their lives.

May’s last book was The Cry for Myth, in which
he discussed the lack of values in twentieth-century
life. May noted that people have a need to believe in
something, and they have historically relied on reli-
gion to provide “guiding narratives” for their lives.
With the deterioration of traditional values, people
have been floundering and confused. May argues that
we should be working to create new myths that help
people find a sense of purpose and value in their lives.

Throughout his career, May worked to create an
approach to psychotherapy that went beyond specific
techniques. He thought of his approach primarily as
an attitude toward therapy, in which the therapist
would strive to form a connection with the client and
help him or her live more fully. His ideas have helped
to shape the humanistic view of personality and
psychotherapy.



This case study illustrates some of the ways that
Maslow’s theory could be applied in the workplace, and
it also shows some of the problems with applying the
theory. Although Maslow introduced some provocative
and important ideas about motivation, his theory was not
complete enough to explain the complexities of human
behavior in the workplace. Competing forces that he had
not accounted for in his theory turned out to be impor-
tant, such as the managers’ need to have a sense of
purpose and the executives’ need for accurate data to
make business decisions. Maslow’s theory also had
nothing to say about the market forces that influenced
Non-Linear Systems. His theory could not be applied in
a vacuum, and perhaps the larger business world was not
ready for some of his idealistic proposals.

Interestingly enough, Maslow himself had
expressed concern that his ideas were being applied too
quickly, without adequate testing to determine their
validity. Although he was enthusiastic about the poten-
tial for applying his ideas, Maslow recognized that they
were still very preliminary. He had hoped to generate a
body of research to support his theory before applying
it on a large scale.

Maslow’s theory and Kay’s application of it may
seem rather naive to modern readers, but at the time
they represented the cutting edge of a new approach to
understanding human behavior. In the years since the
experiment at Non-Linear Systems, other writers have
proposed some of the same innovations, and participa-
tory management has become a recognized manage-
ment approach.

Relevance to modern readers
Abraham Maslow helped to introduce a new and

positive dimension to our understanding of human
behavior. He was one of the first psychologists to recog-
nize that people can be motivated not just by a need to
alleviate discomfort or make up for a deficiency, but also
by higher purposes or goals as well. He created a legiti-
mate scientific theory that took these higher goals into
account, and his thinking helped to define the field of
humanistic psychology. Humanistic psychologists can
be found today in counseling centers, psychiatric clinics,
hospitals, universities, and a number of other settings
devoted to solving human problems or understanding
human behavior.

Maslow’s influence also continues in business
management, education, and in many of the helping
professions such as nursing, social work, and rehabili-
tation. A beginning student in any of these fields is
very likely to read about Maslow’s theory of motiva-
tion and use it as a framework for understanding the
needs that can influence people in a variety of different

situations. The simplicity of his needs hierarchy and its
recognition of both deficiency needs and higher levels
of motivation make Maslow’s theory particularly
attractive as a starting point. His work is a useful intro-
duction to motivation for those who want to learn how
to lead people or help them to grow and change.

The hopeful view of human behavior that Maslow
offered still has a strong appeal, particularly for
people who are drawn toward a more spiritual outlook
on life. He recognized the value in exploring human
virtues, such as altruism, creativity, and the love of
beauty. He saw the great importance of those rare
times in life when a person can see beyond their daily
concerns and understand a higher truth about them-
selves and the world. Anyone who has had such a
peak experience can appreciate his insights and obser-
vations about these moments.

Maslow’s speculations about the best that humans
are capable of can seem naive to modern readers, but
many of his observations have an essential truth that
has not been diminished by the passing years. He
cautioned against cynicism and a lack of values, and
he encouraged people to commit themselves to higher
goals and to openly acknowledge the things that are
important to them. He thought that this was the only
way to achieve real growth. In an age marked by cyni-
cism, alienation, and the specter of terrorism,
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Maslow’s positive view of human capabilities is both
encouraging and inspiring.
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BRIEF OVERVIEW
Although he won the Nobel Prize for his research

on the physiology of the digestive system of dogs,
Ivan Pavlov left his most lasting legacy in psychology.
In a career that spanned nearly seven decades, Pavlov
discovered the basic concepts behind associative
learning in both animals and humans. His theory of
conditioned reflexes, or “training” individuals to
respond to a neutral stimulus, laid the groundwork for
behavioral psychology and associative learning
theory. In addition, his work on experimental neuroses,
or behavioral and thought problems caused by condi-
tioning techniques, explained the causes of some
mental disorders and, more importantly, helped
develop effective behavioral therapy methods.

Pavlov began to study conditioned reflexes after
conducting research on the digestive system of dogs.
He discovered that his laboratory dogs would salivate
after hearing a sound or other sensory stimulus that
they had learned to associate with food, even if no
food was present. Pavlov conducted meticulous and
extensive studies into this phenomenon. He also
pioneered new laboratory techniques.

Influenced in part by British naturalist Charles
Darwin, Pavlov theorized that conditioned reflexes
served as a survival mechanism. He reasoned that
animals must adapt quickly to changes in their envi-
ronment in order to stay alive. 

He also believed that his conditioning experiments
could help him better understand both the physiology
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and functioning of the brain. Pavlov believed that all
nervous activity was based on the principals of excita-
tion and inhibition. Individuals with strong and
balanced excitatory and inhibitory responses were less
likely to behave abnormally. 

Throughout Pavlov’s lifetime, his homeland of
Russia experienced political and social upheaval.
Because Pavlov worked and lived in the capital city
of Saint Petersburg, he witnessed the changes first-
hand. Pavlov spoke out frequently against the
government, despite the fact that other protesters
were being arrested and killed. It is a testament to his
scientific prestige that he could openly criticize the
Communist government while being financially
subsidized by it.

BIOGRAPHY
Ivan Petrovich Pavlov was the eldest of 10 chil-

dren born into a family with deep religious roots. His
father, Petr Dmitrievich Pavlov, belonged to the sixth
generation of Pavlov men appointed as local parish
priests in the Eastern Orthodox Church. Ivan’s mother,
Varvara Ivanovna Pavlova, was a priest’s daughter.
With religion so deeply ingrained in both the family

lineage and in the culture of their native village of
Ryazan, his parents expected Ivan to be one of the
seventh generation of Pavlov priests. 

Pavlov’s mother suffered from headaches, hair
loss, and various skin conditions during his childhood;
her symptoms were termed a “nervous disorder.”
Pavlov’s colleagues have speculated that her condition
may have motivated Pavlov to study psychopathology,
the neurological basis of neuroses and psychoses.

As a child, Ivan enjoyed spending time outdoors;
he especially liked working in the family garden with
his father. At the age of eight, Ivan suffered injuries
after falling from a high fence. He was weakened from
the experience and recovered slowly. Discouraged by
his continued illness, his family sent him to recover at
the nearby Saint Trinity’s Monastery, which was over-
seen by Pavlov’s godfather. Through a rigorous sched-
ule of daily exercise, chores, and other activities, Ivan
regained his health. He also discovered a love for
reading that would be nurtured by his father’s exten-
sive library. Pavlov was schooled at home until the 
age of 11.

Ivan entered the Ryazan Theological School in
1860. Four years later, he graduated and began study-
ing for the priesthood at the Ryazan Theological
Seminary. He was an excellent student, and the disci-
pline he had gained from his experience at the
monastery helped him to adapt easily to the rigors of
academic life.

But his passion for reading and learning, along
with the social changes that were sweeping Russia
under the regime of Tsar Alexander II, would soon call
Ivan away from a life in the priesthood. Seminarians
were allowed to read only books that agreed with
Eastern Orthodox doctrine; Pavlov’s insatiable appetite
for the written word and his budding interest in
science, however, led him to sneak frequently into the
Ryazan library. Ivan started a kruzhok, or discussion
group, with other seminary students to discuss previ-
ously banned books and political journals that the
government had recently re-released to the public.
Many of these were science books, as the government
was attempting to strengthening Russia’s research
programs. Pavlov’s contemporaries perceived the
materialism of science as an alternative to the mysti-
cism of the church, necessary to support Russia’s
progress (see “Historical context”).

As Ivan approached his final year at seminary, he
made a critical decision that would affect not only his
relationship with his family but also the fields of phys-
iology, learning theory, and psychology. Much to his
father’s dismay, Pavlov left the Ryazan Theological
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Seminary to apply for entrance into St. Petersburg
University. The university’s faculty boasted many scien-
tific luminaries and the campus was located next door to
the prestigious Academy of Sciences. Pavlov began his
studies there in 1870. He had difficulty coping with the
demands of city and university life, however; before
completing his first year of study, Ivan returned home
suffering from nervous exhaustion. After the summer,
however, Ivan returned to St. Petersburg accompanied
by his younger brother Dmitry, who was entering the
university’s chemistry program.

Dmitry became Ivan’s roommate and, although he
was the younger of the two, he usually took care of
Ivan. With his brother’s support, Ivan began to flourish
academically and socially. He joined a new kruzhok
and chose a field of specialization—physiology.

Ivan’s first mentor at St. Petersburg, physiologist
Ilya Fadeevich Tsion, was well-known for his skilled
surgical techniques in animal vivisection. Under his
tutelage, Ivan won a gold medal for his work on the
nerves of the pancreas.

In 1873, Tsion became the youngest-ever profes-
sor of physiology at the Imperial Medical Academy;
he received the prestigious appointment at the age of
29. Tsion offered Ivan a lab assistant position, which
Pavlov eagerly accepted. Tsion’s tenure would be
short-lived, however. His conservative social, reli-
gious, and political views caused controversy among
his peers, who believed that everything could ulti-
mately be explained through rigorous scientific exper-
imentation. Moreover, Tsion thought physiologists
could not study topics such as thought processes or
emotions; his temperament alienated his colleagues,
and he was a demanding teacher. Because Tsion was
Jewish, he also faced anti-Semitism. Protests against
his appointment reached their peak after Tsion
flunked half of his sophomore physiology class. Both
the Academy and St. Petersburg University were
temporarily shut down as students demonstrated
against the professor; eventually, the administration
bowed to the pressure and removed Tsion from his
post in 1874. Pavlov was devastated by the news.

After Tsion’s departure, Pavlov went to work in
the laboratory of Professor Ustimovich at the
Veterinary Institute from 1876 through 1878. Instead
of anesthetizing the dogs to insert a catheter that
would be used to measure blood pressure, Pavlov first
trained the animals to lie still. He then performed the
procedure quickly and almost painlessly, without
using anesthesia or causing stress to the dog.

Pavlov traveled to Breslau, Germany in 1877 to
study the pancreas and digestive system. The following

year, Professor Sergei P. Botkin hired Pavlov as his
laboratory director. In addition to his career as a
distinguished scientist, Botkin also served as personal
physician to the tsar’s wife. In Botkin’s lab, Pavlov
developed his theories of nervism—the idea that all
physiological processes are somehow related to
actions of the central nervous system.

In December of 1879, Pavlov graduated from the
Medical-Surgical Academy, earning honors and a gold
medal for his work on the circulatory system, and he
was awarded a four-year postgraduate fellowship.
That same year, Pavlov met a young teaching student
and social activist, Serafima Vasil’evna Karchevskaia.
As the school term ended, they began to write to each
other; shortly after Serafima returned to St. Petersburg,
they decided to marry. The wedding would not occur
until 1881, however, after Ivan finished his doctoral
work and Serafima had spent a year traveling and
teaching the poor to read.

In Botkin’s lab, Pavlov researched the cardiovas-
cular system of dogs. His experiments led to his 1883
doctoral dissertation “The Centrifugal Nerves of the
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Heart,” in which he established that cardiac nerves
played a part in regulating heart rhythm. Except for a
two-year hiatus in Europe during 1884–86 to conduct
research related to his fellowship, Pavlov directed
Botkin’s lab until 1890.

Pavlov’s first child, Wirchik, was born in 1883
during a time of financial hardship. After the young
family moved in with Serafima’s sister in order to
make ends meet, Wirchik became ill and died. Both
parents were devastated by the loss; two years later,
Serafima gave birth to a second son that the couple
named Vladimir. Eventually, two more sons, Viktor
(1892) and Vsevolod (1893), and a daughter, Vera
(1890), joined the family. Unlike Ivan, who turned
away from his father’s profession, three of Pavlov’s
children would pursue careers in various scientific
disciplines (the fourth studied law).

Pavlov finally received a teaching post in 1890,
becoming chair of pharmacology at the Military-
Medical Academy. Five years later, he would be
appointed chair of physiology at the same institution,
a position he would hold until 1925. He was happy to
leave Botkin’s lab, which he considered limiting due
to its small size, poor equipment, and unsanitary
conditions. Also in 1890, a wealthy cousin of the tsar
decided to fund a new medical research facility. After
his first choice for director refused the post, he
appointed Pavlov to run the physiological department
of the Imperial Institute of Experimental Medicine.
Pavlov would remain in that position for 45 years until
his death in 1936.

In 1893 the Institute received a generous dona-
tion from Swedish inventor and philanthropist Alfred
Nobel. This additional funding allowed Pavlov to
equip his laboratory to perform experiments on
animals that were still conscious, the technique he
had pioneered early in his career. The Institute also
offered surgical and recovery suites for the lab
animals, separate experimental areas, and sterile
equipment.

Most of Pavlov’s work at the Institute focused on
the physiology of the digestive system, primarily inves-
tigating the interaction between the central nervous
system and digestion. He liked to experiment on dogs,
citing their low cost, accessibility, intellect, and the
similarity of their digestive systems to those of humans.
In 1897 Pavlov published his findings in a collection
called “Lectures on the Work of the Main Digestive
Glands,” which earned him international acclaim.

Pavlov conducted feeding experiments on dogs
that had received esophagotomies (a surgical proce-
dures that severs the esophagus so that ingested food

never reaches the stomach, a process known as sham
feeding) and gastric fistulas (a hole in the stomach that
contains a feeding tube). He found that dogs that were
sham-fed produced more gastric juice and saliva than
dogs that were fed through a fistula. This important
result demonstrated that stimulating the nerves in the
mouth was an essential part of the digestive process.
Pavlov also discovered that dogs that were allowed to
feed themselves digested their food better than dogs
that had food placed directly into their mouths.
Therefore, he showed that the psychological influence
of appetite also influenced the digestion.

One of the greatest innovations Pavlov made in
the field of physiology and animal experimentation
was waiting until after his animals healed from
surgery before testing his theories. His contempo-
raries performed vivisection on an anesthetized
animal and then measured the physiological results
immediately afterwards. By contrast, Pavlov per-
formed vivisection and then waited for the dog to heal.
He was the first scientist to recognize that the physio-
logical stress of the vivisection procedure sometimes
influenced the outcomes of an experiment.

A skilled surgeon, Pavlov also made great
advances in vivisection techniques. For example, he
developed a procedure known as “the isolated stomach”
that created a separate small pouch, or second stomach,
with all its nerve connections intact. The isolated
stomach, which was accessible to researchers through a
fistula in the abdominal wall of the dog, could be used
to measure reactions to food via the amount of gastric
juice it secreted, even though food never entered it.

At a conference in Madrid in 1903, Pavlov gave a
lecture entitled “The Experimental Psychology and
Psychopathology of Animals.” This speech was his first
public discussion of the theory of conditioned reflexes.
The following year, at the age of 55, Pavlov was
awarded the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine for
his research on the digestive system. He was the first
physiologist, and the first Russian, to receive the presti-
gious award. While accepting the prize, Pavlov elabo-
rated even further on the psychological theories he had
first introduced at the Madrid congress. He asked:

What now is the physiologist to do with the psychi-
cal phenomena? Disregarding them is impossible
since in the action of the salivary glands, in which we
are interested, they are closely connected with the
purely physiological phenomena. If, nevertheless, the
physiologist wants to study them, he finds himself
faced with the question: How?

Pavlov would devote the rest of his career to delving
into the interrelationship of the psychical (or psycho-
logical) with the physiological through studying 
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conditioned and unconditioned reflexes. His findings
in this area of research remain important nearly a
century later.

Pavlov was awarded membership in the Russian
Academy of Sciences in 1907. Between his work at
the Institute of Experimental Medicine (IEM), the
Medical-Military Academy, and the Physiological
Laboratory at the Academy of Sciences, Pavlov had
dozens of physiology students and medical doctors
working under his direction. In fact, between 1891
and 1917, over 110 individuals passed through
Pavlov’s lab at the IEM alone.

To further refine his experiments, Pavlov
designed a new laboratory facility that was completely
soundproof. This lab also featured equipment that
allowed him and his assistants to control every aspect
of an experiment without coming into contact with
their subjects, the dogs. Construction on the “Tower
of Silence” was completed in 1913.

Pavlov’s work suffered a setback over the next
decade, as Russia experienced massive political and
social upheaval with the outbreak of World War I, the
Bolshevik uprising, the October Revolution, and the
Russian civil war (see “Historical context”). Pavlov
suffered personal losses as well; his eldest son Viktor
died of typhus and his younger son Vsevelod, who had
joined the White Army during the civil war, was
forced to leave the country after its defeat. The Pavlov
family was left nearly destitute, food was scarce, and
lab work had ceased.

In the summer of 1920, Pavlov wrote a letter to the
head of the Bolsheviks (later called the Communist
Party), Vladimir Lenin. He explained his current
circumstances and requested permission to leave the
country to continue his work. In response to the threat
of losing an important academic resource and national
icon like Pavlov, Lenin responded decisively. He
issued a government decree in January of 1921 that
stated that “In view of Academician I. P. Pavlov’s
outstanding scientific services, which are of tremen-
dous importance to the working people of the world,”
Pavlov would receive lifetime housing and rations for
his family and full funding for publication of “a deluxe
edition of the scientific work prepared by Academician
Pavlov, summing up the results of his research over the
past 20 years.” In addition, Pavlov’s flat and laboratory
would be equipped with “every possible facility.”
Lenin also appointed a special commission devoted
solely to ensuring that Pavlov’s research could
continue under “the best conditions.”

The Communist Party continued to supply
Pavlov with everything he needed for his research,

even though he openly criticized the government’s
religious persecution and political arrests. Pavlov
frequently used his influence to free other scientists
from imprisonment.

An act of nature in September 1924 paved the
way for one of Pavlov’s biggest discoveries in the
emerging field of conditioning. Heavy rains caused
the Neva River to swell beyond its banks, and floods
swept the streets of St. Petersburg (by then renamed
Leningrad). Pavlov’s dogs had to be rescued from
their kennels, and they swam to the nearby main labo-
ratory building, where they were kept until the danger
passed. Pavlov reported that “All this produced a very
strong and obvious inhibition in all the animals, since
there was no fighting or quarrelling among them
whatever, otherwise a usual occurrence when the
dogs are kept together.” After the floodwaters had
receded and experiments resumed, Pavlov and his
colleagues discovered that the conditioned reflexes in
some of the dogs had disappeared, apparently as a
result of the trauma.

Pavlov soon theorized that traumatic experiences
could also trigger psychoses and neuroses in humans.
In Conditioned Reflexes, Pavlov stated that 

a development of a chronic pathological state of the
hemispheres can occur from one or other of two
causes: first a conflict between excitation and inhibi-
tion which the cortex finds itself unable to resolve;
second the action of extremely powerful and unusual
stimuli.

Pavlov had begun working with human psychiatric
patients in 1890 as part of his investigative work on the
actions of the cerebral cortex. In the 1920s, for his
ongoing research into ways that the physiology of the
brain and nervous system triggered mental illness,
Pavlov attended seminars at Leningrad’s Neuro-
psychiatric Hospital and the Balinskiy Psychiatric
Hospital. Here, psychiatrists presented neurotic and
psychotic patient case studies and Pavlov analyzed the
patient’s history, interviewed the patients, and recom-
mended a course of treatment based on what he consid-
ered the cause of their neurosis or psychosis. Pavlov
took a special interest in schizophrenia, which he
likened to a “chronic hypnotic state.” In the early 1930s,
he studied dozens of schizophrenic patients at the
psychiatric clinic of the Balinskiy Hospital.

At the youthful age of 80, Pavlov received a
substantial grant from the Soviet government for a
new laboratory: an entire dog village located on the
outskirts of Leningrad. The Koltushi compound was
fully outfitted for Pavlov’s new line of research,
known as eugenics. Eugenics was the science of
improving the genetic stock of the human race by
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breeding out “inferior” qualities; it has since been
discredited and is considered unethical today. The
scientific theory dovetailed with the socialist ideals of
the Soviets. Pavlov wanted to find a way to scientifi-
cally isolate the conditions necessary to create a dog
with an ideal nervous temperament. He believed that
the controlled environment of Koltushi would allow
him and his staff to isolate the environmental and
hereditary factors that determined the temperaments
in the dogs he would raise there.

A big believer in brisk exercise, Pavlov remained
more physically active than some men half his age and
continued to work long days in his labs. (Besides
winning the Nobel Prize as well as recognition from
the Russian Academy of Sciences, he also received
many other honors, including an honorary doctorate
from Cambridge University, the Order of the Legion
of Honour from the government of France, and
honorary memberships in scores of medical societies.)
In August of 1935, Pavlov helped to bring the
Fifteenth International Physiological Congress, an
esteemed gathering of physiologists from around the
world, to the Soviet Union. Pavlov was honored by his
fellow physiologists, and he was recognized as the
preeminent leader in the field in an address by
Scottish physiologist George Barger. Six months after
the congress, Pavlov developed pneumonia. He died
on February 27, 1936, and scientists from the Soviet
Union and around the world mourned the passing of a
scientific icon. 

THEORIES
Even though his specialty was physiology, most

experts consider Pavlov’s contributions to psychology,
specifically those related to conditioned reflexes, to be
his greatest legacy. 

Reflexes themselves were not a new concept. In
his “Lectures on Conditioned Reflexes,” Pavlov notes
that the idea of man as a machine governed by
complex nervous reflexes originated with French
philosopher and mathematician René Descartes three
centuries earlier. Several of Pavlov’s contemporaries
also had explored the reflexive properties of the
nervous system. Pavlov’s work, however, is based on
the physiology of the brain, and therefore it is, as he
puts it, a “purely objective investigation into the
highest nervous activities.”

Pavlov was particularly influenced by the work of
his eminent Russian colleague Ivan Sechenov. Sechenov
wrote Reflexes of the Brain, and he was considered one
of the founders of objective (i.e., materialist-based)

psychology. Sechenov asserted that all mental
processes, or “psychic phenomenon,” were reflexive
actions (or reactions) of the nervous system. In exper-
iments with frogs, he was able to inhibit muscle
reflexes by placing salt crystals on the animal’s brain.
Sechenov also suggested that reflexes might somehow
be reshaped or changed, but he never tested his
hypothesis in the lab. Pavlov used Sechenov’s theory
to experimentally demonstrate the phenomenon of
classical conditioning.

Pavlov was the first to empirically demonstrate
the existence of a “mind-body” connection; that is, to
show that mental and emotional variables can have
affect physical processes of the body. The learning
theory that evolved from Pavlov’s findings on condi-
tioned reflexes became known as classical condition-
ing. Conditioning helps to explain the ways in which
some people develop seemingly irrational fears and
anxieties or associate certain smells and sounds with a
specific place or situation. The theory even discusses
why a dog barks and becomes agitated when the door-
bell rings.

Through his work on the nervous system and cere-
bral cortex, Pavlov also was one of the first scientists
to explore the role of personality and temperament in
physiological reactions. Despite well-controlled con-
ditions and precise measurements, not all dogs would
react exactly the same to an identical stimulus, even
when allowances were made for different physical
characteristics. Furthermore, Pavlov discovered that
certain temperament types were more prone to
psychopathological conditions than others.

Pavlov conducted extensive experimentation
that involved removing portions of the brains of dogs
to establish that the cerebral cortex was related to
reflexive reactions. He published his findings in his
1927 book entitled Conditioned Reflexes: An
Investigation of the Physiological Activity of the
Cerebral Cortex.

Pavlov believed that all of what was considered
“psychic” phenomenon, which had previously been
explained only in terms of abstract introspective
processes such as psychoanalysis, could be explained
through careful physiological experimentation. In his
1904 Nobel lecture, Pavlov stated the scope of his
vision: 

Essentially only one thing in life interests us: our
psychical constitution, the mechanism of which was
and is wrapped in darkness. All human resources, art,
religion, literature, philosophy and historical sciences,
all of them join in bringing light in this darkness. But
man has still another powerful resource: natural
science with its strictly objective methods.
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Classical conditioning
Main points Through Pavlov’s work on the physiol-
ogy of the digestive system, he discovered that diges-
tive processes could be triggered even before food
passed a dog’s lips. Just showing food to a hungry dog
could cause the animal to begin to salivate and secrete
gastric juices. Why did these external factors cause
these reactions, or reflexes? The dogs had previously
learned through experience that the appearance of a
bowl of kibble meant they would be eating shortly, so
the sight of food cued their digestive systems to start
up. This finding was Pavlov’s first indication that what
he called “psychic” influences (i.e., thoughts,
emotional states, personality) could have a direct
bearing on physiological processes.

Pavlov had already demonstrated that the taste of
food in a dog’s mouth stimulated the animal’s oral
nerves in such a way that salivation was triggered, an
involuntary physiological reaction he called an uncon-
ditioned response. But Pavlov and his colleagues soon
discovered that by repeatedly presenting a completely
unrelated and neutral stimulus (e.g., the ringing of a
bell, the click of a feeding device, or the beat of a
metronome) to the feeding process, they could eventu-
ally trigger salivation in the dog with the neutral stim-
ulus alone. Pavlov called this reaction a conditioned
response, or reflex, and the process by which it was
achieved was called conditioning.

Explanation In his Nobel lecture, Pavlov explained
his theory of unconditioned (or physiological) and
conditioned (or psychic) reflexes: 

The difference between the two reflexes is firstly that
our old physiological reflex is constant, uncondi-
tioned, while the new reflex continually fluctuates
and, hence, is conditioned. . . in the conditioned
reflex, however, those properties of the object act as
stimuli that in themselves have no direct relation at
all with the physiological role of the saliva.

In other words, conditioning involves pairing a
neutral stimulus (or conditioned stimulus) with an
unconditioned stimulus to create a conditioned
response. Dogs that were exposed to a particular
sound (the conditioned stimulus) each time they were
given food (the unconditioned stimulus) eventually
began to associate the bell with eating and would sali-
vate at the sound of the bell. A conditioned reflex had
been created in those dogs.

Does a conditioned reflex occur every time a
neutral stimulus is presented with an unconditioned
stimulus? No. Usually, the pairing must be repeated
several times before conditioning takes hold; the
number of repetitions depends upon the subject and
the stimuli. A profound event or a very novel stimulus
may require fewer pairings (also called trials). The
conditioned response is dependent on the intensity of
the stimulus itself.
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Ivan Pavlov (with beard) with his staff and research dog. (The Bettmann Archive. Reproduced by permission.)
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BIOGRAPHY:
John Watson

An American psychologist who founded the field
of psychology known as behaviorism, John Broadus
Watson (1878–1958) believed that psychological
study should be based on observable reflexes and
behavior only instead of introspection of the subcon-
scious mind.

Watson entered college at the age of 16, and
received his Ph.D. from the University of Chicago in
1903 at the age of 24. His dissertation involved work
with learning behaviors culled from maze experiments
with white rats. In 1908 he joined Johns Hopkins
University, where he was appointed a professor and
made director of the psychological laboratory.

In 1913, Watson delivered a lecture at Columbia
University (which was later published in Psychological
Review) entitled “Psychology as the Behaviorist Views
It.” This work, which would become known as the
“behaviorist manifesto” in later years, asserted that 
the only valid study of psychology was that of observ-
able states and not of the introspection of “states of
consciousness” that dominated the field at the time.
This work was followed a year later by his text
Behaviorism: An Introduction to Comparative Psy-
chology, which built on Pavlov’s conditioned reflexes
and outlined Watson’s stimulus-response theory of
behavior. 

Watson was elected president of the American
Psychological Association in 1915 at the age of 36,
making him the youngest person ever to hold that
office. Around this time, his research focus shifted to
infants and children. Watson believed that all human
emotion was rooted in three reactions—fear, rage, and
love—that were not innate but rather conditioned.
Through a now infamous experiment with a white rat
and an 11-month-old boy named “Little Albert,”
Watson conditioned the boy to be afraid of a white rat
by banging on a metal bar loudly with a hammer and
frightening him each time he reached for the animal.
Albert quickly became fearful at the sight of the 
rat alone.

Later, he discovered that Albert subsequently trans-
ferred this fear-response reaction to another stimulus,
also becoming afraid of a white rabbit with which he
had previously played. This phenomenon of developing

a conditioned response to a stimulus that is different
from but similar to the original stimulus used in condi-
tioning came to be known as generalization.

While at Johns Hopkins, Watson also did substan-
tial consulting work for organizations as diverse as the
Baltimore and Ohio Railroad and the Social Hygiene
Board of the U.S. government. His distinguished
career in academia came a sudden end in 1920 after a
scandal involving an affair with a research assistant.
Watson subsequently divorced his wife and married
graduate student Rosalie Rayner, and he was asked to
resign his professorship at Johns Hopkins. 

By 1924, Watson had become a vice president at
J. Walter Thompson, one of America’s largest ad
agencies, where he remained until 1935. Here he
helped develop and refine a number of groundbreak-
ing strategies that persist in the field today, including
market research of the motivations behind consumer
brand loyalty and testimonial advertising. Watson
continued to write on behavioral psychology, making
the field more accessible to the general public. He
participated in applied psychology projects while
working in the ad world; for example, he was one of
the first proponents of personality testing for prospec-
tive employees in the corporate world.

Watson wrote a popular book entitled Psy-
chological Care of the Infant (1928) that was based on
his observational studies of infants and his theories of
behavioral psychology. He believed that proper condi-

tioning of the child was the
key to forming healthy
personality traits. 

In 1935, Watson left 
J. Walter Thompson to
continue his advertising
career at the William Esty
Company, where he re-
mained until his retirement
in 1945. The APA awarded
Watson a gold medal for
his contributions to psy-
chology in 1957. One year
later, he passed away at the
age of 80.

John Watson. (Copyright

University of Akron. Reproduced by

permission.)
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A unique or novel neutral stimulus is more likely
to cause a conditioned response than a common one.
For example, a woman who split up with her
boyfriend while a certain song was playing on the
radio may forever identify that particular tune with
heartache. But if a telephone was also ringing at the
same time, the less “novel” stimulus of a ringing
phone would be less likely to trigger an emotional
response in the future.

Finally, Pavlov believed that the neutral stimulus
had to be contiguous (that is, occur at the same time
or in close proximity to) the unconditioned stimulus
in order for a conditioned response to develop. Later
research has found that conditioning is most effective
when the conditioned stimulus is presented just before
the unconditioned stimulus, and when both stop at the
same time.

Pavlov discovered that conditioned reflexes
could be reversed if the neutral stimulus was
presented enough times in the absence of the uncon-
ditioned stimulus. He explains the process, known as
extinction, in the context of his study on salivating
dogs and food: “On the other hand promptly active
signals can lose their stimulating effect if repeated
over a long period without bringing the object
concerned into contact with the oral mucous
membrane.” Extinction would prove to be a useful
psychological finding to treat phobias and other irra-
tional fears.

Extinction of a behavior was not always perma-
nent, however. Pavlov found that conditioned
responses that were extinguished could spontaneously
recur later (spontaneous recovery). One of Pavlov’s
dogs had been conditioned to salivate at the sound of a
bell. Pavlov extinguished the reflex by repeatedly
exposing the dog to the bell without the presence of
food or feeding. Although the conditioned reflex was
gone, Pavlov found that some time later, it suddenly
reappeared when the dog was exposed to the sound of
a bell. The response was weaker (less salivation), but
it was still present.

Conditioned reflexes could also be temporarily
interrupted if extra stimuli were introduced, either on
purpose or unintentionally. In Conditioned Reflexes,
Pavlov described how a co-worker would call him into
their work area to demonstrate a dog’s newly acquired
conditioned reflex, only to have the dog fail to
perform. The reason was Pavlov’s presence itself; he
was what he termed a temporary inhibitory stimulus;
his presence triggered the dog’s investigatory reflex
and temporarily distracted it (what one might call a
sense of curiosity, although Pavlov did not like to
attribute human characteristics to his dogs).

Pavlov also developed the concept of higher-order
conditioning, which involved pairing one neutral stim-
ulus previously associated with a conditioned response
with a second neutral stimulus. In higher-order, or
second-order conditioning, a conditioned stimulus (A)
is first paired with an unconditioned stimulus until a
conditioned response is achieved. Then a second
conditioned stimulus (B) is paired with the first condi-
tioned stimulus (A). Even though the unconditioned
stimulus is never presented with stimulus B, it is able
to achieve a conditioned response simply by its associ-
ation with the stimulus A.

Examples Pavlov’s drooling dogs are the most
famous example of classical conditioning. A bell is
rung immediately before or as food is served to a dog.
With repetition, the dog eventually salivates at the
sound of the bell only. Pavlov used a number of differ-
ent neutral stimuli in his conditioning experiments,
including the beat of a metronome, flashes of light,
odors, and skin stimulation. When the bell was rung
repeatedly without the presence of food (or feeding of
the dogs), the conditioned response would eventually
disappear.

Many dogs will also show a classically condi-
tioned response to the sound of a doorbell. The dog
knows that the sound of the bell means a visitor has
arrived, because the sound of the bell has preceded a
guest’s presence many times before. So when the
doorbell rings, the dog runs to the door, wags his tail,
and perhaps even barks in response, even though he
cannot see who or what is on the other side. In fact,
even if the interior bell is located far from the front
door, the dog will still run to the door because he
knows from experience the visitor will appear here.

If someone plays ding-dong-ditch (rings the door-
bell and runs away before the resident anwers the
door) a few times, however, the dog may get a little
less excited about the sound of the bell. And some
dogs may also react to the sound of the phone, because
they have generalized their conditioned response to
the doorbell stimulus to apply to similar stimuli (in
this case, all bells). For more on generalization, see
“John Watson” sidebar.

The influence of classical conditioning is quite
commonly seen in house pets. Any cat owner knows
that the sound of a can opener will trigger a feline
frenzy. Why? Because the owner has conditioned the
cat to associate the sound of a can being opened with
dinnertime.

For humans, conditioning can often be seen as
phobias and irrational fears. Prior bad experiences
associated with places, people, activities, or things can
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condition individuals to develop fearful or anxious
reactions to neutral events or objects. For example:

• A man who was stuck in an elevator for 12 hours
develops a fear of confined spaces.

• A child who is repeatedly dunked in the pool by a
mean-spirited peer grows into an adult with a
swimming phobia.

• A woman who was abused by her ex-husband
when they lived in a small apartment over a music
store is gripped by fear whenever she hears the
sound of piano music.

Pavlov believed that the theory of classical condi-
tioning could help eradicate neuroses and psychoses
as well as explain their origins. 

Temperament and psychiatric disorders
Main points For Pavlov, temperament of both
animals and humans is determined by the interplay of
what he called excitatory and inhibitory responses.
As the names suggest, excitation stimulates nervous
reaction while inhibition suppresses it. Through his
studies of the nervous system of dogs, Pavlov devel-
oped the theory that abnormalities in behavior and
temperament occur when excitation and inhibition
are either out of balance or when both processes are
very weak. Dogs that had strong excitatory and
inhibitory responses that were in equilibrium were
the most easily disciplined; those dogs also
responded the best to conditioning. Pavlov called
their temperament type strong.

In those animals for which both excitation and
inhibition were weak or were out of balance with each
other, behavioral problems and neuroses were
common. Pavlov found that these dogs were not able
to deal appropriately with environmental stimuli.
Pavlov called this type of dog inhibitable, or weak. An
animal’s ability to adapt quickly to a changing envi-
ronment, called mobility, also influenced its tempera-
ment type.

Pavlov’s theory of temperament types was rooted
in the ancient concept made famous by the Greek
physician Galen of four humors: choleric, melan-
cholic, sanguine, and phlegmatic. The Greeks
believed that the balance of the four humors (which
corresponded to yellow bile, black bile, blood, and
phlegm) determined an individual’s personality type.
The relative quantities of the humors created warm
versus cool and dry versus moist (which were related
to the elements of fire, air, earth, and water). A person
with an excess of yellow bile was choleric (warm and
dry—also easily excitable and hot-tempered), one
with an abundance of black bile was melancholic

(cool and dry—also inhibited and pessimistic),
someone with excess blood was sanguine (warm and
moist—also confident and energetic), and finally, one
with abundant phlegm was phlegmatic (cool and
moist—also calm and hard-working). In Pavlov’s
system, the choleric temperament is analogous to the
excitable type, the melancholic to the inhibitable type,
and the phlegmatic and sanguine to the strong type.

Of course, Pavlov realized that the human person-
ality was slightly more complex than the personalities
of the dogs he studied. He believed human behavior
was determined by three factors:

• environment

• second signal system (language)

• temperament (as determined by excitation and
inhibition)

The first signal system is conditioned reflexes—
instinctual behaviors learned through experience with
one’s environment. Pavlov also realized that, unlike
his dogs, human beings also had a second set of
signals at their disposal—language—or what Pavlov
called “the signals of signals.” In his view, personality
was determined by which signal system was dominant
in an individual. Those who reacted predominately to
environmental stimuli rather than language were
called artists, while those for whom language was a
greater motivator were termed thinkers. Rarely,
someone would have equal strength in both areas;
Pavlov called these people “intermediate” types.

Personality types:

• artists = first signal system over second signal
system

• thinkers = second signal system over first signal
system

Furthermore, Pavlov believed that the different
personality types were prone to certain psychological
disorders based on their reaction to their environment.
Thinking types were predisposed to obsessions and
phobias, while artistic types leaned towards hysteria
and outbursts. Whether or not these disorders mani-
fested themselves depended on an individual’s ability
to cope with environmental stress or trauma.

Explanation Pavlov found that neuroses could actu-
ally be induced in the lab in those animals with weak
and unbalanced temperaments. Strong negative
stimuli could cause experimental neuroses by over-
whelming the animals’ inhibitory or excitatory
processes. Stimuli that were difficult to differentiate
from previously introduced stimuli could also cause
behavioral problems. Neurotic behaviors might be
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removed through counter-conditioning techniques or
by extinction of the conditioned response. Pavlov also
experimented with the use of bromide drugs to return
dogs to a non-neurotic state.

Pavlov’s physiological experiments on the brain
function of his animal subjects also influenced his
theories on personality and psychopathology. He held
that the basic drives, emotions, and instinctual behav-
ior, or unconditioned reflexes, were regulated in the
subcortex area of the brain in both animals and human
beings. Immediately above the subcortex, in the cere-
bral hemispheres, Pavlov believed could be found the
“signal systems” that helped regulate temperament and
subsequently behavior. He associated the first signal
system (conditioned reflexes) with the cerebral hemi-
spheres (excluding the frontal lobes) and the second
signal system (language) with the frontal lobes.

In a 1932 work entitled “Essay on the Physiological
Concept of the Symptomatology of Hysteria,”
Pavlov describes how the activity that takes place in
each of these brain areas determines the tempera-
ment type of the individual: 

In the artist the activity of the cerebral hemispheres,
while developing throughout their entire mass, least
of all involves the frontal lobes and concentrates
mainly in other parts; in the thinker, on the contrary,
it is most intense in the frontal lobes.

Pavlov had a special research interest in schizo-
phrenia, and he studied many patients with the disorder
at the Leningrad Clinic. He theorized that schizophre-
nia was the result of both a weak temperament type and
childhood trauma. Because of schizophrenics’ weak
inhibitory responses, the trauma overwhelms them and
damages their nervous system.

Examples One of Pavlov’s students, N. R. Shenger-
Krestovnikova, was the first researcher to describe the
role of sensory discrimination in producing neuroses.
Shenger-Krestovnikova performed an experiment that
conditioned a dog to salivate whenever it saw a light
projection of a circle (that is, a visual image of a circle
was paired with food). At the same time, the dog was
conditioned to have an inhibitory response when it
was presented with an ellipse (that is, the sight of an
ellipse was followed by no food). Then Shenger-
Krestovnikova gradually changed the shape of the
ellipse to become more circular. Eventually, the dog
could not discriminate the circle from the ellipse, and
it lost all conditioned responses to both circles and
ellipses. The dog also demonstrated behavioral prob-
lems, such as whining and struggling, when presented
with the task. Pavlov believed that the neurotic behav-
ior in the dog was produced by a clash between the

inhibition and excitation responses of its nervous
system. Two stimuli that were once unique had
become too similar for the dog to differentiate
between; the result was an induced neurosis.

Pavlov and his associates also pioneered the use
of negative or painful stimuli in experimental condi-
tioning. Another Pavlov student, M.N. Eroféeva, used
an electric shock as a stimulus before presenting
food, thereby conditioning the dog to associate the
shock with food (as evidenced by its salivary
response) without reacting defensively (growling or
barking). Initially, the shock was always applied to
the same part of the dog’s body. Later, when Eroféeva
administered the shock to another part of the dog’s
body, the conditioned response disappeared and the
dog acted defensively. This experiment proved to
Pavlov and his colleagues that neurotic or maladap-
tive behavior—in this case, the loss of defensive
reflexes when the subject was placed in a painful or
dangerous situation—could be induced in the labora-
tory. Perhaps more importantly, this finding laid the
groundwork for the concept that the conditioning of
neurotic behavior could be reversed, a method known
as counter-conditioning.

Hypnosis, sleep, and cortical inhibition
Main points Pavlov devoted considerable time to
the study of sleep and hypnosis; he considered both
states as forms of progressive “cortical inhibition” of
the nervous system. Representing them as two points
along a continuum, Pavlov portrayed sleep as
complete, diffuse internal inhibition of the cortex and
hypnosis as a “partial sleep” state.

According to Pavlov, certain conditioned reflexes,
such as the salivation response, remained in his animal
subjects during hypnosis, while other reflexes related
to movement disappeared. Pavlov concluded that the
reflexes that remained did so either because they were
governed by the subcortex rather than the cortex, or
because the state of hypnosis was light and did not
significantly inhibit the cortex.

Explanation In Pavlov’s lecture “Conditioned
Reflexes: Pathological Disturbances of the Cortex,”
he discussed experiments in which a dog was hypno-
tized by applying a physical restraint or by placing the
animal on its back. According to Pavlov, 

[t]he inhibitory influence of very strong stimuli can
be regarded as a reflex of ‘passive self-defense,’ as,
for instance, in the case of hypnosis. The immobility
of the animal makes it less noticeable to the enemy,
and thus abolishes or diminishes the aggressive reac-
tion of the enemy.
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Pavlov also described the use of “strong and unex-
pected stimuli” to induce hypnosis in cases of “hyste-
ria” in man. 

Strong stimuli were not the only triggers of a
hypnotic response. Pavlov also described other “exter-
nal stimuli which directly lead to inhibition of the
cortical elements. These are of three kinds—monoto-
nously reoccurring weak stimuli, very strong stimuli,
and unusual stimuli.” Repetitive, recurring condi-
tioned stimuli gradually lulled dogs to sleep in several
of Pavlov’s experiments.

Pavlov believed hypnotic conditioning of humans
was very similar to that of animals: According to
Pavlov, “The classical method consisted in the perform-
ance of so-called ‘passes’—weak, monotonously
repeated tactile and visual stimuli, just as in our experi-
ments upon animals.” At present the more usual method
consists in the repetition of some form of words,
describing sleep, articulated in a flat and monotonous
tone of voice. Such words are, of course, conditioned
stimuli that have become associated with the state of
sleep. In this manner any stimulus that has coincided
several times with the development of sleep can now by
itself initiate sleep or a hypnotic state. The mechanism
is analogous to the inhibitory chain reflexes.

Pavlov also addressed the concept of hypnotic
suggestion in terms of conditioned response. He theo-
rized that because language is a excitatory stimulus, 

[t]he command of the hypnotist, in correspondence
with the general law, concentrates the excitation in
the cortex of the subject (which is in a condition of
partial inhibition) in some definite narrow region, at
the same time intensifying (by negative induction)
the inhibition in the rest of the cortex and so abolish-
ing all competing effects of contemporary stimuli
and of traces left by previously received ones. This
accounts for the large and practically insurmountable
influence of suggestion as a stimulus during hypno-
sis as well as shortly after it. 

In other words, suggestion works because a) it is a
novel stimulus and b) language, as Pavlov’s “second
signal,” dominates and overrides all other competing
stimuli.

Examples The concept of hypnotic inhibition as a
reaction to a new and overwhelming stimulus was
described in Pavlov’s description of an experimental
dog that was brought to a large lecture hall filled with
people for a demonstration of the animal’s condi-
tioned reflexes. Because of the new location and the
large audience, the dog became almost catatonic, and
while it exhibited a digestive reflex when a condi-
tioned stimulus was presented, it refused to take the
food that was presented. A short time later, it fell asleep

in its stand. Pavlov explained that the conditioned
reflex remained because the dog was in a hypnotic
state due to the unfamiliar stimulus of the lecture
hall. After a time, the animal’s diffuse inhibition 
had spread throughout the cortex and subcortex, 
triggering sleep.

Pavlov also related the story of a dog that was
left in its stand (or experimental harness) for hours at
a time between experiments. Eventually, the dog
would shift into a hypnotic or pre-sleep stage imme-
diately upon entering the experimentation room, and
it would fall asleep within ten minutes if the experi-
ment was not begun. It had been conditioned to asso-
ciate the monotony of the room with the inhibited
sleep state.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
Russia during Pavlov’s lifetime was in constant

turmoil. He lived through the reigns of four tsars, a
world and civil war, a revolution, and two socialist
governments. When Pavlov was born in 1849, Russian
society was on the cusp of significant change. Since
medieval times, Russia had been bound by a rigid
class structure: many poor serfs ruled by a few
wealthy, land-owning aristocrats, all of whom were
subject to a supreme ruler called the tsar.

Tsar Nicholas I ruled Russia from 1825 to 1855.
Near the end of his reign, his army suffered a devas-
tating defeat in the Crimean War, eventually surren-
dering to France and England in 1856. Nicholas’ son
and successor, Alexander II, had to bear the burden of
his father’s failures. In order to return Russia to inter-
national prominence, Alexander initiated the Great
Reforms, which included rapid industrialization,
infrastructure improvements, and removal of censor-
ship restrictions. Most importantly, Alexander II also
became a great patron scientific research. For young
students such as Pavlov, this abandonment of state-
sanctioned censorship and support of science was very
exciting.

In order to ensure the success of his reforms, the
tsar decided to abolish serfdom. In 1861, he granted
freedom to the approximately 50 million Russian
serfs, much to the chagrin of the landed nobility. With
greater Russian freedoms and relaxed censorship,
public discussion of a wide range of issues became
commonplace. Journals were published that covered
virtually every aspect of Russian life. The availability
of these journals, and books such as Charles Darwin’s
On the Origin of Species and G.H. Lewes Practical
Physiology, inspired Pavlov’s interest in science.
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A failed 1879 assassination attempt caused
Alexander to roll back many of the reforms he had
instituted during the previous two decades. Alexander
appointed six military governor-generals to enforce a
stringent censorship system. He banned controversial
books throughout Russia, and arrested and imprisoned
many critics of the government.

The renewed repression intensified revolutionary
opposition to Alexander’s government. A second
assassination attempt succeeded in 1881, and the new
tsar, Alexander III, vowed to stamp out all revolution-
ary activities and regain governmental control. He
reduced access to education, established ‘land
captains’ to beat the peasantry for committing minor
offenses, and exiled or executed members of revolu-
tionary groups. Even with this dramatic shift in public
policy, however, Russian industrialization grew at a
faster rate than that of any other European nation
during the 1890s.

Despite the booming economy, however, working
and living conditions in the urban areas were
deplorable. Newlyweds Ivan and Serafima Pavlov
suffered from these difficulties; one of Pavlov’s biog-
raphers reported that the couple once found their
infant son covered in lice. Ivan’s later appointment to
the Institute of Experimental Medicine, however,
would improve their lifestyle considerably.

After the death of Alexander III in 1894, the last
tsar of Russia assumed the throne: Nicholas II. Famine
became commonplace and discontent rose throughout
the nation. Once again, revolutionary groups began to
grow in size and strength.

One such group, the Social Democrats, formed in
1898 to foster a revolution by the Russian working
class. In 1903, this organization split into two oppos-
ing factions: the Mensheviks and the Bolsheviks. The
Mensheviks, led by George Plekhanov, believed that
all Russians should be eligible for membership and
that all members should be given a voice in the party
policy. The Bolsheviks, led by Vladimir Lenin,
believed that the party should contain only a few
highly dedicated and intelligent revolutionaries. This
group would conceive and implement all legislation
on behalf of the people. The Bolsheviks wanted to
overthrow the tsar and establish the working class (the
proletariat) as the ruling class of Russia, completely
eliminating the nobility (the bourgeois).

Despite the rise of revolutionary groups, Nicholas
II did nothing to alleviate the social and economic
burdens facing his nation The situation continued to
deteriorate until a major strike was called in St.
Petersburg in July 1914. Within days however, on

August 1, 1914, World War I broke out. A new wave
of patriotic support postponed revolutionary activity
for a while.

The Russian army that entered World War I was
pathetic. Starvation, military ineptitude, and tremen-
dous loss of life in the world war sparked the final
Russian revolution in March 1917. Nicholas II was
forced to abdicate and a provisional government was
established, led by Aleksandr Kerensky. Kerensky’s
government disappointed most members of the prole-
tariat, mainly because of it did not enact genuine land
reforms or withdraw from the war.

The Russian scientific community, however, was
primarily pleased with the political changes. Under the
tsar, the development of new institutions and acquisition
of funding had been slow and difficult. Not only had the
Kerensky government promised additional support for
scientific research, it had also appointed several leading
scholars to commissions that were designed to expand
Russia’s academic and scientific scope.

Over the the next eight months, many revolution-
ary organizations and anarchists attempted to over-
throw Kerensky. Then, on November 7, 1917, the
great October Revolution erupted. (The Russians used
a different calendar than the rest of the world, and so
they were a few days behind.) Led by Bolshevik
leader Vladimir Lenin, the rapid coup d’etat over-
threw the Kerensky government and immediately led
to several dramatic reforms. 

Following the October Revolution, the Russian
Academy of Sciences (of which Pavlov was a
member) met to discuss their options in dealing with
the new Bolshevik government. Most academy
members were disappointed that the advances that the
Kerensky government had promised would never
materialize. They also did not trust the Bolsheviks’
political motivations. Nevertheless, the general assem-
bly of the academy decided to enter into negotiations
with the Bolsheviks. Pavlov was one of only two
academy members who voted against the proposal,
advocating a boycott of the Bolsheviks instead.

On the evening of July 16, 1918, several
Bolsheviks stormed the house where the tsar and his
family were being held and executed them all. 

As did most Russians, Pavlov and his family
found life during wartime difficult. The Bolsheviks
searched Pavlov’s home several times between 1918
and 1920, and he and his son were even arrested for a
brief period. Scientific experimentation ground to a
halt as supplies and food became scarce and many of
Pavlov’s colleagues and students left university to
fight in the war.
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By 1922, the Bolsheviks had solidified their
control over the new Soviet Union. In part because of
the Russian Academy of Science’s swift acceptance
of the Bolshevik government, the Academy’s doors
remained open. The Bolsheviks, believing that a
strong science program was essential to building the
socialist state, generously funded research and estab-
lished prestigious awards, such as the Lenin Prize, for
individual scientific achievements.

Yet the relationship between the government and
science faced some challenges, especially in Pavlov’s
case. In 1931 the state planning committee ordered the
Academy members to compile detailed work plans.
Many members, objected, however, citing concerns
such as practicality (scientific discoveries could not
always be held to a deadline) and productivity (a
predetermined agenda could hamper theoretical
exploration). Pavlov simply refused to comply. Pavlov
also strongly opposed many other government initia-
tives, including the Politburo’s insistence in 1927 that
the Academy should elect communist members.
Pavlov and others argued that membership should be
determined by scientific merit only and not political
affiliation. The fact that he could defy the authorities
with so little repercussion proved his esteemed posi-
tion and reputation within the Bolshevik government.

Moreover, the Soviets greatly valued Pavlov’s
scientific theories on conditioning. They dovetailed
nicely with the government’s concept of humans as
mechanistic—biological machines that could be
understood and controlled through science. In addi-
tion, the the Soviet military employed knowledge
gained from Pavlov’s experimental work on neuroses
and the physiological mechanisms underlying
hypnosis.

CRITICAL RESPONSE
Pavlov’s work on conditioned reflexes earned him

international scientific recognition and great prestige
in his homeland; as Russia’s only Nobel Prize-
winning scientist in a field, physiology, that was
highly regarded by the Communist government, he
was considered a national treasure. But as a physiolo-
gist working in the realm of psychology, he faced
some unique challenges within the scientific commu-
nity. Ironically, however, Pavlov’s psychological theo-
ries have stood the test of time more readily than have
his physiological theories of brain function.

In Conditioned Reflexes, Pavlov discussed “the
close connection between physiology and psychology,”
something he recognized that many psychologists in

Russia and America did not acknowledge or 
appreciate: 

I am convinced that an important stage in the devel-
opment of human thought is approaching, a stage
when the physiological and the psychological, the
objective and the subjective, will really merge, when
the painful contradiction between our mind and our
body and their contraposition will either actually be
solved or disappear in a natural way.

Of course, advances in neurological research and
imaging have provided a much clearer understanding
of the workings of the frontal lobes and other sections
of the brain about which Pavlov theorized. He was
correct in his assessment that the subcortex region of
the brain regulated autonomic and instinctual function-
ing. Later re-searchers have found that conditioning of
some subcortical functions may also be possible.

While Pavlov was partially right in his supposi-
tion that the frontal lobes were involved in processing
language (the “second signal”), researchers now know
that the temporal lobes are primarily responsible for
language recognition (left temporal lobe) and speech
(right temporal lobe).

Among his contemporaries, Polish researcher Jerzy
Konorski criticized certain aspects of Pavlov’s physio-
logical work. Konorski was actually a student in
Pavlov’s lab from 1931 to 1933. He had a strong
research interest in the concept of association and the
relationship between stimuli and responses. But
Konorski found Pavlov’s concepts of diffuse inhibitions
and theoretical waves of cortical excitation and inhibi-
tion centers speculative and inconsistent with his knowl-
edge of neuron theory. Yet the Polish scientist was
respectful of Pavlov’s contributions to conditioning
theory, and he dedicated his 1948 book, Conditioned
Reflexes and Neuron Organization, in part to Pavlov.

In 1937 Konorski published a paper with S.
Miller to present their ideas on classical versus instru-
mental conditioning to the growing behaviorism
movement in America. They had trained a dog to lift
its foot in response to a cue in order to receive a food
reward. Konorski and Miller explain that “[i]n condi-
tioned reflexes of the first type, the reaction is effected
by organs innervated through the central or autonomic
nervous system, while, in conditioned reflexes of the
second type, the effector can probably be only a striate
muscle.” In other words, the conditioning was formed
through the conscious actions of the dog itself, not
through external stimuli triggering a reflex, as Pavlov
had surmised. Konorski also developed the idea of
avoidance conditioning in later works.

Some additional concepts about the interrelation-
ship between stimuli in conditioning that have been
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BIOGRAPHY:
Clark Hull and Kenneth Spence

Clark L. Hull (1884–1952) and Kenneth
Wartinbee Spence (1907–67) met at Yale University,
where Hull was a professor of psychology and Spence
was a graduate student and research assistant in the
primate lab of Robert Yerkes. Hull and Spence shared
an interest in experimental psychology, researching
maze learning in the rat. Although the two men jointly
authored only one published paper, they created one
of the most influential learning and conditioning theo-
ries of their time—the Spence-Hull theory.

The Spence-Hull theory attempted to quantify the
way behavior was learned by using a mathematical
equation, or model. It also elaborated on the concept of
conditioned and unconditioned motivation in behavior
formation. Environmental cues can condition motiva-
tion; strong environmental events, such as an electric
shock, are an unconditioned source of behavioral drive.

Both Hull and Spence were considered part of the
neobehaviorist movement, along with their contempo-
raries B.F. Skinner and Edward Tolman. Neo-
behaviorism was founded on Pavlovian conditioning,
but the field also explored the role of motivation and
environment in forming behavior. Hull, Spence, and
others developed complex associative learning theo-
ries that were typically tested on laboratory animals.

The concept of drive reduction theory as an
essential part of learning was developed by Hull.
Drive reduction theory held that behavior was moti-
vated by basic drives, or instinctual needs, such as
hunger and sexual desires. When an individual
responded to those drives (for example, by obtaining
and eating food to satisfy hunger), the drives were
reduced. This reduction in basic drives consequently
served as a form of reinforcement for the behavior that
fulfilled them. This was tied to Hull’s idea of “habit
strength,” that the reinforced behavior would be self-
perpetuating as long as the drive was satiated by the
behavior. Both habit and drive strength elicit what
Hull calls “reaction potential,” or the likelihood that a
response or behavior will occur again. Hull combined
all of his ideas into a series of complex mathematical
theorems and formulas designed to explain behavior.

Hull wrote Principles of Behavior in 1943, in
which he stated that the strength of a fear response
corresponds directly with the level of negative rein-
forcement. He also discussed ways by which negative
reinforcements increase fear and anxiety. For
example, repeatedly avoiding an anxiety-provoking
situation, such as public speaking, can actually
heighten the anxiety response.

Clark Hull earned his Ph.D. from the University
of Wisconsin in 1918 after doing undergraduate work
at the University of Michigan. Hull joined Yale’s
Institute of Human Relations in 1929, and was elected
president of the American Psychological Association
in 1936. He also did extensive research into both
psychometric testing and the field of hypnosis,
publishing Aptitude Testing (1929) and Hypnosis and
Suggestibility (1933). Hull remained at Yale until his
death in 1952.

Beyond his association with Hull, Spence is best
known for his theory of discrimination learning,
published in the Psychological Review in 1936. The
theory explained how animals choose, or discriminate,
between two or more stimuli that are presented at the
same time, selecting the one that produces a reward.

Kenneth Spence received his Ph.D. from Yale in
1933. He was awarded a four-year fellowship to the Yale

Laboratories of Primate
Biology at Orange Park,
Florida. In 1938, he took a
faculty position at the State
University of Iowa, where
he taught for over two
decades. In 1956, Spence
received the Distinguished
Scientific Contribution
Award from the American
Psychological Association.
He moved to the University
of Texas in 1964, and three
years later he succumbed to
cancer at the age of 59.

Clark Hull. (Archives of the

History of American Psychology.

Reproduced by permission.)
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developed and refined since Pavlov’s original work
include:

• Cue competition. The interplay of two condi-
tioned stimuli presented simultaneously with an
unconditioned stimulus.

• Blocking effect. Initial conditioning to stimulus
A alone prevents or minimizes conditioning to
stimulus B when A and B are presented together.
This idea is rooted in Pavlov’s concept of over-
shadowing, which said that if stimulus A is
stronger or more novel than stimulus B, even if
both are presented simultaneously, stimulus B
will create minimal conditioning (that is, A will
overshadow B).

• Differential conditioning. The concept that an
animal can learn to discriminate between two
different but similar stimuli if one is presented
with some sort of reinforcement.

At the start of the twentieth century, Pavlov’s
ideas on conditioning and stories of his laboratory
investigations began to spread beyond Russia. First
came Pavlov’s Nobel Prize; in 1906, he gave a lecture
in the United Kingdom at Charing Cross Hospital on
“The scientific investigation of the psychical faculties
or processes in the higher animals” that was published
in the noted American journal Science. Researchers
Robert Yerkes and Sergius Morgulis also published a
review of Pavlov’s lab work that was printed in The
Psychological Bulletin in 1909.

But it was the publication of G. Anrep’s English
translation of Pavlov’s lectures on conditioned
reflexes that really brought Pavlov’s theories on
conditioning to the attention of American scientists.
His work had a significant impact on learning theorists
and the fledgling psychological field of behaviorism,
attracting the attention of behavioral psychologists
such as B.F. Skinner.

Although he built on Pavlov’s work in condi-
tioned reflexes and acknowledged the Russian scien-
tist’s major contributions to the field, American
behavioral psychologist B.F. Skinner (1904–90)
diverged from Pavlov’s theories on two fronts. First,
he did not believe that Pavlov could accurately deter-
mine the physiologic structure and nature of the
nervous system simply by examining the behavior of
his experimental subjects. In other words, he
believed that physiology and behaviorism were
completely separate areas of study that could not be
extrapolated from each other. Secondly, Skinner was
more interested in behavior as a reaction to environ-
ment, where choice and consequences reinforce
behavior.

Skinner went on to delve deeper into the concepts
of operant conditioning outlined by Konorski and
Miller in their earlier work. He explained the differ-
ences between the two approaches: “In the Pavlovian
experiment, however, a reinforcer is paired with a
stimulus; whereas operant behavior is contingent
upon a response.” Reinforcers in an operant condi-
tioning experiment only appear when the subject has
made the correct behavioral “choice.” The well-
known “Skinner box” provided an environment for
lab animals to learn how to receive food by pressing a
lever. Within the box, different simultaneous stimuli
(e.g., light and dark, sounds) provided additional
operant stimuli. Skinner used different forms of posi-
tive and negative reinforcement to shape an animal’s
behavioral choices.

Beyond behaviorism, Russian psychologist and
learning theorist Lev Vygotsky applied Pavlov’s
conditioning theory to the process of language devel-
opment, or “second signaling” system. Vygotsky
hypothesized that children acquired language through
imitation and interaction with adults. Eventually, a
child’s internal concept or picture of what a word
symbolizes becomes her conditioned stimulus for
language.

The neuropsychologist Alexander Luria, a
student of Vygotsky’s, used the concept of “semantic
conditioning” to establish a conditioned reflex to a
word and then investigated whether words that were
similar in structure or sound would elicit the same
reflex. For Luria, internal conceptualizations of words
(that is, “inner speech”) were temporary mental asso-
ciations that were flexible and therefore easily modi-
fied and revised with experience. This theory was in
contrast to the rigid mental associations formed by
conditioning in animals that Pavlov had inferred. 

During the summer of 1950, the Russian
Academy of Sciences the Academy of Medical
Sciences held a joint session and issued a directive to
their members that Pavlov’s scientific principles
should guide all future research work. This edict
significantly limited research freedom, and several
scientists were removed from their posts and publicly
denounced for espousing non-Pavlovian theories.
Among those discredited were Russian physiologist
I.S. Beritov, who had disagreed with Pavlov’s concept
of inhibition in the forming of conditioned reflexes,
instead surmising that reflexes resulted from sponta-
neous electrical activity in the brain. Also removed
from his position as director of the Institute of
Physiology of the Academy of Medical Sciences was
Pyotr K. Anokhin, a former student of Pavlov’s who
had attempted to refine his theory of the reflex arc of
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the conditioned reflex. This display of political
muscle and restriction of scientific autonomy would
have greatly distressed Pavlov himself, had he been
alive to witness it, and it significantly hampered
Russian research initiatives.

THEORIES IN ACTION
Pavlov’s rigorous scientific method, innovative

experimentation techniques, and aseptic (sanitary)
laboratory environment revolutionized the way animal
research was performed; many of his methods remain
in widespread use today. Pavlovian conditioning
continues to be a methodological and conceptual
foundation for psychological research and learning
theory—the benchmark by which behavioral animal
experiments are designed.

Behavioral therapy, which emerged in the 1950s,
also owes a tremendous debt to Pavlov’s theories of
conditioning. The concept of conditioning gave
psychologists a way to uncover the etiology, or causes,
behind certain phobias and neuroses. Pavlov’s theo-
ries on experimental neuroses have also laid the foun-
dation for modern behavioral-based treatment of
psychiatric disorders such as panic and anxiety disor-
ders and phobias. Behavioral therapy is based on the
concept of replacing undesirable or maladaptive
conditioned responses (such as irrational fear) with a
positive and appropriate conditioned response (such
as relaxation). Gradually, the positive response should
replace or extinguish the maladaptive one. Cognitive-
behavioral therapy (CBT), an offshoot of behavioral
therapy, also uses behavioral techniques supplemented
by an increased awareness of the causes behind the
maladaptive behavior.

The behavioral-based treatment method of
systematic desensitization—the process of eliminat-
ing fear or anxiety by gradual and constant exposure
to the source of fear—is rooted in Pavlov’s findings
that learned conditioned behaviors could also be
extinguished, or unlearned. The technique was devel-
oped by psychiatrist Joseph Wolpe in the 1950s.
Relaxation exercises are usually used as part of
systematic desensitization techniques to further elimi-
nate feelings of anxiety by introducing a substitute
conditioned stimulus to associate with the source of
the fear. For example, someone who is afraid of the
water can overcome the fear by gradual exposure to a
pool coupled with deep muscle relaxation techniques.
Each time the person enters the pool and does not
experience something terrible, the learned association
between water and bad feelings is eroded.

Aversive therapy is another offshoot of Pavlovian
theory. It involves pairing a highly negative stimulus
with a harmful stimulus to eliminate a maladaptive
behavior. Aversive therapy is used frequently in the
treatment of alcoholism. One form of aversive therapy
is the use of disulfarim (Antabuse), a drug that trig-
gers extreme nausea and vomiting when combined
with alcohol. In a technique called “taste aversion
therapy,” an individual may be put through several
sessions at which they are given the drug and then
given alcohol to smell and drink, making them ill.
More frequently, the drug is prescribed to individuals
that are newly recovering alcoholics as a prophylactic
to prevent relapse.

Stimulus control therapy (SCT), commonly used
in treating sleep disorders, is also based in classical
conditioning theory and is a form of counter-condi-
tioning. This treatment is based on the idea that
insomnia is actually a self-perpetuating learned
response that is caused by an individual’s association
of their bedroom with sleeplessness and anxiety. In
SCT, the sleep environment is carefully controlled—
the individual is instructed to leave the room for a
period of time when they are unable to sleep, to have a
fixed waking time each day, and to avoid any activi-
ties in the bedroom that aren’t related to sleep or sex.

Research
Modern learning theory continues to build on

Pavlovian conditioning. Researchers have developed
models of associative learning that examine the rela-
tionship between multiple conditioned stimuli.
Pavlov’s theories of personality also have influenced
later behaviorists. German-born psychologist and
statistical researcher Hans Eysenck built on Pavlov’s
idea that excitation and inhibition activity determines
temperament. Eysenck theorized that personality is
predetermined by both genetics and by the physiolog-
ical balance of cortical arousal and depression.
Eysenk’s “dimensions” of temperament were neuroti-
cism and introversion-extroversion (the latter being
his interpretation of inhibition and excitation). Later,
he also added psychoticism to his theory. Neuroticism
was determined by the level of activity in an individ-
ual’s sympathetic (or autonomic) nervous system;
neurotic behaviors, such as anxiety or panic attacks,
were caused by hyperactivity of this area of the brain.

The Pavlov Department of Physiology at the
Institute of Experimental Medicine continues his
research tradition, conducting animal and human
studies in the department’s three laboratories. For
example, in the Laboratory of Psychophysiology of
Emotion, researchers investigate anxiety, depression,
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and other emotional disorders. Victor Klimenko, the
department’s director since 1995, reports that: 

Nowadays the phenomenon of reinforcement is the
central point in different theories of emotions and
behavior. Main principles of forming conditioned
reflexes—a specially directed control of emotional
state—are employed by staff during investigations of
purposeful activity of dolphins in free behavior.

At the Institute’s Clinical Laboratory of
Neurodynamic Correction of Psycho-Neurological
Pathology, researchers study how conditioned reflexes
cause childhood behavior, and how deficits in

emotional reinforcement and environmental feedback
can trigger neurological problems. At the Laboratory
of Neurobiology of Integrative Brain Function, scien-
tists continue to map the complex interrelationships
and functions of the brain through both the analysis of
conditioned reflexes and behavior and via research on
biochemical regulation of the brain.

Case studies
A fear of dentists is a common phobia that often

is conditioned by societal messages but also may be
rooted in other experiences. A 2002 case report in the
Journal of Clinical Psychology described a 39-year-
old woman (“Carly”) who had a phobia of dental work
that started at the age of eight, when a dentist slapped
her after she tried to get out of the chair during a
procedure. She had avoided dentists ever since; conse-
quently, she had to have half of her teeth surgically
removed due to neglect. Clearly, this traumatic child-
hood experience had conditioned her anxious response
to the dentist’s office. Carly received a deconditioning
therapy known as Eye Movement Desensitization and
Reprocessing (EMDR), which couples a stimulus,
such as eye movement or finger tapping, to redirect
attention from the anxiety-provoking stimulus (in this
case, the dentist) and remove any negative associa-
tions. At the end of the treatment period, Carly
reported significantly less anxiety, and she was able to
proceed with dental treatment.

Two case studies reported in Virtual Environments
in Clinical Psychology and Neuroscience described a
unique treatment approach of systematic desensitiza-
tion—the use of virtual reality simulations (called
virtual reality therapy, or VRT). The first was a 32-
year-old woman who underwent eight 30-minute
sessions of VRT that simulated the experience of
flying over an urban area. Her anxiety level, which
was high at the initiation of VRT, was gradually
reduced and had declined significantly enough to
allow her to undertake “real-world” long-distance
flights by the end of her therapy. The second subject,
a 42-year-old man, underwent five sessions of VRT.
Although he experienced emotional anxiety and phys-
ical symptoms (such as sweaty palms) at the start of
each session, the researchers reported that subjective
and objective measures of his anxiety level would
decrease significantly as the session progressed. At
the end of the treatment, the subject was able to fly
with minimal anxiety.

Conditioning is also used to eliminate behaviors
or habits considered undesirable for health reasons.
Behavioral and cognitive-behavioral techniques are
frequently used in smoking cessation programs. Other

CHRONOLOGY
1849: Born in the village of Ryazan, Russia.

1870: Leaves the seminary to enroll at St. Petersburg
University

1875: Begins physiology studies at the Medical
Academy

1879: Graduates from the Academy; wins a gold
medal in student competition.

1881: Marries Serafima Vasil’evna Karchevskaia, a
teacher.

1897: Publishes “Lectures on the Work of the Main
Digestive Glands.”

1904: Awarded the Nobel Prize in Physiology or
Medicine.

1910: Construction of “Towers of Silence” begins.

1917: The October Revolution occurs; the Bolsheviks
take power and Vladimir Lenin becomes new
Soviet leader.

1921: Lenin issues special decree giving Pavlov full
funding and supplies for his research and living
expenses.

1927: Publishes “Lectures on the Work of the Large
Hemispheres of the Brain.”

1929: Construction of Pavlov’s research facilities at
Koltushi begins.

1936: Dies on February 27 after developing pneumo-
nia at the age of 86.



less dangerous but unwelcome habits, such as nail-
biting, can also be extinguished through these tech-
niques. A study in Psychological Reports describes a
32-year-old woman that underwent systematic desen-
sitization in order to eliminate her nail-biting habit.
During the 28-day study, she completed interviews
and self-reporting questionnaires that uncovered the
triggers of anxiety that caused the nail-biting behav-
ior. Through techniques of muscle relaxation and
meditation, she learned to replace the negative behav-
ior with positive stress-reduction techniques when
faced with anxiety.

The ways in which behaviors are conditioned in
infancy and even before birth continue to be a rich
source of study for psychologists. Animal studies, in
particular, frequently use conditioning techniques to
explore how prenatal and neonatal environments
affect development. A 2004 study in the journal
Developmental Psychobiology reported on a classical
conditioning experiment with a chimpanzee fetus. The
chimp fetus was exposed to a combination of vibro-
acoustic (that is, sound vibration) stimulation and two
specific tones of different frequencies. Tone A was
always followed by the VAS (the unconditioned stim-
ulus), while tone B was never followed by the VAS.
After birth, when the tones were presented to the
chimp, it could differentiate between the two, and it
responded more excitedly to tone A. 

Relevance to modern readers
Pavlov’s influence is so far-reaching because

conditioning forms an integral part of people’s lives.
Learning through association—either consciously or
unconsciously—is part of the essence of humanity.
Behaviors and attitudes are shaped by a person’s life
experiences, or conditioning. A man’s ongoing prefer-
ence for a suit that he was wearing when he landed his
last job, a woman’s aversion to a food that made her
extremely ill in the past, a boy’s fear of wasps as a
result of a previous bee-sting—all of these are
common examples of the ways in which conditioning,
reinforcement, generalization, and aversion affect
common aspects of everyday life.

An example of conditioning in modern society is
popular advertising. The creative forces behind print
and broadcast advertising know that associating a
product with popularity, beauty, money, and love can
make the public identify that product with those desir-
able traits (even when it has nothing to do with them).
Young people should drink a certain soda because a
beautiful pop star does, kids should wear a designer’s
clothes because the coolest kids do, and moms should
serve the best brand of rice because it means they love

their families. Fear may also be invoked and associ-
ated with brand identity; without the “right” insurance
protection, car, stockbroker, or health plan, families
will be left penniless. In short, brands become attrac-
tive not simply because they represent inherently good
products, but because they become associated with
some other appealing characteristic.
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BRIEF OVERVIEW
The Swiss psychologist and epistemologist Jean

Piaget (1896–1980) developed his theory of genetic
epistemology throughout a nearly 60-year career as a
professor and experimental researcher. He first began
his scientific investigations as a young biologist
immersed in the study of mollusks. Before he was 30
years of age, he was world renowned for his explo-
rations of the cognitive development of children.
Piaget is credited with foundational contributions to
the emerging disciplines of child psychology, educa-
tional psychology, and cognitive development theory.
Piaget’s empirical studies of infants, children, and
adolescents provided insight into the nature of knowl-
edge and how it is acquired. He took children’s think-
ing seriously and respected them as the architects of
their own intellectual development.

Jean Piaget was the only son of Arthur Piaget, a
professor of medieval studies at the University of
Neuchatel, and Rebecca Jackson. He spent his child-
hood and adolescence in Switzerland in the region
near Lake Neuchatel. He was trained as a zoologist,
receiving his Ph.D. from the University of Neuchatel
in 1918. His early fascination with and competence in
the biological sciences, particularly the study of
mollusks, continued throughout his lifetime. Piaget
moved to Paris in 1919 for postdoctoral studies.

The turning point in his academic life came
through his work with French school children, in which
he administered and standardized British intelligence
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tests as a research associate at the Simon-Binet experi-
mental psychology laboratory. During the course of his
work with intelligence testing, Piaget decided that the
important issue to explore was not whether children
gave the right answers to the IQ test, but rather, how
they gave the wrong answers and what the patterns of
the children’s responses revealed about their develop-
ing capacities for reasoning.

In 1921, Piaget returned to Switzerland, where he
made his home until his death. He was appointed
Research Director of the Institut Jean-Jacques
Rousseau in Geneva in 1921 and that same year
published his first article on the psychology of intelli-
gence. Piaget was known as le patron (the boss) by his
graduate students and research associates. His early
work studying the reasoning of elementary school
children became the basis of his first five books on
child psychology and marked the beginning of his
international fame as a revolutionary thinker in the
area of childhood cognitive development.

Piaget used the term genetic epistemology to
define his disciplined investigation into how knowl-
edge develops within the human being and the means
by which the developing mind moves through distinct
stages toward maturation. At the heart of Piaget’s
biological theories of development is his emphasis on
the human being’s ability to adapt to the world through

the dual processes of assimilation and accommodation,
modifying one’s mental schemes to allow room for
new information.

Piaget’s child-centered research and respectful
observations of infants and children led him to the
discovery that children think in qualitatively different
ways than adults as they progress through four distinct
and universal stages of development.

• Sensorimotor stage (birth to about two years):
Infants rely on their senses to understand the
world around them.

• Preoperational stage (about two to seven years):
Pre-school children develop an increased capacity
for symbolic thinking and the use of language and
images.

• Concrete-operational stage (about seven to 11
years): Children think logically and begin to see
the world from others’ perspective.

• Formal operational stage (age 11 to adult):
Hypothetical and abstract reasoning with system-
atic problem solving and abstract thinking.

Piaget’s consuming interest was in the discovery
of the universal mechanisms that underlie how knowl-
edge is acquired. He understood this as a process
governed by genetic factors and environmental experi-
ences, with the environment playing an increasingly
more important role as the individual matures. Piaget
respected the developing child as an active agent in the
construction of knowledge through trial and error
experimentation. Even the fundamental ideas of space,
time, relation and causality, he observed, are subject to
this process. The child’s earliest years, he believed, laid
the foundation for the rational and moral adult person-
ality, with increasingly complex intellectual processes
building on the successful passage through earlier,
more primitive stages of development. Piaget did not
consider the fourth stage of formal operations as a final
one. He believed there was no fixed limit to the possi-
bilities of human development.

Throughout a brilliant research career that
spanned more than 60 years, Piaget refined his struc-
tural and holistic methodology for observing, describ-
ing, and evaluating the stages of human cognitive
development from the point of view of the child. His
pioneering research and prolific publications on the
nature of thought and the development of intelligence
assured Piaget’s place as a major influence in the
scientific thinking of the twentieth century. The inge-
nuity of his approach to the study of children’s ways
of thinking continues to inform and influence the
fields of epistemology, education, and developmental
and child psychology.
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Piaget continually changed his thinking as new
possibilities occurred to him. His impressive list of
publications include over 60 books, professional
papers, book chapters, and articles in scientific jour-
nals. He received over 30 honorary degrees and awards
from universities throughout the world. In 1955 
Piaget created the International Center for Genetic
Epistemology and served as its director for the remain-
der of his life. He died in Geneva, Switzerland, on
September 16, 1980. His genuine respect for and
appreciation of the mind of the child and his prodi-
gious research accomplishments continue to inspire
and challenge scholars and researchers worldwide.

BIOGRAPHY
Child prodigy

Jean Piaget was born in Neuchatel, Switzerland,
August 9, 1896, the first of three children of Arthur
Piaget and Rebecca Jackson. The Piaget family lived
in a quiet French-speaking region near Lake
Neuchatel, in the cradle of the Swiss Alps in an area of
Switzerland noted for its vineyards and watch making.

Jean was a child prodigy. His father, a professor
of medieval literature at Neuchatel University,
nurtured his son’s innovative and inquisitive mind and
encouraged young Jean in the systematic pursuit of
answers to his many queries about the natural world.

Jean’s mother was a strict Calvinist, adhering to a
system of biblical interpretation focused on the
supreme sovereignty of God and the fallen nature of
humans. She was politically active and concerned with
the social causes of the day. By some accounts Rebecca
Piaget was a troubled woman, seriously challenged
with mental illness. She encouraged her son to attend
religious instruction, but young Piaget soon lost interest
in what he considered “childish” religious arguments.
Piaget began his study of various philosophies in an
effort to find his way through the inconsistencies he
perceived between the religious instruction he received
at church and his own observations of the natural world.
At the suggestion of his godfather, the Swiss scholar
Samuel Cornut, Piaget began his study of philosophy.
He was especially touched by the French writer Henri
Bergson’s 1907 book, Creative Evolution. Piaget said
the book “stirred him almost to ecstasy.”

He told interviewer Elizabeth Hall much later in
his professional life:

Suddenly the problem of knowledge appeared to me
in a new light. I became convinced, very quickly, that
most of the problems in philosophy were problems
of knowledge, and that most problems of knowledge

were problems of biology. You see, the problem of
knowledge is the problem of the relation between the
subject and the object, how the subject knows the
object. If you translate this into biological terms, it is
a problem of the organism’s adapting to its environ-
ment. I decided to consecrate my life to this biologi-
cal explanation of knowledge.

Jean grew into a serious young man, disciplined
and determined in his pursuit of knowledge. He
chafed within the strictures and routines of his early
schooling and became bored and restless in the class-
room. His early interest in the scientific study of
nature led him to membership in a local biology club
while a student at Neuchatel Latin high school. When
he was only a boy of 10, Jean published a paper in the
club’s Journal of Natural History of Neuchatel
describing his observations of an albino sparrow. Jean
took his work quite seriously. He sought and gained
access to the university library where he could explore
more books and journals to further his studies.

In later years, Piaget described his youthful home
life as being not particularly happy. As a young student
he spent most of his time away from the difficulties at
home, immersing himself in study and seeking to solve
the mysteries of nature. He was intrigued with the
study of fossils, bird life, and even with the invention
of a steam engine car. He read constantly in the fields
of philosophy, psychology, and natural sciences, a
habit he sustained throughout his life.

During high school, Jean’s remarkable scholastic
accomplishments continued to bring him to the notice
of his teachers and others in the field of natural
sciences. He became a leader in the Friends of Nature
Club, sponsored by professors at the University of
Neuchatel, and he prepared and read papers on natural
science at the club meetings. He became an assistant
to Paul Godet, the director of the Neuchatel Museum
of Natural History. He worked there for four years as
an apprentice, helping to classify the museum’s
considerable collection of mollusks. As compensation
Piaget received numerous rare mollusk specimens to
add to his personal collection. He began to publish a
series of scientific papers on the mollusks, particularly
the Limnaea species, a Swiss lake snail.

When he was 16, Piaget’s scholarly work drew the
attention of the board of directors of the Museum of
Natural History in Geneva. He was offered the presti-
gious post of curator of a mollusk exhibit at the
museum. The admirers of his scholarship were unaware
that Jean was still a high school student when they
honored his work with an offer of employment. By the
time of his high school graduation, Jean Piaget had
become a well-known malacologist throughout Europe
with 20 scientific papers published in professional 
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journals. Such early success with his study of clams 
and snails gave young Piaget a firm basis for the contin-
ued development of his scientific approach to the study
of nature. He sustained his interest in mollusks through-
out his life.

In 1918, at the age of 21, Jean Piaget graduated
with a doctorate in natural sciences from the University
of Neuchatel. That same year he published his first
book, Recherche, meaning “the search” or “searching,”
an autobiographical novel dealing with the conflict
between science and religion. In this book Piaget first
explored the idea of equilibrium, a concept that he
understood as an ideal balance between parts and the
whole, both within an individual and within society.

Piaget published his doctoral thesis on the classifi-
cation of mollusks. During the intense periods of
academic exploration and focus throughout his univer-
sity years, Piaget’s physical health suffered. He was
forced to take a year off from his studies and retreated
to the mountains to recuperate. This rest period in the
Swiss Alps became a yearly habit throughout his life,
providing him with critical time for reflection and rest.
Piaget valued his relationship with the natural world as
a necessary ingredient in a balanced life.

Early career
Piaget enrolled for a semester of postdoctoral study

at the University of Zurich in Switzerland. While in
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Zurich he also worked in Eugen Bleuler’s psychiatric
clinic. His curiosity about psychological issues, due in
part to his mother’s poor mental health, led him to the
study of the psychoanalytical theories of Sigmund Freud
and the analytical psychology of the Swiss psychoana-
lyst Carl Gustav Jung. Piaget attended many of Jung’s
lectures, and he was particularly interested in Jung’s
emphasis on the human psyche’s drive toward balance
and wholeness, and on the individual’s significance as
the agent of his or her own maturation and individua-
tion. During these years Piaget was reading psychology
only in French and was not exposed to the contemporary
writings of Max Wertheimer and Wolfgang Kohler, the
Gestalt psychologists. He later told an interviewer that
had he come across the Gestalt writings when he was 18
he might himself have become a Gestalt psychologist.

In 1919 Piaget moved to Paris, where he studied
logic and abnormal psychology and lectured in
psychology and philosophy at the Sorbonne. He found
work as a research associate in the Simon-Binet exper-
imental psychology laboratory. There Piaget worked
with Theophile Simon in administering intelligence
tests to French children at the École de la rue de la
Grange-aux Belles a school for boys. Piaget’s task was
to standardize the French version of British psycholo-
gist Cyril Burt’s intelligence test, noting what kind of
errors children made as they answered a series of ques-
tions. Though he was not particularly challenged by
the work of test administration and never completed
the task of standardizing the test, in the process of his
work he began to realize the qualitative differences in
how children and adults think.

Piaget’s work with these young children (ages five
to eight years), was a turning point in his career,
leading to his lifelong study of the origins, nature, and
development of intelligence. Piaget believed this
research into how children think was an essential
source of information about the nature of knowledge
itself. He was intrigued with the answers the children
gave, even if those answers were considered wrong by
the standards of the intelligence test he administered. It
was the patterns of their responses that caught his
attention. Children of the same age, he found, invari-
ably came up with the same wrong answer to the test
questions. Piaget began to explore the thinking
processes of the children, making use of a technique of
clinical interviewing he had learned during his work at
Eugen Bleuler’s psychiatric clinic in Paris. He was
fascinated with the processes of children’s reasoning
and the unique psychological mechanisms at work as
they construct, apply, and adapt their own theories of
the world in a trial and error process leading to the
acquisition of practical intelligence.

Piaget came to believe that children of all ages are
interactive agents in their personal intellectual devel-
opment. His experience with testing these French chil-
dren led him to develop his own experimental working
philosophy of how knowledge grows, which later
evolved into his systematic theories of cognitive
development known as genetic epistemology.

In 1921 Piaget published a paper in the Archives de
Psychologie. In the paper, he claimed that logic is not an
innate characteristic but is developed over time through
interactive processes of self-regulation. Piaget believed
that this adaptive process is common to all living things.
He discounted the prevailing doctrines of innate ideas
and environmental determinism. His published work
drew the attention of other researchers and scholars, and
at the age of 25, Jean Piaget was offered the position of
research psychologist at the Jean-Jacques Rousseau
Institute in Geneva (now Institut des Sciences de
l’Education at the University of Geneva). The Institute
was highly regarded for its programs of educational
research. There Piaget studied children’s language and
reasoning processes, and began writing in earnest. He
later became co-director of the Institute and produced
five more books during his five-year tenure there.

Marriage and family life
Piaget married psychologist Valentine Chatenay in

1923. Piaget’s young wife had been one of his first grad-
uate students at the Jean-Jacques Rousseau Institute in
Geneva where Piaget worked. She soon became his
research associate in the observation and detailed study
and analysis of the behavior of their three children:
Jacqueline, Lucienne, and Laurent. The young couple
documented the intellectual development of their chil-
dren from infancy throughout their childhood years.
They listened to their children, watched them at play, and
played with them, respecting how their cognitive pro-
cesses differed from an adult’s. They attempted to
describe and evaluate the point of view of their develop-
ing children and to gain insight into how knowledge is
acquired. They recorded the children’s words and
actions, without criticism, as they observed the unique
thought processes and underlying logic that the children
revealed.

The painstaking observation of Piaget’s own three
children prior to their acquisition of language led to
his development of the theories of sensorimotor intel-
ligence and publication of three books detailing his
observations. Piaget respected children as active
agents in their personal intellectual development. His
early publications provided a coherent account of
human development in the first year of life.
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In photographs taken throughout his adult life,
Piaget is often shown wearing his characteristic beret,
with an engaging smile and horn-rimmed glasses
framing his twinkling eyes. He was a tall man who
always seemed to have a pipe in hand. In later years, his
snow-white hair added to his distinctive appearance.
Piaget was a somewhat eccentric and tireless worker
fully absorbed in his academic pursuits. He was kind
and possessed of enormous charisma, but by some
accounts was remote and obsessed with his work.

“Fundamentally I am a worrier whom only work
can relieve,” Piaget said. He was an early riser, custom-
arily beginning his day at 4 AM. His desk was said to be
piled high with stacks of books and papers organized in
a way only he could decipher. He spent four hours each
day composing new material writing with pen and
paper. In addition, he supervised the work of graduate
students, taught classes, attended meetings, continued
with his empirical research, and fulfilled the multiple
obligations of his employment at the university. Even
his leisure time was spent in productive ways. He
combined exercise with transportation and often rode
his bicycle to work. In the afternoons he took long walks
as he puzzled out the complex theories that consumed
his intellectual life. But Piaget the naturalist was never
completely consumed with his intellectual pursuits.

It is true I am sociable and like to teach or to take part
in meetings of all kinds, but I feel a compelling need
for solitude and contact with nature. . . .As soon as
vacation time comes, I withdraw to the mountains in
the wild regions of the Valais and write for weeks on
end. . . .It is this dissociation between myself as a
social being and as a “man of nature” which has
enabled me to surmount a permanent fund of anxiety
and transform it into a need for working.

Return to Switzerland and 
international acclaim

Piaget returned to his home in Switzerland in 1925
to work at his alma mater, Neuchatel University, where
he was to occupy academic chairs as professor of
psychology, sociology, and the history of sciences
during a five-year tenure. In 1928, Piaget had the good
chance to meet Albert Einstein who, Piaget said,
“impressed me profoundly, because he took an interest
in everything.” Einstein recognized the genius in
Piaget’s insights and work. He suggested to Piaget that
he should study the notions of time in children, and in
particular the notions of simultaneity. Piaget, before the
age of 30, had become the most well-known psycholo-
gist in the French-speaking world.

In 1929 Piaget taught the history of scientific
thought at the University of Geneva. He remained there
until 1939. During this time Piaget and his associates

studied children from four to 12 years of age research-
ing the development of logical thinking in childhood
and adolescence, particularly with regard to concepts of
speed, quantity, number, geometry, space, time, and
movement. It was also during this period that Piaget
began major collaborative research with other psychol-
ogists. He collaborated with Professor Barbel Inhelder,
an experimental child psychologist at the University of
Geneva. Together they wrote The Child’s Construction
of Physical Quantities. Conservation and Atomism,
published in 1942, and The Growth of Logical Thinking
from Childhood to Adolescence, published in 1955, and
began a collaborative relationship that lasted 40 years.
Piaget also worked with Alina Szeminsa on several
books. Piaget was influential in bringing the work of
women psychologists into more prominence in the field
of experimental psychology, which was dominated by
male theoreticians. 

During the years of World War II, Piaget’s work
was not easily available outside of Switzerland. His
ideas, though well accepted in Europe, were not often
heard in American universities, where the behaviorist
theories of human development dominated. None of his
books was translated into English for the nearly 
20 years between 1932 and 1950. In 1942 he lectured at
the College of France during the time of the Nazi occu-
pation. These lectures were compiled into his book, The
Psychology of Intelligence, published in 1963.

Piaget served for 35 years (1929–67) as director of
the International Bureau of Education in Geneva,
working in collaboration with the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO), and in 1932 he became director of the
Institute of Educational Sciences at the University of
Geneva. He continued in that capacity until 1971, when
he was named Emeritus Professor at the University of
Geneva, a position he held until his death in 1980.

Throughout his long career Piaget won numerous
awards and gained international acclaim. He received
the Distinguished Scientific Contribution Award by
the American Psychological Association in 1969. He
was the first European to receive the award that
honored him for his “revolutionary perspective on the
nature of human knowledge and biological intelli-
gence.” In 1972 Piaget was awarded the Praemium
Erasmianum (known in English as the Erasmus Prize),
from The Netherlands. This prestigious award was
established to “honour persons or institutions that
have made an exceptionally important contribution to
European culture, society or social science.”

Piaget edited numerous scientific journals; received
honorary degrees from over 30 universities, including
Cambridge and Harvard; and held memberships in more
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than 20 academic societies. In 1955 he founded the
International Center for Genetic Epistemology at the
University of Geneva, and in 1956 he persuaded 
the Rockefeller Foundation to provide financial assis-
tance for his interdisciplinary work there. He continued
his active association with UNESCO as a member of its
Executive Board, as director of the International Bureau
of Education (IBE), and for a short time as Assistant
Director-General for Education.

Jean Piaget has been called a foundational thinker.
He remained intellectually active, continuing with his
research and publishing, until his death in Geneva at

the age of 84 on September 17, 1980. More than 3,000
people gathered at his funeral in Geneva to honor his
life and work, according to obituary reports of the day.
Piaget was buried with his wife, Valentine, in a
gravesite marked with a cairn of simple stones. They
rest together in the Cimetiere des Plainpalais, on the 
Rue de Rois, a cemetery reserved for Geneva’s most
distinguished departed.

Piaget’s theories of cognitive development have
had a major impact in the fields of education, sociol-
ogy, and developmental and child psychology. He is a
founder of the scientific discipline he called genetic
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epistemology, the term he used to describe his
academic pursuit of the origin and nature of knowl-
edge. His pioneering theories and the enormous
respect he held for the thinking processes of children
have distinguished Jean Piaget as one of the most
significant psychologists of the twentieth century.

THEORIES
Genetic epistemology

Piaget developed his theory of genetic epistemol-
ogy throughout 60 years of focused work as an experi-
mental psychologist and interdisciplinary theoretician.
He was concerned with the fundamental question of
the nature and origin of knowledge. His own thinking
on the subject was constantly changing. Sometimes in
the course of writing a book, one scholar has observed,
“Piaget had different ideas when it came time to write
the conclusion than he had when he wrote the intro-
duction.” He wrote in French about abstract ideas
using technical terminology, and this has made his
books challenging to read and interpret. Fortunately
there are many good translations of his works avail-
able, and scholarly writing help students navigate the
complexities of Piaget’s comprehensive theories of
cognitive development.

Piaget was prolific. He authored, collaborated with
others, or edited more than 60 books, or book chapters.
He published frequently in professional journals and
produced a large quantity of lecture notes and research
papers. The Jean Piaget Archives Foundation in Geneva
is a repository for his collected works. Piaget’s writings
have been translated in 24 languages, extending his
influence and thinking throughout the world. Piaget’s
research career extended from the 1920s to the 1980s.
He published his first article on the psychology of intel-
ligence in 1921, and was still at work developing new
theoretical ideas at the time of his death in 1980.

First principle: To take psychology seriously
Main points The first principle of genetic epistemol-
ogy is “to take psychology seriously,” Piaget said 
in the 1968 Woodbridge Lectures at Columbia
University. By this he meant “when a question of
psychological fact arises, psychological research
should be consulted instead of trying to invent a solu-
tion through private speculation.” Piaget considered his
work that of an empirical scientist. The fundamental
hypothesis that he investigated throughout the course
of his career is what he called “the parallelism between
the progress made in the logical and rational organiza-
tion of knowledge and the corresponding formative

psychological processes.” Piaget’s empirical studies of
infants, children, and adolescents were the best way he
found to study the development of logical knowledge,
mathematical knowledge, physical knowledge, and the
nature of knowledge itself.

Piaget attempted to understand the evolution of
knowledge in all human beings through the study of the
individual. As a biologist, Piaget’s approach follows
directly from a neo-Darwinian emphasis on evolution
via small, gradually accumulated changes, an idea
which is now a subject of some debate within the disci-
pline of developmental biology. Piaget sought to demon-
strate the continuity between biological intelligence,
manifesting in plants and lower animals, and human
knowledge developing throughout the lifetime of the
individual. Intelligence develops through a slow process
of self regulation informed by environmental interac-
tions that lead to internal reconstruction. This ability to
adapt, he believed, is the common link between all living
things, and it forms the basis of the biological theory of
knowledge that he called genetic epistemology.

Piaget was interested in general mechanisms, intel-
ligence, and cognitive functions, not in what makes one
individual different from another. He believed that his
theory of genetic epistemology was the legitimate
psychological study of species behavior as opposed to
the study of the individual as in more conventional
understandings of psychology.

Robert L. Campbell, of the Department of
Psychology at Clemson University, has identified four
main points in Piaget’s theory:

• Knowledge has a biological function, and arises
out of action.

• Knowledge is basically “operative.” It is about
change and transformation.

• Knowledge consists of cognitive structures.

• Development proceeds by the assimilation of the
environment to these structures, and the accom-
modation of these structures to the environment.

Piaget asserts that it is organization and adaptation,
two processes he considers to be basic invariants of
functioning, that provide the continuity between
biology in general and intelligence in particular.
Through the process of adaptation, the organism evolves
and adjusts to its environment. For every adaptive act
there is an underlying organized system of relationships
or totalities. Any act of biological intelligence, from the
exploratory movements of early infancy to the complex
and abstract judgment of an adult, is always in relation-
ship to an organized structure of the whole of which a
single action is only a part.
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Piaget defined intelligence as an adaptation.
Mental life, he said is an accommodation to the envi-
ronment. Adaptation involves the process of fitting new
information into one’s existing knowledge base through
a dual process of assimilation and accommodation,
altering the ideas (or what Piaget called schemes) one
has constructed to make room for new information.
Piaget asserted that learning is not passive; it is a
process of dynamic discovery.

Piaget wrote about this cognitive evolution in his
book The Construction of Reality in the Child.

These global transformations of the objects of
perception, and of the very intelligence which makes
them, gradually denote the existence of a sort of law
of evolution which can be phrased as follows: assim-
ilation and accommodation proceed from a state of
chaotic undifferentiation to a state of differentiation
with correlative coordination.

Schemes are the “cognitive mental maps” that are
the building blocks of intelligence. Development,
then, involves a predictable and sequential series of
assimilation and accommodation. Knowledge devel-
ops continually, with the invention and construction of
reality emerging from active participation in the
world. In Piaget’s view, the basis of all human knowl-
edge is experience, activity, and practice.

Another important concept in Piaget’s theory is
equilibrium, a balance between a person’s internal ideas
and their perceptions of the outside world. It is a state
in which allows all information a place in the cognitive
structure. Piaget defined it “a harmony between inter-
nal organization and external experience.”

According to Piaget, the dual concepts of assimi-
lation and accommodation are “the two poles of an
interaction between the organism and the environ-
ment, which is the condition for all biological and
intellectual operation.” An individual takes in new
ideas through assimilation, then makes room among
his or her schemes for the new idea through accom-
modation. The result is a new level of awareness or
understanding that is qualitatively different from the
one preceding assimilation. 

Equilibration is the unification of ideas that
creates cognitive growth. Equilibration can be under-
stood as a kind of thermostat acting to restore equilib-
rium between the dual processes of assimilation and
accommodation. It is the means whereby the individ-
ual regains balance by acting, physically or mentally,
on an environmental stimulus in order to understand it
within the framework of one’s existing mental
schemes. With equilibration the individual is returned
to a state of balance, though now she has spiraled to a
higher level of understanding.

For the genetic epistemologist, Piaget wrote, 

knowledge results from continuous construction, since
in each act of understanding, some degree of invention
is involved; in development, the passage from one
stage to the next is always characterized by the forma-
tion of new structures which did not exist before,
either in the external world on in the subject’s mind.

Piaget outlined four conditions that determine
cognitive growth.

• maturation of the nervous system

• social interactions

• experiences based on interactions with the physi-
cal environment

• equilibration

Cognitive development is a dynamic adaptation
to the environment that incorporates both nature and
nurture. It follows a gradual and predictable sequence
for all individuals throughout all stages. Piaget
believed that each individual “is the product of inter-
action between heredity and environment. It is virtu-
ally impossible to draw a clear line between innate
and acquired behavior patterns.”

Cognitive structures are the central concept in
Piaget’s theory. The development of intelligence is a
flexible and mobile process. Each developmental stage
contains many detailed structural forms or schemes that
mark developmental progress. Increasingly complex
intellectual processes are built on the foundations of
these earlier stages of development. Progression through
the stages takes place in a continuous sequence, with
each new level of understanding arising out of the
preceding one. Much as a spiral, each level encompasses
and integrates in a higher form the achievements of the
prior stage. Each stage involves a qualitative advance.

The patterns of physical or mental action corre-
spond to distinct and universal stages of development.
Children think with logic that is consistent with the
developmental stage to which they have progressed,
and this development occurs at a different pace for each
individual. A child cannot undertake certain tasks until
he or she is psychologically mature enough to do so.
Piaget demonstrated that children’s thinking does not
develop smoothly. At some junctures it seems to speed
up, taking off into completely new areas. Such transi-
tional points mark the movement from one stage of
development to the next. The ages of transition from
one stage to the next will vary, and none can be skipped.
Once a developmental stage has been reached, the indi-
vidual cannot go backwards (excepting instances of
mental or physical trauma). No stage is lost once the
skills have been achieved.
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Scholars of Piaget disagree on the number of
distinct stages of cognitive development. Some view
the stage of concrete operations as one stage subdi-
vided into the preoperational and concrete operational
phases. Each of Piaget’s stages has many levels and
subdivisions that mark a child’s progress. The impor-
tant point is not if there are three or four distinct
stages, but rather, an understanding of the sequence 
of skills acquired in the process of intellectual 
development. 

Piaget’s stages of cognitive development
Sensorimotor stage (birth to two years) It is in this
very first stage of development, according to Piaget,
that “the most fundamental and the most rapid changes
take place.” The newborn infant is primarily a bundle of
reflex actions interacting with the environment in an
active and practical manner. Sucking and grasping are
the first of these primary instinctive tendencies.
Sucking is a most practical behavior needed for obtain-
ing nourishment. With practice, the infant’s sucking
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COMMUNICATION MILESTONES

 Age Milestone

0–12 months • Responds to speech by looking at the speaker; responds differently to aspects of speakers 
   voice (such as friendly or angry, male or female).
  • Turns head in direction of sound.
  • Responds with gestures to greetings such as "hi," "bye-bye," and "up" when these words are
   accompanied by appropriate gestures by speaker.
  • Stops ongoing activity when told "no," when speaker uses appropriate gesture and tone.
  • May say two or three words by around 12 months of age, although probably not clearly.
  • Repeats some vowel and consonant sounds (babbles) when alone or spoken to; attempts to
   imitate sounds.

12–24 months • Responds  correctly when asked "where?"
  • Understands prepositions on, in, and under; and understands simple phrases (such as "Get the
   ball.")
  • Says 8–10 words by around age 18 months; by age two, vocabulary will include 20–50 words,
   mostly describing people, common objects, and events (such as "more" and "all gone").
  • Uses single word plus a gesture to ask for objects.
  • Refers to self by name; uses "my" or "mine."

24–36 months • Points to pictures of common objects when they are named.
  •  Can identify objects when told their use.
  • Understands questions with "what" and "where" and negatives "no." "not," "can't," and don't."
  • Responds to simple directions.
  • Selects and looks at picture books; enjoys listening to simple stories, and asks for them to be
   read aloud again.
  • Joins two vocabulary words together to make a phrase.
  • Can say first and last name.
  • Shows frustration at not being understood.

36–48 months • Begins to understand time concepts, such as "today," "later," "tomorrow," and "yesterday."
  • Understands comparisons, such as "big" and "bigger."
  • Forms sentences with three or more words.
  • Speech is understandable to most strangers, but some sound errors may persists (such as "t"
   sound for "k" sound).

48–60 months • By 48 months, has a vocabulary of over 200 words.
  • Follows two or three unrelated commands in proper order.
  • Understands sequencing of events, for example, "First we have to go to the grocery store,
   and then we can go to the playground."
  • Ask questions using "when," "how," and why." Talks about causes for things using "because."



skills will improve. The newborn is thinking with her
body and experimenting with her own stimulus. She is
the center of her own universe. At this early stage the
infant does not connect sensations and stimulus to
anything outside of herself. Her world is one that is first
to be sucked, then looked at and listened to, and then,
as coordination develops, something to be manipulated.

The infant experiments with what Piaget called
repetitive circular reactions She performs an action, is
interested in the result, and repeats the same action
again. Gradually, at about the age of four months, the
infant begins to explore the immediate environment
beyond her own body with secondary circular reactions.
These reactions incorporate an item or stimulus from the
environment, such as a squeeze toy that squeaks, a rattle,
or other baby toy. As the infant handles and manipulates
objects and acquires more complex motor skills, she
begins to recognize herself as the agent of the action.
Then, through trial and error, the infant will begin to add
purpose to her movements. She comes to understand
that squeezing a certain toy will result in a squeaky
sound, or batting a hanging mobile over a crib may
cause it to move, or pulling mother’s hair will cause a
grimace on the mother’s face.

Piaget considered the addition of purpose to the
infant’s physical actions as the beginning of intelli-
gence. Each progressive skill the developing infant
acquires is known as a scheme. Schemes are “sensory
motor intelligence in action,” Piaget said. A scheme is
above all an instrument of assimilation that ties actions
together. But still, at this early stage, an object that is
out of sight remains out of mind. It has simply ceased
to exist in the infant’s world.

One of the central development tasks of these first
two years of life is the acquisition of an understanding of
the concept Piaget called object permanence. This
involves the ability to form a mental representation of an
object that will enable the child to realize that the object
still exists, even if it is out of view. It is generally not
before nine months of age that the baby can understand
the concept of object permanence. One clue indicating
acquisition of this skill is the characteristic high-chair
game where the child delights in dropping objects from
the tray to the floor and then repeating the action, over
and over, after the item is returned by the caregiver.
“Peek-a-boo” is also a favorite game at this stage of
development. The child now understands that a face can
disappear and will reappear. It is not lost forever. She
may also begin to display the distressing emotions of
separation anxiety. The child now realizes that the
person that is out of sight still exists, and she may
become quite distressed and cry continuously in an effort
to bring back the missing caregiver. She has learned that

crying sometimes brings a desired result. The little scien-
tist has by trial and error learned a key developmental
task for this first stage in a lifetime of learning.

After the child’s first birthday, she will begin to
employ tertiary circular reactions. The child is now
experimenting with constantly varying her interactions
with items in the external environment. First she may use
an object to hit another object and observe the reaction.
Then with the same tool, may strike a different surface
to get a different sound or reaction. She may learn, after
some trial and error, to manipulate an object a certain
way to fit it through an opening. This is an exciting
period of active experimentation and interactive play that
is critical to developing an understanding of how things
behave outside oneself in the external environment.

Another concept particular to this first stage of
cognitive development is object constancy. This is
acquired at about one and one half years of age, when
the baby comes to understand that an object will
continue to be itself no matter what its position or the
perspective from which the infant is viewing it. As the
child approaches the transition from this first develop-
mental stage to the next, she will also acquire the
ability to imitate another person’s action. This imita-
tion grows increasingly sophisticated. As the child
grows she learns to more quickly copy sounds,
gestures, and expressions without as much trial and
error. Then, close to the end of her second year, she
reaches the stage of symbolic imitation and is able to
incorporate a pretend object into her imitative play.

Preoperational stage (two to seven years) Operations
is Piaget’s term for thought. By this Piaget means the
actions that take place in the mind rather than in the
physical environment. Children in the preoperations
stage of development have the advantage of their
emergent language skills. Piaget noted that preopera-
tional children have the ability to reconstruct past
actions in the form of narration and to anticipate
future actions through verbal representations. They
can name or label objects and understand that these
objects can be classified and grouped. Such grouping
at this stage is by a single feature only. For instance,
the child will place all the green blocks together
regardless of their shape, or will group all the square
blocks together regardless of their color.

Piaget delineated the preoperational years into the
preconceptual period (ages two to four years) when the
child first begins to use language and employ mental
images, and the perceptual or intuitive period (ages
four to seven years), where the child’s level of reason-
ing is still symbolic and based on subjective intuition
and appearances, rather than on objective logic or
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reasoning. At this stage the child believes that events
happening simultaneously also have a cause-effect
relationship. Everything is connected in the child’s
view of how the world works.

Thinking and perception in children younger than
age seven is limited in many ways. They have not yet
developed a full understanding of cause and effect rela-
tionships, but they have developed a high level of curios-
ity. This is when the child seems to always be asking
“why?” They are beginning to seek logical explanations
for the events that occur in the world around them.

The notion of animism, that inanimate objects are
alive with attributes of consciousness and will, is
evident in the child’s thinking in this preoperational
stage, as is the notion of artificialism, that human
beings have made the natural world of mountains,
lakes, trees, the moon and the sun.

Preoperational children understand the world in
egocentric ways. They form their ideas of the world
from their own direct experience, and from their own
limited point of view. The child simply cannot under-
stand how someone else’s point of view might be differ-
ent from his own, and is unable to coordinate how he
sees the world with another person’s perspective. Piaget
considered the egocentrism of the preoperational child
“as the main obstacle to the coordination of viewpoints
and to cooperation.” He stressed the importance of peer
interaction as a means of freeing the child from the
constraints of egocentrism.

A delightful aspect of the behavior of a preopera-
tional child is the ability to engage in creative play.
With this new skill of mental imagery, the progression
to higher levels of thought can be seen in the child’s
increasing ability to represent reality through pretend
play activity. The child can now pretend that a box is a
table, a line of chairs is a train, and a leaf is a plate, for
instance. Such imaginative play reaches a new level of
abstractness when the child begins to encode experi-
ence as words. There is consistent correlation between
pretend play and cognitive development and between
pretend play and language development at the ages of
two or three years.

With the egocentric thinking typical at this stage,
children’s play remains their own, even when they are
playing together. This is known as parallel play. The
child is aware, and even welcomes the company, of other
children, but those children are not a necessary part of
his particular game. A child’s imagination and creativity
is enhanced through play, which is a valuable compo-
nent of cognitive, social, and emotional development.

Preoperational children have a clear understand-
ing of the past and the future. They can remember a

past experience and the emotions that accompanied
that experience and are also able to anticipate a future
event, and to anticipate possible outcomes.

Concrete operations stage (seven to 11 years) Chil-
dren at this stage have developed the ability to
perform mental operations, what Piaget called “interi-
orized action.” Operations cause the child to de-
center; that is, the child can now consider several
attributes of an object or person at once rather than
limiting concentration to a single attribute.

Mental operations such as the concepts of conser-
vation of number, length, area, weight, and volume
have been accomplished through the child’s own
manipulation and observation of concrete objects.
Conservation means that the child has come to realize
that certain attributes of an object or set of objects will
remain constant even when they are made to look
different. The various aspects of conservation develop
sequentially throughout this stage in response to the
child’s continued observations and interactions with
the world around her. Conservation of liquid volume,
where the child can recognize a liquid is of the same
quantity regardless of the shape of the glass it may 
be poured into, may not develop until as late as the age
of twelve.

During this concrete operations stage, the child
acquires the ability to think back, a concept known as
reversibility. A child who has developed reversibility
can literally retrace their mental and physical steps, for
instance, to find an object that has been left behind.
Children in the concrete operations stage can also
successfully complete arithmetic operations, adding,
subtracting, multiplying, and other forms of abstract
thinking. Other concrete operational skills developed
during this period include the classification of objects,
telling time, and aligning objects systematically
according to size.

However, at this stage children will continue to take
life literally, so the use of satire or language metaphor is
lost on them. A child at the stage of concrete operations
can logically organize her experiences and understand
the world from another person’s perspective, but contin-
ues to live in the moment.

Formal operations (11 years to adult) Individuals
who reach this stage of development now have the
capacity for logical and abstract thinking and hypo-
thetical, theoretical reasoning. They are capable of
using logic to solve complex problems and can inves-
tigate a problem in a careful and systematic fashion,
considering all factors that could affect an outcome.
Not all children who grow into adulthood reach this
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stage of formal operations. Research has shown that
this level of abstract thinking and theoretical reason-
ing may be reached by as few as 35% of adults. And
not all persons who have acquired these skills of
abstract thinking and hypothetical reasoning will
operate from that level at all times.

The formal operations stage is characterized by
an orderliness of thinking and a mastery of logical
thought that allows for a more flexible kind of mental
experimentation. The adolescent or young adult at this
stage has learned to see the implications of his own
thinking and that of others. He has constructed a value
system and possesses a sense of moral judgment. In
Piaget’s view there are no additional mental strucures
that will emerge in the individual. Development at this
stage is a deepening of understanding.

Methodology
Piaget’s empirical research took many forms

throughout his career, depending on what aspect of
cognitive development he was studying at the time. He
employed techniques of careful, naturalistic observa-
tion of the child’s spontaneous behavior. Sometimes
this observation was without intervention; other times
he introduced some form of verbal or motor stimulus
to elicit a response. He attempted to follow the child’s
thought as he observed. Piaget and his coworkers then
added experimental tasks for the child to complete.
These tasks were designed in response to an idea or
intuition that occurred to the observer as they followed
the child’s line of thought and observed behaviors.
The tasks were intended to elicit pertinent and inter-
pretable behavior that would further describe and
explain the variety of intellectual structures children
possess at distinct levels of development.

Piaget’s earliest research began with French
school boys, ages five to eight years, at the École de
la rue de la Grange-aux Belles in Paris. He attempted
through careful and respectful questioning to elicit
information that would further reveal the workings
of the curious minds of these children who first
intrigued him with their patterns of wrong answers
to the IQ tests he was hired to administer to them. He
made systematic and detailed records of his findings
as he watched and interacted with the children 
at play.

Piaget asked questions of the children in order to
decipher the type of thinking they might be using. He
called his experimental technique “the clinical
method,” which became his method of choice in
working with children. Piaget’s clinical method was
similar to the diagnostic and therapeutic interviews

and informal exploration he learned while working in
Bleuler’s psychiatric clinic in France.

The willingness Piaget showed to engage his
young research subjects at their own level often
brought him to his knees where he observed and
engaged with them in play. With children in the preop-
erational stage he explored how they think about the
system of rules that pass from older children to
younger ones, informing their play. He played marbles
with the young boys, asking questions such as, “What
do you mean by rules?” and “Where do the rules come
from?” and “Who makes them up?” He sought 
to understand the emerging sense of morality inherent
in the rules by which the children played the 
simple game.

When Piaget returned to Switzerland to become
a research psychologist at the Jean-Jacques Rousseau
Institute in Geneva in 1921, he continued to observe
school children and began to articulate his ideas
about how children develop reasoning, language, and
morality in his first series of books, including The
Language and Thought of the Child, published in
1923, and The Judgment and Reasoning in the Child,
published in 1924. The books brought his preliminary
and revolutionary research to the attention of the
world’s scientific community. At this point in his
career, Piaget’s investigations focused on how chil-
dren develop reasoning skills and the mechanisms
they employ as they satisfy their curiosity and gain
new knowledge.

In 1925, Piaget, together with his wife, Valentine,
also a research psychologist, began the painstaking
observations and detailed recording of the cognitive
development of their three children, a son and two
daughters, from infancy through their teenage years.
The couple documented the results of their careful
observations of the children. Piaget published five
new books about child psychology from these studies,
including the 1936 publication The Origins of
Intelligence in Children.

Piaget developed research methods to serve his
intent to get “to the heart of the child’s cognitive struc-
ture and describe it as it really is,” according to John
Flavell, writing about Piaget’s rationale in his book,
The Developmental Psychology of Jean Piaget.

“One simply must adopt a technique, whatever its
hazards and difficulties, which permits the child 
to move on his own intellectually, to display the 
cognitive orientation which is natural to him at 
that period in his development,” Flavell wrote,
explaining the rationale of Piaget’s early methodol-
ogy. Piaget also understood some of the dangers and
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difficulties in his clinical method, as he is quoted 
in Flavell’s book: 

The good experimenter must, in fact, unite two often
incompatible qualities; he must know how to observe,
that is to say, to let the child talk freely, without ever
checking or side-tracking his utterance, and at the
same time he must constantly be alert for something
definitive; at every moment he must have some
working hypothesis, some theory, true or false, which
he is seeking to check.

As his studies in genetic epistemology continued,
Piaget tried to adapt his methodology to the special
problems involved in using children as subjects in
perceptual experiments. Piaget employed what he and
his coworkers called the clinical concentric method.
In this method, according to Flavell, the experimenter
presents a series of stimuli of different values and
requires the subject to judge each of these stimuli with
respect to some standard stimulus (greater than, less
than, or equal to the standard). Piaget developed tech-
niques to discover and demonstrate the cognitive abil-
ities and developmental markers at each stage of the
child’s intellectual growth.

Examples
Three mountains task To explore the egocentric way
of thinking so typical in the preoperational stage,
Piaget used what he called the three mountains task.
He positioned children in front of a three dimensional
model of a mountain range, then seated himself to the
side. He then presented the child with a set of four
photographs of the mountains as displayed in the
papier-mâché model and asked them to pick out the
view of the mountains that they believed the professor
could see from his seat. Consistently, children in the
preoperations stage will choose the picture depicting
the view from their own perspective and not that of
Piaget. Children who have progressed into the concrete
operations stage will consistently choose the photo-
graph taken from the experimenter’s point of view.

Conservation studies Piaget tested for the concept
of conservation of liquid volume with differently
shaped glasses. He poured equal amounts of liquid
into glasses of a different height and width. The child
in the preoperational stage, who still relies on percep-
tual information rather than logic to form their opin-
ions, will consistently insist that the liquid in a thin,
tall glass holds more than an equal amount of liquid
poured into a wide, shallow bowl. A child demon-
strates a grasp of the concept of conservation of liquid
when they can recognize that both vessels, regardless
of shape, hold the same amount of liquid. This skill is
developed in the concrete operations stage.

Piaget tested for the concept of conservation of
number with coins. He placed two sets of coins on a
table in parallel lines. Each line contained the same
number of coins, but in one line Piaget spread the coins
farther apart than in the other. When asked which line
contained the most coins, children younger than seven
years old consistently choose the line in which the
coins are spread farther apart. They will persist in this
belief, despite being shown, by stacking the coins, that
each set contains an equal number. A child demon-
strates a grasp of the concept of conservation of
number when they can recognize that each line of
coins contains an equal number, no matter how they
are arranged.

Piaget used clay to demonstrate two concepts, that
of conservation of substance and reversibility, two
developmental tasks of the concrete operational stage.
In this experiment he first obtains the child’s agreement
that two balls of soft clay are of equal size. Then he
rolled one ball of clay into a long cylinder or sausage-
like shape. Placing the two masses of clay side by side,
the ball shape alongside the cylinder shape, he asks the
child again if they are of equal quantity. If the child has
acquired the skill of conservation of substance, she can
now answer correctly what she could not grasp earlier.
She now comprehends that the substance is conserved
regardless of the changes in shape it may undergo. This
recognition also is evidence of the child’s grasp of the
concept of reversibility. She has acquired the skill to
follow in her mind the changing form and shape of the
clay and can then think back to that same clay when 
it was a round ball and recognize it has having the 
same quantity.

Questions and answers Piaget posed simple ques-
tions in his clinical interview style to determine if a
child had passed beyond the stage of seeing all objects
as animate, or alive, a concept called animism. He
questioned children in the preoperational stage to
determine their perceptions of the aliveness of objects.
He wanted to determine the types of objects the child
would our would not classify as alive.

“Does the sun know it gives light?” he asked, or
“When I pull off this button will it feel it?” The chil-
dren’s answers varied throughout the developmental
stage. The number and type of objects they endowed
with consciousness declined with the age of the child
and the increased experience with the outside world.

Piaget questioned adolescents to determine if
they had made the transition from the concrete oper-
ational stage to the stage of formal operations with
its capacity for hypothetical deductive reasoning. He
asked why a pendulum swings faster or slower.
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Individuals who have achieved the formal operations
stage will test the pendulum by systematic variations
of one factor at a time, holding the others as a
constant, to determine each factor’s effect on the
pendulum’s motion. Adolescents who have not yet
reached the formal operations stage will vary more
than one factor as they struggle to find a solution to
the question, making an accurate conclusion
unlikely.

Through his interactive observations and empiri-
cal research, Piaget demonstrated that the developing
intellect of the child is self-motivated and energized
by the need to satisfy curiosity. To Piaget, thought is a
process in continual transformation and reorganiza-
tion. Children construct their own knowledge, Piaget
said, through their action in, and on, the world. Like
Maria Montessori, whom Piaget studied, Piaget
believed that when children are allowed to act on the
environment, performing the tasks themselves rather
than merely being told how things work, they are
better able to construct a more comprehensive scheme
as their thinking evolves from the concrete to the
abstract.

Philosophy: The constructivist’s vision
“I am a constructivist.” Piaget wrote. “I think that

knowledge is a matter of constant, new construction,
by its interaction with reality and that it is not pre-
formed. There is a continuous creativity.” As a
constructivist, part of the philosophical school of
structuralism, Piaget understood learning as an active
process in which new ideas or concepts are
constructed based on current or past knowledge. The
individual selects and transforms information,
constructs hypotheses, and makes decisions, relying
on a cognitive structure that provides meaning and
organization to the experiences. For Piaget, construc-
tivism means that an individual always and only learns
through constructing. He maintained that biological
maturation provides the range of potential for cogni-
tive growth, but developing the ability to perform
operations requires an active, supportive environment
and social interactions that encourage children to
construct their own knowledge. Piaget also under-
stood that there is no beginning and no end to the
construction of knowledge. The individual is continu-
ously acquiring and modifying skills.

Michael J. Mahoney, writing on the Constructivism
site on the World Wide Web has outlined five basic
themes that are found throughout the diversity of theo-
ries that express constructivism. These are active
agency, order, self, social-symbolic relatedness, and
lifespan development.

“Jean Piaget developed a model of cognitive devel-
opment in which balance was central. Piaget described
knowing as a quest for a dynamic balance between
what is familiar and what is novel,” Mahoney writes,
“We organize our worlds by organizing ourselves. This
theme of developmental self organization pervades
constructive views of human experience.”

The methods of constructivism that Piaget
advanced in his theories of genetic epistemology
continue to inform and challenge educational technol-
ogy today. Though Piaget did not see himself as an
educator, he did have some advice for teachers. He
told interviewer Richard Evans that he hoped his work
would influence teachers to begin “educating for an
experimental frame of mind.” It is important, he said,
that teachers present children with materials and situ-
ations and occasions that allow them to move forward.
“It is not a matter of just allowing children to do
anything. It is a matter of presenting to the child situa-
tions which offer new problems, problems that follow
on from one another. You need a mixture of direction
and freedom.”

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
Twentieth-century psychological 
theories

Piaget’s professional life spanned a tumultuous six
decades of the mid twentieth century, during a time of
rapid growth and development in the scientific disci-
plines. Piaget read widely in the fields of philosophy
and psychology. He was influenced in his reading by
the ideas of Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), whose
concept of categories was a precedent for later psycho-
logical theories using terms such as “constructs” and
“schemes.” He was also influenced by Henri Bergson
(1859–1941), whose book Creative Evolution changed
Piaget’s thinking about the nature of life. Other
philosophers and thinkers in the nineteenth century
also influenced Piaget’s thinking, including Charles
Darwin, John Dewey, Emil Durkheim, and James
Mark Baldwin, from whom Piaget borrowed the
phrase genetic epistemology to describe his theory of
the acquisition of knowledge.

Piaget was fortunate to meet many of the influen-
tial European psychologists of his day. He studied
with Carl Jung, shared the podium with Sigmund
Freud at the 1922 Congress of Psychoanalysis in
Berlin, had conversations with Albert Einstein,
worked as a research associate at the Simon-Binet
laboratory in Paris, knew Maria Montessori, and met
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Robert Oppenheimer and the Gestalt psychologists
Max Wertheimer and Wolfgang Köhler.

Much of the seminal writing of the era, particu-
larly that of the early Gestalt thinkers and the construc-
tivist theories of the Russian psychologist Lev
Vygotsky, was unavailable to Piaget early in his career
because of language barriers. His own later work was
not made available in translation in the United States
until well after World War II. Not one of his books was
translated into English between 1932 and 1950. This
was due, in part, to the prevailing influences of the
behavioral psychologists in the United States, whose
stimulus-response views Piaget did not embrace.
France was under German occupation during parts of
World War II, and this further restricted the free flow
of ideas within the global scientific community. During
the occupation of France in 1942, Piaget lectured at the
College of France. He later remarked that his invitation
to lecture during the German occupation enabled him 
to bring to his French colleagues, “testimony of 
the unshakable affection of their friends from 
the outside.”

Piaget shared the point of view of the construc-
tivists, and, with some differences in approach,
engaged in the study of cognitive development in
ways similar to John Dewey, Lev Vygotsky, Jerome
Bruner, Maria Montessori, and others. These
psychologists believed that children actively
construct knowledge and that this construction
happens within a social context. Piaget also felt a
kinship in his work with the theories of Edward
Tolman (1886–1959), whose work attempted a
synthesis of Gestalt psychology and behaviorism, and
with other Gestalt psychologists and their ideas
regarding the “totalities” of cognitive structure.

The dramatic shift in psychology from behav-
iorism to cognitivism that began in the early part of
the twentieth century was greatly influenced by the
work of one of Piaget’s American contemporaries,
Jerome Bruner. Bruner was instrumental in bringing
Piaget to the United States at a time when psycholo-
gists and educators were losing confidence in the
field of behaviorism, which had dominated
American educational psychology for decades.
Behaviorism was starting to be viewed as far too
limited with its reduction of learning to a reactive
stimulus-response relationship. Piaget had a differ-
ent view of learning than behaviorist B.F. Skinner.
To Piaget, learning is first of all an active process,
one that is linked to specific stages of development
and includes both external and internal, self-regulat-
ing reinforcements.

Piaget traveled to the United States on numerous
occasions to lecture on his theories and to accept
honorary degrees from prestigious universities. After
World War II his books were finally translated and
available to American scholars, further encouraging
the growth of the emerging science of cognitive devel-
opment that increasingly attracted students and
psychologists to his Geneva research laboratories.
Piaget was a man whose time had come.

CRITICAL RESPONSE
Contributions and shortcomings

Extensive criticisms of Piaget’s work have been
voiced in the scientific community throughout the 
60 years that he labored to develop and articulate his
theory of genetic epistemology and in the decades
since his death in 1980. Despite the shortcomings that
many critics point out in Piaget’s work, few have
disputed the considerable contributions of his theory
to scientific thought, or his role as one of the most
influential research psychologists of the twentieth
century. Piaget is respected, even by his critics, for
transforming how we think about children. His foun-
dational work continues to influence educational
theory throughout the world. Piaget’s work has been
characterized as the starting point for many different
strands of theoretical investigation in the area of
education and developmental psychology.

General criticisms of Piaget’s theory include:

• complexity of his writing style

• flawed methodology

• qualitative rather than quantitative interpretation
of findings

• rigidity of developmental stages

• failure to consider variables of culture, race,
gender, etc.

• lack of longitudinal or life-span studies

• underestimation of the intelligence of young 
children

• the fact that not everyone in every culture reaches
the formal operations stage

• possibility of development beyond formal 
operations

Piaget’s theoretical writings total as many as
120,000 pages, according to Jacques Voneche,
Professor of Child and Adolescent Psychology at
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The University of Geneva and Director of Jean
Piaget Archives. Piaget wrote in an abstract way,
according to Professor John Flavell, who provided
the first English language summary of Piaget’s
theory in his definitive book The Developmental
Psychology of Jean Piaget. Most of Piaget’s publi-
cations were from largely unedited materials, delivered
to the printer in handwritten drafts. This extensive
body of writing is difficult to assimilate, in part
because of the complexities of his writing style. 
He uses complicated sentence structures and intro-
duces new terms and concepts, while redefining the
meaning of other familiar terms. According to 
N. R. Carlson and W. Buskist, writing in the 1997
edition of Psychology: the Science of Behavior,
“One criticism leveled at Piaget is that he did not
always define his terms operationally. Consequently,
it is difficult for others to interpret the significance
of his generalizations.”

Piaget’s original work is in French and not all
translations interpret his concepts consistently.
Professor Flavell used the term “opaqueness” with
regard to Piaget’s writing. The lack of clarity, or
“communicative inadequacy,” as Flavell called it, has
created a barrier to the understanding of this important
body of work. Flavell believes that this is a most unfor-
tunate handicap in a cognitive theory that contributed
so significantly to a revolution of thought in twentieth
century psychology.

Much of the early research with regard to
Piaget’s theories reported in Flavell’s 1963 book was
concerned with replication and validation of his theo-
ries. Piaget left a lot of room for concern with what
Flavell called a “habitual failure to give a clear and
full account of precisely what he did in the experi-
ment.” Still another criticism is with regard to
Piaget’s analysis of his data. He did not provide a
sufficient quantitative evaluation of his findings.
Without statistical analysis of the results, the findings
are difficult to interpret or compare with other
studies. Subsequent researchers, uncertain about the
empirical basis for his experimental conclusions,
focused on replication and validation, rather than on
elaboration of the work that Piaget began. Piaget
“simply did not conduct and report his research in
such a way as to make a very convincing case,”
Flavell explained. Nonetheless, these early
researchers, for the most part, were able to validate
most of the essentials of Piaget’s conclusions.

Flavell’s criticism, and that of others, extends to
Piaget’s theoretical conclusions, particularly with
regard to the stages of cognitive development.
Flavell contends that Piaget has “attributed too much

system and structure to the child’s thought.” He
proposes theoretical changes that reflect a “some-
what looser clustering of operations.” Flavell
believed such an adjustment to Piaget’s stage struc-
ture might free it from what he called its “rigidity
and maladaptability.”

Annette Karmiloff-Smith, professor of neurocog-
nitive development at the Institute of Child Health in
London began her career as a member of the
International Centre for Genetic Epistemology run by
Jean Piaget. From 1972 to 1980 she worked on normal
cognitive development across various areas of cogni-
tion, publishing several research papers with Barbel
Inhelder. Professor Karmiloff-Smith has recently crit-
icized Piaget’s stage theory of cognitive development,
which she considers “almost obsolete.” Speaking on a
BBC radio interview in 2003, she commented, “there
are more structures to the brain than Piaget ever 
imagined.”

Another major criticism of Piaget concerns the
empirical aspects of his work. Many believe that his
research methodology was flawed. Piaget relied on
observation, the clinical interview, and the administra-
tion of certain tasks at each developmental stage to
formulate his theory. In this way he hoped to discover
and delineate the characteristic behaviors and percep-
tions that determine cognitive growth. The unstructured
clinical interview style that Piaget favored, using a
question and answer format to elicit information about
the child’s thinking, has been criticized by many who
study his work. British researcher J. G. Wallace
believed that the “ambiguity of verbal response” may
have been used by Piaget “to derive support for his
preconception.”

Other critics have expressed concern with the
limited samples Piaget used to develop his broad
assertions about the progress of all children. Critics
also point to Piaget’s lack of cross-cultural subjects in
his investigations, and the fact that he did not consider
other variables of social factor, such as personality,
race, gender, and nationality, nor did his investigations
follow individuals throughout their lifespan. Piaget’s
first five books were largely based on detailed obser-
vations of his own three children from infancy through
their teen years. Though Piaget considered these
books as only preliminary, they were widely read and
brought him early fame. Young researchers from
throughout the world came to work with him in his
Geneva laboratory.

Lev Vygotsky
One of the earliest and by some accounts best 

of Piaget’s critics was the Russian scientist Lev
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Vygotsky. He was born in 1896, the same year as
Piaget, and like Piaget became prominent while still a
young man. Unlike Piaget, Vygotsky died early, of
tuberculosis at the age of 34. Vygotsky was a linguist
and educator interested in the origins and mechanisms
of knowledge. In the 10 years prior to his death,
Vygotsky set down a comprehensive theory of cogni-
tive development, providing many alternatives to
Piaget’s work. Though Vygotsky had access to
Piaget’s writings, the language barrier kept Piaget
from reading Vygotsky’s criticisms until decades after
the Soviet researcher died.

There are many similarities in the two men’s
views. Piaget pointed to biological development as
the process that impels movement from one stage to
the next. Vygotsky agreed that individuals pass
through distinct stages of development, but stressed

the importance of historical and cultural forces on the
individuals’ ability to reach or move through each
developmental stage. This cultural context of learn-
ing is an important element in Vygotsky’s theory.
Like Piaget, he understood that experience with phys-
ical objects is a necessary element in cognitive
growth, but Vygotsky also noted the important part
played by the use of tools. Both theorists recognized
the child as an active agent who constructs his own
reality, but Vygotsky was an educator who under-
stood learning as a cooperative venture of both
teacher and child. Learning, to Vygotsky, is co-
constructed. He put forth the concept of a “zone of
proximal development,” the gap existing between the
limit of what a child can learn acting alone and the
extent to which a child can learn with the help of an
adult or other more capable peers.
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As a linguist Vygotsky considered language as
the basis for cognitive development. He paid particu-
lar attention to the role of gestures in language acqui-
sition. Like Piaget, Vygotsky rejected the mechanistic
theories of behaviorism. He believed that it was
language that helps human beings break the stimulus-
response cycle and gain control over their environ-
ment. The child’s earliest attempts at speech, often
indecipherable to adults, nonetheless assists the devel-
oping child with memory, problem solving, and even
in making plans for the future. Piaget viewed the
child’s self-talk as primarily an indication of the
cognitive limitation he called “egocentric.” Vygotsky,
on the other hand, believed that such child’s talk
reflects the formation of a plan that would modify the
child’s subsequent behaviors.

Discovery learning at any stage
Jerome Bruner, a Harvard professor and Director

of the Center for Cognitive Studies, developed a
stage theory of cognitive growth that differs from
Piaget with regard to the impact of environmental
and experiential factors on the developing child.
Bruner’s theories were influenced by Vygotsky,
particularly with regard to his emphasis on the
importance of the social and political environment.
Bruner understood that the process of constructing
knowledge of the world is not accomplished in isola-
tion. He emphasizes the importance of the social
context within which learning takes place. Bruner
helped to define the concept of discovery learning,
defined by J. Ormrod as “an approach to instruction
thorough which students interact with their environ-
ment by exploring and manipulating objects,
wrestling with questions and controversies, or
performing experiments.”

Bruner’s sociocognitive stage theory of learning
is based on the child’s reciprocal interaction with the
teacher. He has departed from Piaget’s idea of devel-
opmental readiness for learning with the hypothesis
“that any subject can be taught effectively in some
intellectually honest form to any child at any stage of
development.”

Making “human sense”
Margaret Donaldson of Edinburgh University put

forth yet another criticism of Piaget’s method, claiming
the he used unfamiliar concepts and objects to test the
cognitive development of the children he worked with,
and that this led to the misinterpretation of their cogni-
tive skill levels. The tasks proposed to the child and the
language used to describe them need to make “human

sense,” she said. Donaldson, a child development
psychologist, visited Piaget’s research center in Geneva
where she attended seminars and observed actual
testing. She has criticized what she described as
“contrived experimental work,” that provides the exper-
imenter with only one view of the child. Donaldson and
others tested Piaget’s theories on preschool children
and concluded that the reason these children were
unable to perform Piaget’s tasks successfully was
primarily due to their difficulties understanding the
questions being asked of them, rather than a lack of
logical skills or the cognitive limitations of what Piaget
called “egocentric” behavior. Donaldson took issue
with Piaget’s findings, particularly with regard to his
three mountains task, in her 1978 book Children’s
Minds. When the researcher uses more familiar items
and language, children may perform beyond Piaget’s
stages. Young children are capable of much more than
Piaget ever gave them credit, she contends. There is
now a significant theoretical work that suggests chil-
dren perform beyond Piaget’s levels when using more
familiar testing tools.

Out of sight, not out of mind
Renee Baillargeon, professor of psychology at the

University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, has tested
Piaget’s concept of object permanence, the out of sight,
out of mind perception that Piaget considered a cogni-
tive limitation of the early sensorimotor stage. In a 1997
study Baillargeon and others demonstrated that infants
as young as three and one half months of age can
remember a toy (a Mr. Potato Head) after it has been
hidden from sight.

In two later experiments published in 2003,
Baillargeon and others tested four-month-old infants 
in what she termed “violation of expectation,” or 
VOE tasks. 

The infants still gave evidence that they could repre-
sent and reason about hidden objects: they were
surprised, as indicated by greater attention, when a
wide object became fully hidden behind a narrow
occluder (Experiment 1) or inside a narrow container
(Experiment 2).

Unlike previous tests, in these experiments the
infants were not first given “habituation or familiariza-
tion trials,” but only a single test trial. Baillargeon’s
research provides additional support for the conclusion
in her previous studies that “young infants possess
expectations about hidden objects.” Her experiments
have shown that very young infants already are learn-
ing concepts of object permanence relative to visible
and hidden objects before Piaget believed they were
developmentally able to do so.
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Spatial learning
Janellen Huttenlocher, a professor of

Psychology at the University of Chicago, and the
2002 recipient of the G. Stanley Hall Award for
Distinguished Contribution to Developmental
Psychology, is a leading researcher on spatial learn-
ing. Her studies have shown that children acquire an
understanding of spatial information much earlier
than Piaget proposed. Infants as young as six
months, she said, are able to use the inborn ability of
dead reckoning skills to understand the location of
objects around them. By the time they reach their
first birthday, children can comprehend distance
enough to locate hidden objects. Huttenlocher
suggests that growth in spatial understanding devel-
ops through a combination of the child’s innate abil-
ities, a process of trial and error interaction with the
environment, and the child’s cultural environment.
She suggests an “interactionist” approach to spatial
development that will incorporate and integrate the
insights of Piaget, who believed infants develop
knowledge of space through trial and error experi-
ence; the nativists’ approach that holds that the basic
intelligence of spatial understanding is innate; and
Vygotsky’s emphasis on the cultural transmission of
spatial skills.

Huttenlocher is investigating how teachers can
influence the development of the intellectual skill of
spatial understanding, and with other researchers is
using computer games to investigate students’ naviga-
tional skills and their ability to perform “mental rota-
tion” tasks. She is also developing computer software
to help students sketch maps as a way of further devel-
oping a spatially mature intellect.

A higher law
Children define morality individually, according

to Piaget, and this occurs in the process of their strug-
gles to arrive at fair solutions. He theorized that the
way children learn respect for rules is by playing
rule-bound games. Mary Elizabeth Murray, of the
Department of Psychology at the University of
Illinois at Chicago, acknowledged that “Jean Piaget
is among the first psychologists whose work remains
directly relevant to contemporary theories of moral
development.”

Lawrence Kohlberg (1927–1987) studied with
Jean Piaget. He did most of his later research at
Harvard University, where he worked to modify and
elaborate on Piaget’s work, particularly with regard to
the issues of moral development. Kohlberg extended
the development of moral judgment beyond the ages

studied by Piaget, according to psychologist Mary
Murray, “and laid the groundwork for the current
debate within psychology on moral development.” He
determined that the process of attaining moral maturity
was a longer and more gradual one than Piaget first
theorized.

Kohlberg investigated 84 schoolboys in a longi-
tudinal study that followed the boys development
over a period of 20 years. Kohlberg concluded that an
even more advanced stage of cognitive development,
beyond Piaget’s formal operations stage, may be
reached by some adolescents. In this advanced stage,
the individual will perceive the rule of law as valid
only if it serves a purpose greater than oneself or
those in one’s circle of care. For a law to be obeyed it
must also serve universal moral or religious values.
Kohlberg found that only 5% of the student popula-
tion he studied had attained this stage of moral 
understanding.

Kohlberg’s six stages of moral development
include:

• Stage one: The punishment and obedience 
orientation. The physical consequences of action
determine its goodness or badness regardless 
of the human meaning or value of these 
consequences.

• Stage two: The instrumental relativist orientation.
Right action consists of what instrumentally satis-
fies one’s own needs and occasionally the needs
of others.

• Stage three: The interpersonal concordance or
“good boy-nice girl” orientation. Good behavior
is what pleases or helps others and is approved 
by them.

• Stage four: The “law and order” orientation. The
individual is oriented toward authority, fixed rules,
and the maintenance of the social order.

• Stage five: The social-contract legalistic orienta-
tion (generally with utilitarian overtones). Right
action tends to be defined in terms of general
individual rights and standards that have been
critically examined and agreed upon by the
whole society.

• Stage six: The universal ethical-principle orienta-
tion. Right is defined by the decision of conscience
in accord with self-chosen ethical principles that
appeal to logical comprehensiveness, universality,
and consistency.

Carol Gilligan, writing in her 1982 book In A
Different Voice, criticizes both Piaget and Kohlberg’s

J e a n  P i a g e t

P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s3 6 4



work in the area of moral development as being biased
against girls and women. She is concerned with
Piaget’s “bias that leads him to equate male develop-
ment with child development,” particularly in his
studies of childhood games, and with Kohlberg’s bias
in studying only boys in his longitudinal investigations
of moral development leading to his six-stage theory.

Piaget observed that young girls play differently
from boys. Boys are more concerned with rules, and
girls with relationships, Gilligan says. If the study of
moral development would begin from the lives of
women, Gilligan writes, the moral problems would be
characterized as those “arising from conflicting
responsibilities rather than from competing rights.”
Such moral questions would require for solution “a
mode of thinking that is contextual and narrative
rather than formal and abstract.”

In contrast to Gilligan’s views, Mary Elizabeth
Murray contends that “the preponderance of evidence
is that both males and females reason based on justice
and care.”

Many thousands of studies
One of the marks of a good theory is in the

amount of research it stimulates, and within this crite-
ria, Piaget’s theory is truly great. Many thousands of
research studies throughout the world have been
published in scientific journals regarding Jean Piaget’s
theories of genetic epistemology. In 1974 an eight-
volume set of compilation and commentary refer-
enced over 3,500 studies. In the 30 years since those
volumes appeared, Piagetian research has continued,
particularly in the area of the application and utility of
genetic epistemology to the fields of early childhood
education, including the acquisition of morality. A
vast body of research has arisen to test Piaget’s theo-
ries and confirm or refute his claims.

The beginning student of Piaget has a daunting
task in assimilating the complex theory of genetic
epistemology. It is an additional challenge to distin-
guish the most relevant studies from among the 
thousands that have been done, and to find those
investigators whose critical work will either validate,
refute, or extend Piaget’s findings in a way that will
further the understanding of the origin and nature of
knowledge, and not confound the search.

THEORIES IN ACTION
In a 1970 interview with Elizabeth Hall in

Psychology Today, Jean Piaget addressed the question

of the practical applications of his theory of genetic
epistemology.

The danger to psychologists lies in practical applica-
tions. Too often psychologists make practical appli-
cations before they know what they are applying. We
must always keep a place for fundamental research
and beware of practical applications when we do not
know the foundation of our theories. 

Piaget’s caution is well taken. Since the late 1950s,
when his writings were translated for readers in the
United States, his influential ideas have been applied
widely and survived extensive criticism. Piaget’s
theory of genetic epistemology changed the educa-
tional philosophy of the mid-twentieth century by
providing a scientific basis for understanding how
learning happens. His comprehensive theory remains
vital today.

Decades after his death, Piaget’s revolutionary
insights and innovative theories continue to stimulate
volumes of research and academic discussion
published in scientific journals throughout the world.
His interdisciplinary approach to the discovery of the
nature and origin of knowledge informs numerous
fields of scientific thought today, from educational
psychology and learning theory to computer technol-
ogy and artificial intelligence. Parents, educators,
child-care workers, pediatricians, child psychologists,
and software designers all benefit from the work of
Piaget and his many collaborators.

In the classroom
Piaget’s influence has been extensive in the field

of education, particularly in the areas of teaching
practice and curriculum design. Piaget never consid-
ered himself to be an educator and had little to say
regarding the practice of education. Nonetheless, this
Swiss innovator’s many insights into how children
learn have been studied and applied throughout the
educational system. Piaget helped educators under-
stand the importance of novelty and active participa-
tion in learning, as well as the value of collaborative
learning in a sensory rich environment. Piaget’s theory
offers an understanding of students’ developmental
readiness and insight into ways a teacher can facilitate
a child’s growth to more complex cognitive levels.
Both are vital components to developing a child-
centered, child-directed curriculum. Piaget’s findings
about the distinctions between concrete and abstract
thinking, and the general ages at which these skills
predominate, has had tremendous influence on when
and how science and mathematics are presented to
children.

J e a n  P i a g e t

3 6 5P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s



Teachers who understand Piaget know that the
very young student learns through trial and error and
needs access to a diversity of objects for manipula-
tion. As the child becomes older and has progressed
into the concrete-operational stage, a teacher influ-
enced by Piaget’s theories will know to present the
child with problems of classification, ordering, loca-
tion, and conservation. Teachers facilitate cognitive
development by providing activities that engage
learners, challenge their existing beliefs, and stimu-
late adaptation to new levels of understanding.
Teachers applying Piaget’s insights will make the
learning environment interesting with support for
exploratory activity and peer interactions, and keep
the focus on projects that require solutions to real-
life, practical problems.

Jean Piaget believed in the power of knowledge
and the importance of children learning to think for
themselves, as architects of their own destinies. 

If we desire to form individuals capable of inventive
thought and of helping the society of tomorrow to
achieve progress, then it is clear that an education
which is an active discovery of reality is superior to
one that consists merely in providing the young with
ready-made wills to will with and ready-made truths
to know with.

Research Marie Anne Suizzo, writing in the
journal Child Development in 2000, cited a 1996
study by researchers Robbie Case and Yukari
Okamoto that explored the cross-cultural attainment
of Piaget’s formal operations stage of abstract
reasoning. They administered Piagetian tasks to
determine the developmental stage of individuals
tested and concluded that “children, and even adults
who live in societies where the base ten number
system is not in use, or where formal schooling is not
available to all, do not usually attain the level of
formal operational thought normally reached by
adults in industrial societies.”

Teachers who understand Piaget’s work are aware
that direct instruction may fail if it is not appropriate
to the stage of the child’s cognitive capacity, and that
not all persons will attain Piaget’s stage of formal
operations.

Cyberspace
Educators have realized that for students to be

successful in the twenty-first century, they need to
acquire the skills to become lifelong learners. Lifelong
learning is a concept with which Piaget would have
been comfortable, though he may not have anticipated

the tremendous advances in technology that are bring-
ing a revolution to how students acquire information
and interact with the world.

“Twenty-first century children can access more
information at greater speed than any generation in
history,” says Wilborn Hampton, an editor at the 
New York Times, writing about children, television,
and the Internet. He cautions that teachers and parents
must teach this “fledgling generation of the cyber-
space age to look beyond the first answer they get.”
His caution, like Piaget’s regarding the application of
his theories, is worth remembering in this age of arti-
ficial intelligence and worldwide connectivity through
the Internet. The Internet is a goldmine of informa-
tion and resources on virtually any topic imaginable.
Specialized search engines assist in computer-
assisted learning and retrieval of information, and the
interactive multimedia encyclopedias and CD-ROM
technology can provide a rich and stimulating learn-
ing experience with opportunity for both collaborative
and individual learning. Tools such as word proces-
sors, spreadsheets, databases, and drawing programs
enable a student to publish the results of their explo-
rations, reaching beyond the classroom to a poten-
tially vast number of learners with whom they can
share and discuss their discoveries.

Computer-supported collaborative learning and the
Internet have extended Piaget’s ideas of lifelong learn-
ing in ways even this creative genius many never have
imagined. “ThinkQuest,” is an international competi-
tion where student teams engage in collaborative,
project-based learning to create educational websites.
The winning entries received from students throughout
the world form the ThinkQuest online library.
Computer programs such as “Cybrid” CDs add the
expert help of cyberspace teachers and experts who are
available at the click of a mouse.

One of Piaget’s collaborators, Jean Papret, now
a professor of education and media technology at the
MIT Media Laboratory, called Piaget a “towering
figure and a major theorist of how the mind works.”
Speaking at a symposium on computers in education
at MIT in 2002, Papert said, “the essence of Piaget
was how much learning occurs without being
planned or organized by teachers or schools.” Papret
has focused his study on how individuals learn to
learn. His interest has been in the tools, media, and
context of learning. Papret shares Piaget’s view that
the child actively constructs knowledge by interaction
with her world, and he has taken his understanding
of cognitive development into the realm of artificial
intelligence. Papret says he started out in the field of
artificial intelligence with the questions, “Can we
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make a machine to rival human intelligence? Can we
make a machine so we can understand intelligence 
in general?”

Papret is a constructionist, who shares Piaget’s
constructivist view, but adds the insight that learning
is enhanced in a context where the learner finds a way
to share those ideas with the wider community. Papret
believes that it is important to make ideas tangible, to
shape and sharpen them by making them public in
some way. He studied how knowledge is formed,
transformed, processed, and expressed through
different media. Papret was involved in early research
into artificial intelligence. Now, he says, “I see my
contribution as helping to birth a perspective on
learning: not ‘education’ or ‘school,’ but a field that
is bigger and essentially different from anything that
has existed.”

A scientific society formed in 1979, the American
Association for Artificial Intelligence (AAAI), is
“devoted to advancing the scientific understanding of
the mechanisms underlying thought and intelligent
behavior and their embodiment in machines.” This
seems to echo Piaget’s genetic epistemology with a
quest for what might be called mechanistic episte-
mology. The study of artificial intelligence seems to
be asking some the same questions Piaget posed to
children.

David Wood, writing in his book, How Children
Think and Learn notes that “Communication between
man and machine and skillful control of complex
systems demands designs that do not overtax or exceed
people’s abilities to attend to, monitor, and react to the
behavior of the system under control.” He sees the
necessity for application of cognitive development prin-
ciples to systems design. “Any system that provides too
much critical information at any one moment or which
leaves the human operator with too little time to inter-
pret and react to it makes inhuman demands and cannot
be controlled.”

Case study
Piaget recognized the importance of play, and

the necessity for children to handle and explore
objects to find out how they work. Play is the funda-
mental way children construct their theories about
how the world works.Over the years since Piaget’s
innovative research with children, toys have
changed. In the 1980s computer toys that dramati-
cally altered the way children play began to appear
on the market.

Sherry Turkle, a professor in the program in
science, technology, and society at MIT, has studied

the relationship between children and their electronic
pets and computer toys over three generations. She
has observed in her studies the emergence of a new
consciousness among children who play with
computer toys. “Cyborg consciousness,” Turkle says,
is “a tendency to see computer systems as ‘sort of’
alive, to fluidly cycle through various explanatory
concepts, and to willingly transgress boundaries.”

In her early research Turkle observed that “chil-
dren described the life-like status of machines in
terms of cognitive capacities (the toys could ‘know’
things, ‘solve’ puzzles).” But in her research with a
later generation of computer toys, the Virtual pets
and digital dolls of the 1990s, Turkle sees a blurring
of boundaries with what children consider to be
alive. These toys require an interaction that necessi-
tates some form of nurturance from the child. When
children play with these new computerized toys,
Turkle’s observations show, they seek a feeling of
mutual recognition. They want to know how to make
the toy happy. The furry and cuddly electronic pets,
called Furbies, “add the dimensions of human-like
conversation and tender companionship to the mix,”
Turkle says. The children consider Furbies as “sort
of alive.” This belief, Turkle says, “reflects their
emotional attachments to the toys and their fantasies
that the Furby might be emotionally attached 
to them.”

These children of the computer age will, perhaps,
construct quite a different reality than the Paris school
boys who Piaget first sat down with to observe their
simple game of marbles. Watching children at play led
him to an understanding of how children’s rules of fair
play relate to the development of a moral conscious-
ness. Researchers are just beginning to ask how these
new interactive toys, embedded with artificial intelli-
gence and feigned affection, will affect the psycholog-
ical processes of twenty-first century children and the
evolution of their world view. 

Moral and ethical applications
Piaget’s work with children led him to investigate

the realm of moral reasoning. His initial work has
inspired other researchers to pursue the questions of
moral and ethical judgement with Piagetian theory as
a starting point.

Research In a 2000 study titled “Older isn’t wiser in
moral reasoning,” reported in Science News, psychol-
ogists Lakshmi Raman and Gerald Winder of Ohio
State University tested Piaget’s findings on the evolu-
tion of moral reasoning, particularly with regard to the
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idea of immanent, or inherent, justice, the “what goes
around, comes around,” notion. In their cross-cultural
study the researchers presented the students with the
story of a robber who contracts a mysterious deadly
disease. They asked the students if they believed that
the reason the robber became ill was because he was
bad. They posed the question to sixth grade students
and college students in both the United States and
India. The results surprised them. Contrary to what
Piaget’s theory would suggest, it was the college
students who agreed most often that the robber
became ill because he was bad, an expression of the
idea of immanent justice that, according to Piaget’s
findings, they should have long ago outgrown. The

researchers concluded that even though the sixth
grade children may understand the biological basis 
of illness, over time they will become socialized 
into acceptance of the “irrational idea of imma-
nent justice.”

In 1988, authors Iordanis Kavathatzopoulos and
Georgios Rigas published a study in the journal of
Educational and Psychological Measurement in
which they sought to describe how individual politi-
cians solve moral problems. They used Piaget’s theory
as a frame for development of a measurement device
they called the Ethical Competence Questionnaire-
Political (ECQ-P), composed of real-life ethical
dilemmas from the political arena. 
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CHRONOLOGY
1896: Jean Piaget born in Neuchatel, Switzerland.

1906: Publishes first article in local journal.

1918: Receives Ph.D. in Natural Sciences, University
of Neuchatel, as Zoologist; He attends the
University of Zurich for postgraduate studies. 
He works in Eugen Bleuler’s psychiatric clinic
and develops his technique of the clinical 
interview.

1919: Works as research associate in Simon-Binet
experimental psychology laboratory administering
British IQ tests to Paris school boys.

1921: Appointed research director of the Institut
Jean-Jacques Rousseau in Geneva, and publishes
article in the Archives de Psychologie stating that
logic is not innate but develops over time through
interactive processes of self-regulation.

1923: Marries psychologist and former student
Valentine Chatenay and publishes The Language
and Thought of the Child. Four more books follow
bringing him worldwide fame before the age of 30.

1925: Returns to Neuchatel University. Daughter
Jacqueline is born and the Piaget’s begin the study
of the intellectual development of their three chil-
dren from infancy through their teenage years.

1928: Albert Einstein and Piaget meet. Einstein
suggests that Piaget study the origins in children
of the notions of time and simultaneity.

1929: Teaches the history of scientific thought at the
University of Geneva until 1939. Begins thirty-five
year tenure as director of the International Bureau
of Education in Geneva.

1936: Publishes The Origins of Intelligence in
Children based on his observations of his three
children.

1940: Appointed Chair of Experimental Psychology,
University of Geneva (until 1971).

1942: Lectures at the College of France during Nazi
occupation. Lectures complied into The Psychology
of Intelligence published in 1963.

1950: Publishes his three volume book, Introduction
a l’Epistemologie Genetique.

1955: Jean Piaget’s International Center for 
Genetic Epistemology opens at the University of
Geneva.

1966: Piaget publishes The Psychology of the Child
with Barbel Inhelder.

1969: Piaget is awarded distinguished Scientific
Contribution Award by the American Psycho-
logical Association. He is the first European to
receive the award.

1980: Jean Piaget dies at the age of 84 in Geneva,
Switzerland.



“The ECQ-P is an attempt to assess ethical func-
tion independent of moral, ideological, and political
content,” the researchers explained. The questionnaire
focused solely on cognitive processes. According to
the researchers, Politicians, as well as every decision
maker, need a capacity to cope with moral conflicts
that arise in their ordinary activities; that is, they need
high ethical competence. This competence means that
the individual must have:

• “high ethical awareness, the ability to anticipate
ethical problems in real life and to perceive them
in time

• the cognitive skill to analyze and solve them in an
optimal way

• the capability to discuss and handle moral prob-
lems at group and organization levels and,
together with significant others, formulate ethical
principles and guidelines

• the power to argue convincingly for preferred
actions or decisions made

• the strength to implement controversial decisions”

According to the authors, the results of the study
demonstrated “that it is possible to construct a

Piagetian paper-and-pencil questionnaire for the
assessment of ethical autonomy in the domain of
politics that can produce reliable results.” Such
research builds on Piaget’s earliest work expressed in
his 1932 book, The Moral Judgment of the Child, and
sheds further light on the importance of moral
consciousness development as an adaptive cognitive
mechanism.

LeoNora M. Chen and Younghee Kim, writing in
the Roeper Review in 1999, have articulated the value
of Piaget’s work to provide further understanding of
the gifted child. Though Piaget was primarily
concerned with universal child development, they
note, his work is a useful foundation to the study of
the gifted child. According to Chen and Kim,
research in the late 1960s and middle 1980s demon-
strated that gifted children move more quickly
through each of Piaget’s development stages. The
intellectually gifted child, like the high-powered
computer systems of today, is a pattern seeker. The
gifted child moves toward construction of general
principles that apply to all circumstances based on
feedback from a few encounters. They grasp the big
picture more readily than less intellectually gifted
children.
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Stage Approximate Ages Characteristics and Accomplishments

Sensorimotor stage Birth to two years Reflexive, instinctive behaviors as center of own universe
Repetitive circular reactions coordinated into purposeful motions
Manipulation of objects and recognition of self as agent of action in world outside self
Object permanence: recognition that objects exist when out of sight
Object constancy: recognition that an object remains the same despite perspective 

or conditions

Preoperational stage Four to seven years Language skills emerge with ability to use symbols to label objects and people
Memory and imagination improve with creative parellel play
Non-logical reasoning, subjective intuition, and judgement by appearance
Logical explanations sought; frequent “why?” questions
Egocentric thinking only
Consciousness and will are given to inanimate objects
Single-focus thinking; only one aspect of subject seen at a time
Incorrect generalizations from single experiences
Literal thinking; taking words at exact meaning
Ability to reconstruct past actions and anticipate future actions

Concrete operational stage Seven to 11 years Logical and systematic manipulation of symbols for problem solving
Ability to consider several attributes of a subject at once
Well-organized, coordinated structure of thought
Conservation of number, length, mass, area, and volume
Ability to group subjects into different classes
Growing awareness of outside world

Formal operations stage Eleven years to adult Logical and abstract thinking
Hypothetical reasoning
Systematic problem solving
Flexible mental experimentation
Sees implications of own and others’ thinking
Has developed value system and moral judgement



Piaget concluded in The Psychology of the Child, 

Child psychology enables us to follow their step-by-
step evolution, not in the abstract, but in the lived and
living dialectic of subjects who are faced, in each
generation, with endlessly recurring problems and
who sometimes arrive at solutions that are slightly
better than those of previous generations.
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BRIEF OVERVIEW
Experience is, for me, the highest authority. The
touchstone of validity is my own experience. No
other person’s ideas, and none of my own ideas, are
as authoritative as my experience. . . . Neither the
Bible nor the prophets—neither Freud nor
research—neither the revelations of God nor man—
can take precedence over my own direct experience.

These words, from Carl Rogers’s classic book On
Becoming a Person, probably best describe Rogers’s
contributions to the study of psychology. Neither the
Bible, from which his mother had taught him, nor the
Freudian tenets so popular among his colleagues
could make Rogers conform to the prevalent views of
his time. He stubbornly refused to follow the percep-
tions of others. Rogers relied solely on his own
personal experience rather than on dogma. 

Carl Rogers practiced psychotherapy his way 
for over 50 years. He never earned the adoration of
those considered the intelligentsia, either in the United
States or the rest of the world, as did Sigmund Freud
and other luminaries of the twentieth-century mental
health movement. Yet in the introduction to The Carl
Rogers Reader, a biography that was published
posthumously in 1989, authors Howard Kirsche-
nbaum and Valerie Henderson note that Rogers was
“the most influential psychotherapist in American
history.” Five years before Rogers’s death, a 1982
study published in the journal American Psychologist
ranked the ten most influential psychotherapists. Carl
Rogers was rated as number one. 

1902–1987

AMERICAN PSYCHOLOGIST, PROFESSOR

COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY, Ph.D., 1931

Carl Ransom Rogers
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One of Rogers’s techniques, the therapist reflect-
ing back said the patient’s statement by rephrasing it
and asking the person “How do YOU feel about that?”
has become almost a caricature of contemporary
psychotherapy. Indeed, comedian Bob Newhart, who
grew up in Rogers’s hometown of Oak Park, Illinois,
caricatured Rogers’s style of therapy in his highly
successful television sitcom, “The Bob Newhart
Show.” But much of what Rogers contributed to
psychotherapeutic theory is both remarkably simple
and refreshingly optimistic. Rogers trusted people to
want, and to work toward, good mental health and
stability. 

Yet Rogers introduced a multitude of revolution-
ary concepts to psychotherapy. His terminology,
developed during half a century of research, helped to
change mental health treatment forever. Rogers
pioneered the notion that the people he saw were not
“patients” who were “sick” in a medical sense, but
rather “clients,” people seeking help with problems of
living. Today, that change in labeling from “patients”
to “clients” is embraced by nearly all psychothera-
pists. Rogers not only perceived human beings as
being primarily competent and striving toward good
health, but he also viewed human ills such as insanity,
criminal behaviors, and war as aberrations, anomalies

superimposed upon a basic, commonly held desire 
for good. 

Everything in Rogers’s scheme starts from one
life-force, a power that Rogers calls the “actualizing
tendency.” This life-force also exists outside the
human psyche, according to Rogers. The actualizing
tendency is present in all forms of life—trees that
grow out of the sides of rocky cliffs, violets that push
their way up through cracks in a concrete sidewalk,
and men and women who struggle against the odds
to do good things or create great accomplishments
such as timeless works of art. This actualizing
tendency is even active in the ecosystems of 
the world. Rogers found this life-force in the forests
he roamed and in the cornfields he worked in as 
a youth. 

Rather than identifying persons as “sick” or
fundamentally flawed from childhood as the
Freudians did, Rogers was interested in how he and
other mental health professionals could recognize the
health in people. Mentally robust people, in Rogers’s
view, exist in the here and now, free of defense mech-
anisms that would make it difficult for them to accept
reality as it is. Called “the quiet revolutionary,” Rogers
went where no mental health professional had been
before. His 1942 innovation of the tape-recording of
psychotherapeutic interviews was far ahead of his
time, but this method has now become standard prac-
tice for those providing mental health services. Many
of these remarkable taped interviews done by Rogers
over the years have been donated to the American
Academy of Psychotherapists’ tape library. These
invaluable teaching tools are available to therapists all
over the world. 

Rogers is the undisputed creator of the “non-
directive” or “client-centered” approach to psychother-
apy. His decades-long study of how care is provided to
clients resulted in the creation of several totally new
mental health therapy techniques. Looking at the
classic, highly directive Freudian model of therapy,
Rogers noted in On Becoming a Person, “Unless I had
a need to demonstrate my own cleverness and learn-
ing, I would do better to rely upon the client for the
direction of movement.” Rogers’s message to the client
was also far removed from what Freud had communi-
cated. Paraphrased, Freud’s message to his patients
was: I will discover the unknown flaw, developed in
your earliest childhood because of psychosexual
conflicts. I will root it out of your ego, superego and/or
id and thus I will make you better. Conversely, Carl
Rogers told clients: “I can’t solve any of your problems
for you, but I can help you to solve your own problems,
and doing that will make you better.” 

C a r l  R a n s o m  R o g e r s
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Carl Rogers. (Copyright Roger Rossmeyer/Corbis. Reproduced by permission.)



Rogers was also an active participant in the
development of the intensive form of group therapy
sometimes referred to as the “encounter group.” He is
one of the first mental health professionals to conduct
research regarding the effectiveness of various forms
of counseling. A shy man who often refused televi-
sion interviews, Rogers appeared on film interview-
ing clients. In 1962 he, Gestalt therapist Fritz Perls,
and rational-emotive therapist Albert Ellis all were
filmed during separate therapy sessions with the same
client for what became known as “The Gloria Film
Series.” In the 1970 Academy Award-winning film
“Journey Into Self,” Rogers also appeared leading an
encounter group. 

Additionally, Rogers was instrumental in chang-
ing who provided therapy to the mentally ill. What
had once been the exclusive domain of psychiatrists
and psychoanalysts expanded to include all of the
counseling disciplines—even educators and the
clergy. His work with schools and other social support
systems that provided services to children at risk
affected many of the helping professions. An educator
himself, Rogers never lost interest in the field of
education. From his early years, during which he
counseled abused and neglected children, until his
death Rogers developed innovative ideas for adminis-
tering mental health treatment to youth. 

The unbelievable abundance of written (and
published) work created by Carl Rogers from his
youth to old age resoundingly shows both his amazing
physical stamina and his strong work ethic. From his
early college years in the early 1920s until his death in
1987, Rogers, besides maintaining a flourishing prac-
tice and lecturing all over the country, published
sixteen books and more than two hundred articles. His
writings embraced nearly every possible aspect of his
work and his life—from therapy to scientific research,
education to social issues, personal reminiscences to
philosophy. The variety of publications for which he
wrote speaks to the wide audience Rogers reached. He
wrote articles for magazines as divergent as The
Family and Camping Magazine to the Journal of
Consulting Psychology. Several of his books have sold
more than one million copies, and there are more than
60 foreign-language translations of his works. 

As one of the foremost figures in the field of
humanistic psychology as propounded by Alfred
Adler, Abraham Maslow, and Karen Horney, Rogers
expanded many of their theories to embrace an even
larger audience—the world. With his unshakable
belief in the inherent goodness of people, he was
convinced that proper communication could poten-
tially stop even war. Carl Rogers acted on behalf of

his beliefs. In the last decade of his life, he traveled to
Belfast in Northern Ireland to reconcile Protestants
and Catholics, and to South Africa to facilitate
communication between black and white inhabitants
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• The Clinical Treatment of the Problem Child.
Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1939.

• Counseling and Psychotherapy: Newer Concepts
in Practice. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1942

• Counseling with Returned Servicemen. New York:
McGraw-Hill, 1946.

• Client-Centered Therapy: Its Current Practice,
Implications, and Theory. Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1951.

• Psychotherapy and Personality Change. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1954.

• On Becoming a Person. Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1961.

• A Therapist’s View of Personal Goals.
Wallingford, PA: Pendle Hill, 1965.

• The Therapeutic Relationship and Its Impact.
Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1967.

• Person to Person: The Problem of Being Human,
A New Trend in Psychology. Lafayette, CA: Real
People Press, 1967.

• Freedom to Learn: A View of What Education
Might Become. Columbus, OH: Macmillan, 1969.

• Freedom to Learn: Studies of the Person.
Columbus, OH: Charles E. Merrill, 1969.

• Carl Rogers on Encounter Groups. New York:
Harper and Row, 1970.

• Becoming Partners: Marriage and Its Alterna-
tives. New York: Delacorte Press, 1972.

• Carl Rogers on Personal Power. New York: Dell
Publishing, 1977.

• A Way of Being. New York: Houghton Mifflin,
1980.

• Freedom to Learn for the Eighties. New York:
Prentice Hall, 1983.



of that country. Back home in the United States,
Rogers tried to improve the dialogue between health
care providers and consumers. At 85 years of age,
Rogers made his last trip, to Russia. A modest man,
Rogers was amazed to see how many Russians knew
of his work and had read his writings. 

BIOGRAPHY
Family and early years

The family into which Carl Rogers was born,
according to Rogers’ own description, could have
posed for Grant Woods’ “American Gothic,” the
somber portrait of two Puritanical-looking members
of a nineteenth-century American Midwest farm
family. But beyond his family’s Bible-reading and
work ethic, there seems to have been very little that
was unique about the middle-class, middle-American
beginnings of Carl Ransom Rogers. Oak Park, Illinois,
also the birthplace of Ernest Hemingway, was a quiet
suburb of Chicago when Carl Rogers was born on
January 8, 1902. He was the fourth child of prosper-
ous middle-class parents, preceded by two older
brothers, Lester and Ross, and a sister, Margaret. His
mother, Julia (Cushing) Rogers was descended from
New England ancestors that had arrived in America
on the Mayflower. She was a housewife, a highly
pious Christian, and a strict disciplinarian who
brought up her children to be both hard-working and
God-fearing. Rogers’ father, Walter Alexander
Rogers, was equally devout, and a respected Chicago
civil engineer. In 1901, the year before Carl was born,
Walter Rogers and an associate began their own
construction company that quickly met with success,
assuring the family’s prosperity. There would be two
more children born into the Rogers family after Carl:
Walter Jr. and John. 

Howard Kirschenbaum, one of Rogers’s several
biographers, describes him as “a rather sickly child—
slight, shy, prone to tears, often the target of jokes and
teasing by his older brothers.” In his childhood, he
was extremely close to his mother. He was a preco-
cious child, considered gifted, but also sensitive and
prone to daydreams. Before he was four years old,
Carl had already been taught to read by his mother and
older siblings, and was already reading books, espe-
cially the Bible stories his mother encouraged him to
read before he went to kindergarten. Rogers was able
to skip the first grade completely. Throughout his
childhood, Carl Rogers was what we would term a
“loner,” with no close friends. This appears to be more
a factor of family expectations than any isolative

tendencies in Carl. As a means of teaching their chil-
dren, Walter and Julia Rogers gave each child a
province of responsibility from which they could earn
money but for which they were expected to be
accountable. Carl was in charge of the hens. He fed
them, kept the henhouse clean, collected the eggs, and
even kept records and made out bills. In return for his
efforts, he could sell eggs to both his mother and the
neighbors and keep the profits. Helen Elliot, his future
wife, who first met him in grade school, remembered
him as reluctantly heading for home after school to
sell eggs while the other children played. 

When Carl Rogers was 12, his father, who was
comfortable financially and looking for new chal-
lenges, decided to fulfill a life-long dream and become
a farmer. He bought 300 acres in Glen Ellyn, a rural
community about 30 miles west of Chicago. When
Carl Rogers speaks of growing up on a farm, in some
ways it is a slight misnomer. The residence Walter
Rogers built for his family at Glen Ellyn was an estate,
complete with eight bedrooms, five baths, and a clay
tennis court. Yet despite the elegance of their home,
the Rogers children were still expected to do the
majority of the farm chores and both attend and do
well in school. Rogers spent his teenage years
working on that farm, developing the work ethic, inde-
pendence, and self-discipline that would characterize
the rest of his life. His Bible-reading mother was a
strict disciplinarian who Rogers’s older brother once
described as “a person you didn’t tell things to.”
Rogers early years have frequently been described as
solitary but character-building. The majority of his
younger years were spent in the company of his broth-
ers. (Margaret, being several years older, is described
as having felt more maternal than sisterly toward
Carl.) Rogers’s own description of himself as a
teenager, as presented in his 1980 book, A Way of
Being, speaks volumes: “My fantasies during 
that period were definitely bizarre, and probably
would be classified as schizoid by a diagnostician, 
but fortunately I never came in contact with a 
psychologist.” 

Education and marriage
“I have come to love my books a great deal,”

Rogers wrote in his diary during the summer of 1919,
the year he graduated from high school. He had
received a 50-dollar graduation gift from his parents,
and with that money Rogers bought a set of chess
pieces, some toilet articles, and 22 books. That same
summer, as he prepared to enter the University of
Wisconsin in the fall, he also wrote: “I have had lots
of time to think this summer and I feel that I have
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come much closer to God, tho(sic) there are thousands
of things that still perplex and baffle me.” That
autumn Rogers followed a family tradition and began
attending the University of Wisconsin, initially major-
ing in agriculture. This was consistent with what he
had written in that same diary a few days earlier: “I
fully intend to be a farmer.” Away from home for the
first time in his life and clearly undecided as to his life
work, Rogers managed to sustain good marks, but
grew less sure about an agrarian future. Increasingly,
he became involved in the Young Men’s Christian
Association (YMCA) and other religious activities,
encouraging young people to preach the gospel all
over the world. From his diary entries, Rogers burned
with an evangelical fervor during that time, but he
could not quite bring himself to decide to become 
a minister. 

At the University of Wisconsin, Rogers re-
established a connection from his earliest years: Helen
Elliot was also attending school there. He had not seen
her since the Rogers family had moved to Glen Ellyn,
and now he found that she had grown into a young
woman who was “tall, graceful and very attractive.” A
few tentative dates soon blossomed into a relationship,
though Helen continued to date others as well. Due to
Helen’s interest in art, she left the university to attend
the Chicago Academy of Fine Arts after her sopho-
more year, but the bond between them continued 
as they corresponded and saw each other as often as
possible. Helen influenced Carl to take his first tenta-
tive steps away from his family’s fundamentalist reli-
gious views. He learned to dance and play cards; he
joined a fraternity and attended college parties—all
activities frowned upon by his parents. There seems to
be a difference between Carl and his siblings in the
ways they viewed their parents. Carl believed that his
mother “became more fundamentalist” as she grew
older, while his brothers and sisters felt that after her
initial disapproval of Carl’s first two years in college,
their mother eventually accepted the changes. 

In 1921 an event occurred that was destined to
change Carl Rogers’s life. Rogers was selected as one
of 10 youth delegates to represent the United States at
the World Student Christian Federation (WSCF)
conference to be held in Beijing, China. Typical of
Rogers’s then-inability to see himself in a positive
light, for several years he believed that he was chosen
only because his parents were financially comfortable
enough to pay for his trip. Christian leaders involved
in his selection later denied this, however, saying
Rogers’ intelligence, commitment, and enthusiasm
were the deciding factors. In February of 1922, he and
the others embarked on an experience that would

prove to be remarkably alien and broadening for a boy
raised on a farm in the Midwest. He had proposed
marriage to Helen before he left, but she asked him to
wait. Some accounts state that Rogers’s family strongly
disapproved of Helen, but it is unclear if this was truly
the case. They seemed more disapproving of Carl’s
indecision regarding his own life than of his love for
Helen. Yet it is possible that they did object to the rela-
tionship. In A Way of Being, Rogers observed, 

I think the attitude toward persons outside our large
family can be summed up schematically in this way:
Other persons behave in dubious ways which we do
not approve of in our family. Many of them play
cards, go to movies, smoke, dance, drink, and engage
in other activities, some unmentionable. So the best
thing to do is to be tolerant of them, since they may
not know better, but to keep away from any close
communication with them. 

Though the Beijing conference lasted for only a
week, the WSCF voyage would also take Rogers and
the others to Japan, Korea, and the Philippines, and it
would keep them in Asia for over six months—from
February into August. Rogers would remain nomi-
nally a Christian, but he viewed his experience in the
East as a conversion of sorts because it opened up for
him philosophies to which he had never been exposed.
This trip to Asia also made Rogers aware of two other
things that would stay in his mind and become part of
him: seeing first-hand the suffering of poor and
exploited people, and the similarity of all of nature.
He would note that silk “lost considerable of its
luster” after seeing the child labor that produced it,
and the observations of nature he made while climb-
ing Mount Fuji are quite impressive. These lessons
would become part of both his psychological theories
and his life’s work. In Rogers’s words, “I consider this
a time when I achieved my psychological independ-
ence. In major ways I for the first time emancipated
myself from the religious thinking of my parents, and
realized that I could not go along with them.” In fact,
Rogers’s relationship with his family would never be
the same after he returned from Asia. In 1922 he also
showed the beginnings of an ability that would lead
him to become a prolific writer. Later that year,
Rogers wrote about his Asian experience in an article
entitled “An Experiment in Christian Internationalism”
published in The Intercollegian, a magazine spon-
sored by the YMCA. This article would be his first
successful attempt at writing for publication, but it
would hardly be his last. 

Though it was during this trip that Rogers first
began to doubt the religious interpretations inculcated
into him by his mother and others (for example, he
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began to question whether Jesus Christ truly was a
deity or only a remarkable man, a question that horri-
fied his parents), he still returned to the University of
Wisconsin determined to become a minister. That
August, after returning from China, Rogers also took a
correspondence course in psychology. For the first
time, he read psychologist William James’ work, but he
found it quite boring. Of his first psychology course,
Rogers would later remember only having a long-
distance argument with his professor as to whether dogs
were capable of reason. Rogers states, “I was quite able
to prove to my own satisfaction that my dog Shep was
definitely able to solve difficult problems by reason-
ing.” Rogers’ education at the University of Wisconsin
continued for his junior and senior years, and he 
then applied to the Union Theological Seminary in 
New York City, noted for its progressive and tolerant
religious teachings. He was accepted there, and in
1924, following graduation, he and Helen Elliot
surprised nearly everyone by marrying on August 28.
Helen had chosen to give up her ambitions of becoming
a commercial artist. Their honeymoon consisted of
packing up everything they owned and moving to “the
smallest flat” in New York City.

In the summer of 1924, part of Carl’s study for
the ministry included a brief stint as a pastor in a
church in East Dorset, Vermont, an experience both
Carl and Helen enjoyed. He noted “I found it
absolutely impossible to make my sermons longer
than twenty minutes, a fact that disturbed me but for
which my congregation was doubtless thankful. . .”. In
East Dorset, Rogers also began to focus upon the
multiple social problems that he observed even in a
small Vermont village. He described alcoholics and
psychotic people who lived there. (East Dorset also
happens to have been the hometown of Bill Wilson,
the founder of Alcoholics Anonymous.) For Rogers,
this exposure led him to an increasing interest in
psychology, and the beginnings of the process that
would eventually move him across the street to
Columbia University. Consistent with its reputation as
an open-minded school of religion, Union Seminary
in 1926 offered a student-run course entitled “Why
Am I Entering the Ministry?” Rogers immediately
signed up for it. “Why Am I Entering the Ministry?”
proved an excellent means of winnowing the theologi-
cal school’s student body. As Rogers states, the major-
ity of the attendees “thought their way right out of
religious work.” During those stressful years of deci-
sions and new responsibilities, Rogers first suffered
from what would become a lifelong problem: a peptic
ulcer, a medical condition he shared with several other
Rogers family members and which Carl suspected
was caused by repressing their anger. On March 17,

1926, Carl and Helen’s first child David was born.
Before the year was over, Rogers had indeed crossed
the street to Columbia.

Rogers, thanks to his parents’ teachings, had
always been enterprising. While in college after the
China trip, he had run a small but lucrative importing
business, sending for items from the East and selling
them in the United States. While at Union Theological
Seminary, he had held down a part-time job in
Christian youth counseling. But now, at Columbia and
the father of a baby son, an income once again became
necessary. It is interesting to note that even during
those busy years of working on the M.A. he received
in 1928, and the Ph.D. in psychotherapy he attained in
1931, Rogers still managed to support his family. In
1928 Rogers accepted a position in clinic work at the
Rochester Child Study Center under the auspices of
the Rochester Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to
Children. He, Helen, and baby David moved to
Rochester that summer, and in the autumn their
second child, Natalie, was born. Rogers would
continue to work as a clinician, and eventually as the
director, of both the Rochester society and its clinic.
During those years, Rogers became increasingly
aware of other psychotherapeutic techniques and theo-
ries then in wide usage. The work of Otto Rank, who
believed that people were inevitably caught in a battle
between their “will to health” and “will to illness,”
would greatly influence Rogers. Rank’s belief that
therapy was designed to aid people in accepting them-
selves and liberating their “will to health” seems to
echo what Rogers came to believe. Yet Rogers, ever
the maverick, stated on many later occasions, “I never
had a mentor. I think that, to an unusual degree, my
work was born out of direct experience.”

Rogers also continued to write during those years.
He even managed to write and publish an article enti-
tled “Intelligence as a Factor in Camping Activities”
in conjunction with C.W. Carson for Camping
Magazine in 1930. Always prolific, Rogers continued
to produce an eclectic series of articles for various
journals and publications throughout the thirties.
Many of these involved his ideas about clinical case
work with children and psychotherapy. The Clinical
Management of the Problem Child, a 1939 book that
received little attention from the world at large or the
world of psychology, was Rogers’s first effort at
developing his ideas into a book. It contained the
seeds of many of the innovative theories that Rogers
would later introduce to the world of psychology.
Beginning in 1938, and culminating in 1939, Rogers
became embroiled in his first professional battle. 
The Rochester Clinic was reorganizing, and it was
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suggested that it should be headed by a psychiatrist,
rather than a psychologist such as Rogers. The emerg-
ing conflict eventually was decided in Rogers’s favor,
with his appointment as the director of the program.
This incident verified his self-assessment of being
“capable of dogged determination in getting work
done or in winning a fight.” 

Teaching years
Rogers was 38 years old when he was offered a

full professorship at Ohio State University in 1940. In
the years prior to his university appointment, Rogers
had quietly felt increasingly frustrated with and
opposed to the authoritarian notions that were being
proposed by Sigmund Freud and his followers. The
people the Freudians called “patients” were more and
more seen as “clients” by Rogers—individuals who
indeed had psychological problems, but were not
“sick” in the classic sense. In 1942 Rogers published
a book that had a major impact on the psychothera-
peutic world, Counseling and Psychotherapy: Newer
Concepts in Practice. This work contained the first-
ever references to people as clients rather than as
patients. Both during and after World War II, Rogers
was also actively involved in the United Service
Organization (USO), helping returning veterans to
cope with the psychological trauma that they had
experienced. As always, Rogers put the knowledge he
had acquired in working with these returning veterans
into a book he wrote in 1946, Counseling with
Returned Servicemen. In 1944, he was elected presi-
dent of the American Association for Applied
Psychology, an organization he had helped to found. 

Rogers remained at Ohio State University until
1945, when the University of Chicago offered him joint
positions teaching and setting up a center for counseling
located at the university. At Chicago, Rogers conducted
much of the research for which he became world-
famous. This work arose from a decade-long campaign
by Rogers for to explore the efficacy of and find ways to
improve the various forms of mental health treatment.
Prior to Rogers’ time, the psychoanalytic interview, then
the most common form of treatment of mental disorders,
was considered sacrosanct. Psychoanalysts simply did
not provide what they considered “privileged” informa-
tion, and there was no measure of how effective their
treatment had been except for their own version of how
therapy had gone. Rogers became the counseling
center’s first executive secretary and managed to obtain
grant funding for the research he had so strongly advo-
cated for nearly a decade.

That same year, Rogers’s newfound credibility
with psychologists was enhanced when he was elected 

president of the more venerable American Psycho-
logical Association. Oddly enough, Rogers himself did
very little of the actual research for which he has
become known. He certainly was responsible for
obtaining the necessary funds and for encouraging his
students, providing ideas and publishing the first scien-
tific studies of psychotherapy. But for the most part, his
graduate students did the actual research. Rogers was
far less interested in personal recognition, however,
than in getting the job done. He often perceived himself
as a facilitator of others, and in this endeavor he was
highly successful. He continued working at the
University of Chicago throughout the 40s and into the
early 50s. During these years, as his fame grew, hordes
of students from all over the world jammed his class-
rooms to attend his lectures. It was said that as soon as
one lecture-hall was filled to overflowing, the univer-
sity would provide a larger one. But soon that hall, too,
would be too small and another, even larger one would
be needed. He was given the least popular times to
teach, such as early Saturday mornings, but still the
classes were full and spilling over into the corridors.

While teaching at the University of Chicago in
1951, Rogers wrote what would become his best-
known works: Client-Centered Therapy: Its Current
Practice, Implications and Theory. In this book,
Rogers for the first time spelled out his evolving
personality theory.

With all his ambivalences, the client wants to grow,
wants to mature, wants to face his problems and work
them through. Accept and clarify his initial expres-
sions of feeling, and a fuller, deeper expression of
feelings will follow. Accept and clarify these, and
insight will follow. Accept and clarify these insights,
and the client will begin to take positive actions in his
life and develop self-acceptance, self-understanding,
and the ability to deal with his own problems.

Rogers called his theory his “hypothesis.” That
hypothesis, put in its simplest terms, states that all
human beings intrinsically have the power to guide
their lives into modes that provide them with personal
satisfaction and social usefulness. In Rogers’ version
of psychotherapy, people are freed to search for their
own singular type of internal insight, common sense,
and self-confidence.

His alma mater, Columbia University, honored
Rogers with the Nicholas Murray Butler Silver Medal
in 1955, and this prize was followed the next year by a
special contribution award from the American
Psychological Association honoring his research into
psychotherapy. In 1957, 55-year-old Rogers was
invited by his other alma mater, the University of
Wisconsin, to return and teach there. He eagerly
accepted the offer, but it was a decision he would soon
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regret. Returning to the school where his education
had begun 37 years earlier, Rogers was totally unpre-
pared for the discord he met there. In his words, he
was beginning to wonder 

What is a university, at this stage of my career, offer-
ing me? I realized that in my research it offered no
particular help; in anything educational, I was forced
to fit my beliefs into a totally alien mold; in stimula-
tion, there was little from my colleagues because we
were so far apart in thinking and in goals. 

In 1963, disillusioned with what we commonly
call higher learning—dissatisfied with faculty diag-
nostic, therapeutic, and educational policies, Rogers
resigned from the University of Wisconsin. It appears
that Rogers maintained his disaffection with the
university educational process. Although he contin-
ued to give visiting lectures and received honors from
many colleges, Rogers never again was affiliated with
any one school of higher learning.

Perhaps a disagreement between Rogers and the
head of the psychology department at Stanford
University, as described by Rogers’s good friend
Hobart “Red” Thomas, best clarifies part of the
problem Carl Rogers had with academia. “I don’t give
a good god damn what the diagnosis is,” Rogers is
quoted as snapping in response to some statement
about diagnosis made by the Stanford psychologist.
“If we devote a fraction of the time we spend in diag-
nostic conferences to being with that person, you
wouldn’t need the diagnosis.” Most accounts,
however, describe Rogers as a man who did not argue
with people. “Red” Thomas said of him: “He didn’t
get into arguments. He would state his position very
clearly, and would listen to your position. ‘Can 
we learn from each other?’ was his basic stance.” But
little did Rogers know when he left Wisconsin that he
was headed for much more work and fame. He was
elected a fellow at the Center for Advanced Study in
the Behavioral Sciences in 1962, and did work with
the Western Behavioral Sciences Institute in La Jolla,
California, a group that studied ways to improve
human relations.

Later years
Throughout his 60s and 70s, Rogers remained

remarkably healthy and mentally alert. His problems
with the University of Wisconsin and others in acade-
mia apparently did not adversely affect the esteem in
which he was held. He received honorary doctorates
from several universities on both sides of the Atlantic,
and the American Humanist Association selected
Rogers “Humanist of the Year” in 1964. In 1968, the
66-year-old Rogers and some of his colleagues left the

Western Behavioral Sciences Institute and founded
the Center for Studies of the Person. Despite the
tremendous exposure to people the world over that
Rogers had enjoyed for decades, he remained basi-
cally a rather shy man. His 1970 book, On Encounter
Groups, was judged by its publisher Harper and Row
to have mass-marketing appeal. The book company
wanted to set up a television interview for him, but
Rogers adamantly refused. “But one show would lead
to another!” an incredulous publishing executive
argued. “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Rogers is said to
have replied. He lived in California, continuing to see
clients in his flourishing practice and conduct scien-
tific studies at La Jolla. Rogers remained a frequent
lecturer and prolific writer. During the last two
decades of his life, between 1964 and 1987, Rogers
wrote and published over 120 articles, including many
that were published posthumously. In addition, Carl
Rogers completed his last two books, A Way of Being
and Freedom to Learn for the Eighties, in the last
decade of his life. 

“I am not growing old, I am old and growing”
was Rogers’s statement in “Growing Old—or Older
and Growing,” published in the Journal of Humanistic
Psychology in the autumn of 1980, six years before his
death. The last years of Rogers’s life were, in many
ways, the most remarkable. Consistent with his long-
held belief that most human problems stem from poor
communication, Rogers expanded his scope to aid the
world rather than individual psyches. There is no
doubt that the precarious situation in which the planet
and its billions of people found themselves in the early
eighties had been weighing on Rogers’s mind. In the
autumn of 1982, he had written a piece for the Journal
of Humanistic Psychology entitled, “A Psychologist
Looks at Nuclear War: Its Threat, Its Possible
Prevention.” He would soon, in keeping with the prin-
ciples he had embraced all of his life, be “putting his
money where his mouth was” and trying to facilitate
healthy communication between the various factions
in the world. 

“I’m Carl Rogers. How will we use our time
together?” was a typical lead-in Rogers used when
conducting groups. This opening statement encour-
aged people to be accountable for their own knowl-
edge, and for their part in the group process. When
Rogers spoke of power, he’d explain, “I’m not inter-
ested in power over anyone. What I want is influence,
to influence you to become the best you can possibly
be.” These are the tenets that Rogers, the master of the
encounter group, brought to conflicts all over the
world. During the last decade of his life, Rogers, now
in his eighties, managed to visit Belgium, China, Italy,
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Hungary, Mexico, Germany, Russia, Sweden, Finland,
Japan, Austria, Venezuela, England, Kenya,
Zimbabwe, Brazil, and South Africa. In every country
that he visited, Rogers met with professionals and
offered them the principles he’d spent a lifetime devel-
oping. In Latin America, Northern Ireland, South
Africa, and eventually the Soviet Union, he attempted
to facilitate dialogue that truly would make war-torn
people “the best they could possibly be.” 

In Belfast, Northern Ireland, at the height of the
troubles, he managed to get Protestant and Catholic
leaders to meet and to have active communication for
a period of several days. Over that time, the two
dissenting sides came, as “Red” Thomas said, “to see
each other as people.” Rogers, with his usual penchant
for electronic gadgets, videotaped these meetings.
Sadly, both the Protestants and the Catholics attending
these meetings did not want this video shown out of
fear that their constituents would feel betrayed. In
South Africa, Rogers met a black man named Cecil
Bobibe. Bobibe today is the dean of students at a
South African college and utilizes Rogerian concepts
in his counseling practice. When asked what it was
that Rogers brought to South Africa that so influenced
him, Bobibe stated, “It (Rogers’s theory) gives one
faith in who we are, and shows one how to find the
essential humanity in the other, whoever they might
be.” Rogers’s last trip was to Russia in 1986, where he
is still revered for his ability to facilitate conflict reso-
lution. Carl Rogers died of a heart attack in San
Diego, California, on February 4, 1987. He was
quoted as saying that his last few years were the best
times of his life. 

THEORIES
Carl Rogers and humanist psychology
Explanation Carl Rogers was not the sole creator of
what Maslow called “the third force,” humanist
psychology. Freud’s psychoanalytic theories were
considered one force, and behavioral theories
pioneered by Ivan Pavlov and B.F. Skinner were a
second force. Abraham Maslow, Karen Horney, and
Rogers expressed an optimism regarding the human
state that neither Freud nor Skinner found to be possi-
ble—humanistic psychology, or the “third force.”
Freud observed that “our mind is no peacefully self-
contained unity.” Rather he compared the mind to “a
mob, eager for enjoyment and destruction . . . to be
held down forcibly by a prudent superior class.”
Rogers, however, believed it had taken him years to
undo both his early religious upbringing and Freudian

training in psychology classes at Columbia, both of
which had presented human beings as being inher-
ently evil. Rogers’s own observations had shown him
that people are decent; they care about the society they
live in; they are capable of positive accomplishments;
and they deserve to be trusted.

Early in his career, Rogers also discovered that
he did not subscribe to other commonly held beliefs
promulgated by Freud and his disciples; namely, that
early experiences and relationships set in place fixed
and inevitable mental processes leading to neurosis.
Instead, Rogers seemed much more at home with the
philosophy of the humanists who believed that people
were capable of changing. As in all of his later work,
Rogers developed the seeds of these humanistic
notions from the experiences he derived in his work
with abused and neglected children at the Institute for
Child Guidance in the Rochester, New York area in
the early days of his career. Working with these chil-
dren helped Rogers see the tremendous impact of
both the biology he would later write about and the
negative experience of childhood on which Freud
based his theories. Yet in the majority of cases,
Rogers found in these young lives the hopeful,
humanistic philosophy that would be his mantra for
the next six decades.

Changing the labels of therapy
Rogers was one of the earliest adherents of what

has been called “interactional psychology”; as a
result, much of the philosophy ascribed to him less
abstract, simpler, and more practical than the complex
theories proposed by many of his peers. Interactional
psychologists believe that a healthy psyche is the
result of appropriate and beneficial communication
between people. Rogers continually described how
such interactions should be carried out if therapists are
to help people. He also explained how psychology
measures helping people, and perhaps most impor-
tantly, he re-evaluated what the goals of such therapy
should be. Rogers redefined everything: the descrip-
tion of the person seeking help, who could provide
that help, what help was actually provided, and how
such help was given. 

Rogers did more than change terminology when
he changed what patients were called. Rogers’s
“patients” became “clients”—persons who were in
need of assistance in reaching their innate potential.
This change in perception would have far-reaching
implications, and it would make Rogers the father of
client-centered psychotherapy. This practice of refer-
ring to clients would spread across the world, forever
altering the way the psychology profession perceives
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people seeking help. This model would also, in
keeping with Rogers’s core beliefs, improve the self-
esteem of the clients whom psychologists and psychi-
atrists saw in therapy. It would reinforce a belief
Rogers shared with his colleagues Karen Horney,
Abraham Maslow, and others: that there is an ever-
present capacity within each of us that instinctively
seeks mental health, stability, and beyond that, the
fulfillment of our potential.

Rogers’s use of the reflection technique in his
therapy sessions has been one of the most-parodied
facets of Rogerian therapy. Rogers believed that
“reflection of feelings” was one of two necessary
methods used toward accomplishing what Rogers
calls release, the freeing of the client from the pent-up
feelings. This reflection, together with simple accept-
ance had to be manifested in order for the client to feel
free to open up and experience catharsis—the expres-
sion of feelings previously not expressed (or sometimes
not even consciously felt). Both of these techniques are
designed to provide the client with assurance that the
therapist is attentively involved in the psychotherapy
session and is accepting of what is being expressed by
the client. A classic example of simple acceptance
would be the therapist’s response of “Yes, I see. . . .”
Reflection of feelings as Rogers practiced it was more
complicated, however. The ability to listen completely
and totally is demonstrated to the client by the therapist
mirroring back, and restating, the emotions behind
what the client says.

Example Rogers provides the example of reflection
in this interaction with one of his students who is
getting failing grades. The supposed purpose of the
session for this student is to make Rogers take
responsibility for the student’s decision to tell his
parents. 

Student: “Oh, I don’t know if they’re going to sort
of condemn me . . . in the past they’ve said, ‘It’s your
fault. You don’t have enough will power’. . .” 

Rogers: “You feel that they will be unsympathetic
and condemn you for your failures.” 

Student: “Well my—I’m pretty sure my father
will . . . He hasn’t been—he doesn’t experience these
things; he just doesn’t know what it’s like . . .”

Rogers: “You feel that he could never under-
stand you?”

The session goes on to eventually bring forth the
real problem—the student’s animosity toward his
father and feeling of shame that this man is his father.

Because of his focus upon interaction, many of
Rogers’s tenets regarding therapy bring the contact

between client and therapist under a microscope with a
far sharper and more distinct lens. Though libertarian in
his approach, refusing to be handcuffed by any pre-set
protocols developed by Freud or anyone else, Rogers
still actively set standards for psychotherapy. For
Rogers, a pioneer in developing a complete and cogent
school of psychological theory, the rationale behind the
method of treatment used always remained less impor-
tant than the personal qualities that the therapist
possessed and brought to each counseling session. Far
more than other humanists, Rogers insisted on taking a
long and hard look at the attitude that the therapist
brings to the psychotherapeutic session and how this
affects the person being treated.

Over the years, Rogers began to experience and
discover certain requirements for success in treating
people. Much of what he learned and taught to others
resulted from his innovative use of technology. Rogers
began tape-recording therapeutic interviews with
clients in 1942, long before this became a standard
practice for psychotherapists. Based on what he
learned from this experience, Rogers was one of the
first to elaborate certain capabilities a therapist must
possess in order to help clients attain their treatment
goals. Rogers was also among the first to make these
theoretical requirements a part of what he called “his
hypothesis” of mental health care. 

Rogers believed any therapist must possess four
qualities, which he describes as being “necessary and
sufficient”:

• Congruence, or genuineness and sincerity. The
quality of congruence is quite similar to one of
Rogers’s criteria for being “a fully functioning
person,” which will be discussed in more depth
under Rogers’s self-actualizing tendency theory.
In his or her dealings with the client, the congru-
ent therapist must present himself or herself
honestly at all costs. He or she does not have to
be perfect, but the therapist should never give the
client the impression that they are false or “game-
playing,” defensive, or all-knowing.

• Empathy, the ability to feel accurately what it is
that the client is expressing. Saying “I know how
you feel” when the therapist actually has no idea
how the person is feeling is not considered
helpful by Rogers.

• Belief that the therapist also learns from the
client. The therapist should be able to quietly
listen, without interrupting, and be able to
provide an exchange of ideas and feelings with
the client.
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• Unconditional positive regard, a genuine liking
and acceptance of the clients as they are. It is not
necessary for the therapist to agree with every-
thing the person says or does, but he or she must
be able to accept the client totally, without any
reservations.

Example Everyone, at one time or another, has tried
to express to someone else how they feel when some
terrible tragedy has visited them. If, for example, the
person lost their spouse in the World Trade Center on
September 11, 2001, and the listener responds, “Yeah,
I know just how you feel . . . a distant relative that 
I hardly knew died two years ago in Europe and I was
really sad,” probably neither sincerity nor empathy 
is present.

Rogers’s theories not only redefined who received
therapy and the requirements for the provision of
psychotherapy, but they also revolutionized who could
provide such counseling. Prior to Rogers, mental
health services were almost exclusively delivered by
psychiatrists or analysts trained in psychology.
Rogers’s criteria for psychotherapists, however, make
no mention of medical degrees or the need to have
personally experienced psychoanalysis. Rogers
actively encouraged the involvement of others in the
provision of counseling services. For the first time,
this inclusion brought social workers, teachers, clergy,
and other people into the counseling area of mental
health care. These innovative ideas paled in compari-
son, however, to the other changes in treatment that
were developed by Rogers.

Initially, Rogers called the type of psychotherapy
that he provided “non-directive.” He perceived the
therapist as accompanying the client on their journey
but not leading the way. Rogers eventually changed
this description to “client-centered” psychotherapy.
Rogers believed that this title accurately indicated
what was and was not provided by him during
therapy. Rogers called his therapy “supportive rather
than reconstructive.” Sessions would address the
client’s agenda, not that of the therapist. Rogerian
therapy would eventually undergo one more name
change, coming less from Rogers than from others. It
would become known as “people-centered,” due to its
increasingly wide application in so many other aspects
of the real world beyond psychology—in marriage
and parental counseling, child guidance, education,
and even leadership seminars.

From the start of his career, Rogers developed
methods to test the effectiveness of his therapy; he
would continue that effort throughout life. More than
any of his peers, Rogers always tried to define what

he and his client were trying to accomplish in
psychotherapy. From his vast experience, he
succeeded in outlining what the process of Rogerian
psychotherapy should look like. These were the meas-
ures of success, the necessary and inevitable series of
events that effective client-centered psychotherapy
always followed.

Rogers’s “people-centered” psychotherapeutic
process includes all of the following steps:

• The person manifests a willingness to seek help.
(Whether the person is able to identify this will-
ingness or not, they show it by making an appoint-
ment with the psychotherapist for therapy.)

• The therapist outlines the scope of the assistance
that will be provided to the client. It is made clear
that the therapist does not have the answers to the
client’s problems, but assures the person that they
have the capability, with the therapist’s assistance,
of finding their own answers to their problems.

• A warm, comforting, and safe environment is
provided through the therapist’s attitude. This
encourages the client to freely assert both their
feelings and insights about their problems.

• Negative feelings are identified for the client with
the help of the therapist and are given free rein.

• When the negativity has been completely
expressed, the therapist elicits the positive
responses from the client that Rogers’s experi-
ence had taught him would then be present.

• Both the negative and the ensuing positive feel-
ings are recognized and accepted by the therapist.

• These six steps ultimately lead the client to
insight into their problems. This insight is accom-
panied by new acceptance of self and self-under-
standing. New possibilities of action to solve the
problem are brought forth.

• Positive actions to solve the problems and a
decreased reliance on the help of the thera-
pist occur.

Main points
• Rogers’s hopeful, humanistic approach towards

treating the mentally ill was born in the most
unlikely of places—in his early experience
working with abused and neglected children in
upstate New York.

• Though Rogers was not the sole originator of the
humanistic school of psychology, he added many
important innovations to it; for example, that
persons seeking help were “clients” rather than
sick people, or “patients.”
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• Rogers was among the first to actually tape record
therapeutic interviews for teaching purposes and
to define what it was that he, as a psychotherapist,
was trying to accomplish during psychotherapeu-
tic sessions.

• Rogers developed eight criteria, or steps, listed
above, for successful psychotherapy.

• Rogers believed that theory mattered less than did
technique and the qualities the therapist brought
to the psychotherapeutic interview. He believed
that there were four qualities necessary in order
for someone to successfully perform psychother-
apy: congruence, or sincerity; empathy; the
ability to listen and learn from the client; and a
genuine liking and acceptance of the client.

Example Rogers himself provided the best metaphor
for the type of therapy he spent his life practicing. He
said it was similar to teaching a child to ride a bicycle.
Though the teacher may initially hold onto the bicycle
to steady it, eventually, in order to actually teach the
child to ride, the teacher must let go of the bicycle and
let the child try to ride independently. The child may
take spills, yet eventually he or she will learn to ride
the bicycle unassisted.

Rogers’ core of personality
Explanation: The actualizing tendency For
Rogers, plants and human beings gravitated toward
survival in similar ways. Rogers, who in his youth had
observed the plants and animals on his father’s farm,
had overheard the experts his father had consulted
regarding breeding, learned the proper feed and envi-
ronmental conditions, and observed the phenomenon
of an urge for survival over and over again. In fact, in
his early writings he cited mushrooms and seaweed as
good examples of life struggling to live under adverse
circumstances. But then Rogers began to think beyond
why living organisms attempt to obtain the necessities
of life, such as oxygen to breathe, water, and food. He
pondered why intangibles such as safety, love, and
autonomy are also valued and sought by not only
human beings, but by other species as well. What
Rogers came to conclude was that all living things
were endowed with a genetic ability, what he terms
“the core tendency” or the “actualizing tendency.”
This tendency not only gifted all species with a life
force that made them instinctively seek to survive, but
it also spurred them to go beyond survival to make the
best of whatever circumstances in which they found
themselves.

Rogers took this biological theory even further.
He came to believe that his actualizing tendency

applied not only to individual species of life but to
entire ecosystems. More intricate, diverse living
things, he believed, had an increased capability at
survival solely because of their diversity. For example,
if one species within an ecosystem such as a large
forest ceased to exist, Rogers reasoned that there are
most likely other species present in the forest that will
take over the necessary functions to help the wood-
land survive. This ecological variety provided the
forest with the flexibility that makes it more apt to be
successful in surviving. His rural younger years had
made these observations not terribly surprising and
probably not much different from the observations of
Darwin and others. Then Rogers took his actualizing
tendency to a far different area. He ascribed this same
core tendency to human personality development.

In addition to aiding survival, this actualizing
tendency provides living things with a built-in capac-
ity, developed during evolution, to know which things
are good for them and which are not. The five senses
are one example. Most people will not eat moldy,
odoriferous food because of its offensive appearance
and smell, thus saving themselves from food poison-
ing. Conversely, many people are tempted by the sight
of a crisp apple, fresh from the tree, and most will
savor the apple as they eat it. Clearly not all cases of
food poisoning would be fatal and not all apples will
be nutritious, but still people tend to make these
choices. Observation of this behavior convinced
Rogers that animals, and even babies, left to their own
devices, will instinctively choose food that is right for
them and necessary for their development. In other
words, living beings desire and enjoy the taste of those
things that they need in order to live. Rogers called
such discretion “organismic valuing,” and he extended
the notion far beyond food choices.

Main points

• Living things have within them an innate capacity
for both survival and even to go beyond survival
to make the best of their lives.

• This capacity is determined by genetic factors
rather than by the society in which they live.

• All living beings, animal and human, seek
abstract good things such as safety, affection, and
autonomy.

• Diverse living things have a greater capability of
survival because they have more varied capacities
to carry out functions necessary both to survival
and improving life.

• Species instinctively want and enjoy the things
that are necessary for their survival and growth.
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• These observations of the basic needs for survival
and comfort have implications far beyond the
biological world. The same principles apply to
the psyche.

Examples The tree growing out of the side of a cliff
or the violets growing through the crack in a sidewalk
mentioned earlier are examples of life’s inborn capac-
ity and instinctual need for survival.

Wolves traveling in packs provide themselves
with a necessary means of survival: strength in
numbers. But the wolf pack also furnishes each crea-
ture in the group with a social milieu and relationships
that are satisfying and believed to be necessary for
wolves. Elephants in the wild have a similar need for,
and live according to, a social structure.

The Irish potato famine is a good example of
non-diversity making survival less sure. Because only
one crop, potatoes, was planted in the Ireland of the
1840s, a disease specific to the potato plants obliter-
ated entire potato fields, eventually starving those
who were dependent on the potato fields for their
survival.

Expansion of the actualizing tendency 
to human personality

The more complex the living being, the more
complicated are its desires for the abstract things that
are coonsidered to be good. This complexity provides
human beings with an additional form of this actualiz-
ing tendency: the ability to improve, to make them-
selves into better people. Rogers calls this process of
becoming the best we can be “self-actualization.”

This core tendency for self-actualization consists
of three separate areas:

• The self: A person’s sense of who he or she is. The
self comes into being early in life, as the person
becomes aware of himself or herself as a separate
entity and becomes able to describe oneself as “I”
or “me.” This self includes the person’s personal
perception of things, but it is a subjective percep-
tion rather than an objective one.

• Positive regard: Love, acceptance, and approval.
Rogers perceives this need for positive regard as
one universally shared by all of humankind.
Though it is a requirement that is important
throughout life, Rogers believes that it is most
essential during infancy.

• Positive self-regard: Self-esteem, or approval and
acceptance emanating from within the person
that becomes a part of the person’s concept of
themselves.

Unlike the actualizing tendency common to all
life forms, Rogers believes self-actualization is not
genetically predetermined. Instead, it results from
parental and societal influences on the individual,
and it can be altered by family, friends, and the
larger society. This self-actualization is the basis of
personality development in Rogers’s theory, and he
manages to keep it quite simple: his personality
theory recognizes only two divisions—those people
whose self-actualizing capacity is active and fully
functioning, and those in whom it not. In its most
positive sense, self-actualization is why individuals
attempt to make scientific discoveries, explore outer
space, or attempt other creative endeavors. In many
ways, Rogers seems more interested in describing
what mental health is and how it is manifested than
in looking at pathology. For Rogers, a person whose
self-actualization tendency is fully functioning is a
mentally healthy person, what he would call a “fully
functioning person.” 

Rogers set up criteria that fully functioning
persons would demonstrate. They are as follows:

• They would be open to the normal experience 
of life.

• They would be able to experience both pleasant
and painful feelings that are appropriate reactions
to the life situations they find themselves
involved in.

• They would not use unsuitable or ineffective
defense mechanisms.

• They would live existentially, that is, in the day or
moment. (This does not imply that past experi-
ence is not used, only that the person uses their
experience and lives in the present.)

• They would not respond with rigidity to situa-
tions. Similar to the forest described earlier, they
would instead be spontaneous and able to adapt
to change.

• They would possess positive self-regard, or 
self-esteem.

• They would have what Rogers would call
“organismic trusting,” that is, the ability to
accept information, including experience and
intuition, and trust that such information is right.
Rogers values experience and intuition as being
the most important. In Rogers’s belief, if it feels
right to the individual, it probably is right for that
individual.

• They would operate with “experiential freedom”:
the ability to choose the most appropriate choice,
based upon their experience.
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• They would possess creativity, possessing a
capacity for both thinking innovative and effec-
tual thoughts and using these thoughts to produce
innovative and effectual creations.

The fully functioning person probably represents
a minority of the world’s population, but Rogers truly
believed that all people had within them the capacity
for reaching this state of being. These fully function-
ing persons would be ones whose actualizing
tendency and self-actualization would never have
been thwarted by the world around them. They would
have received positive regard from both parents and
society as a whole, and therefore they would have
developed positive self-regard. This ideal set of
circumstances would lead them to what Rogers calls
the “real self,” the person who has achieved being both
completely themselves and mentally healthy.

Main points In human beings, the actualizing
tendency has another component: self-actualization.
Self-actualization has three parts: The self (the ability
to recognize oneself as an individual entity, similar to
Freud’s ego); the need for positive regard (the need,
common to all humans, for acceptance, love, and
approval); and the need for positive self-regard (the
individual’s internal acceptance and approval of self,
leading to a positive self-concept, or self-esteem).
Unlike the actualizing tendency, which is genetic,
self-actualization is driven by the society in which
one lives.

Rogers’s personality development describes only
persons for whom the self-actualizing tendency is
operative and those for whom it is not. Persons with
an actively functioning self-actualizing tendency are
described by Rogers as fully functioning persons.
Among the characteristics fully functioning persons
share are openness, an ability to live in the moment, a
capacity to trust both intuition and experience,
freedom to make choices, and the competence to be
creative. Becoming the “real self,” a fully functioning
person faithful to their own ideals and aspirations, is
the true goal of Rogers’s psychotherapy.

Examples The classic example of “the self” being
subjective and dictated by the society one lives in is
the young girl who has been told continually by an
abusive parent that she is not pretty or that she is
stupid. No matter how physically attractive she might
be, or how high her IQ actually is, she will most likely
continue to perceive herself as both ugly and stupid. 

The need for positive regard was probably best
described by a study done by researcher Rene Spitz
decades ago in a South American orphanage. Some of

the babies at the orphanage were not touched, held, or
cuddled as babies would normally be. Eventually the
babies from whom affection was withheld were noted
to be failing. They died at a higher rate than infants
that were given normal warmth and affection, indicat-
ing that the need for love is indeed both a psychologi-
cal and physiological need.

The need for positive self-regard is basically the
need to like and accept oneself. Many self-help
groups address this need. One example is Al Anon,
the worldwide support group for the loved ones of
alcoholics and substance abusers. Al Anon literature
contains 17 separate readings devoted to the subject
of self-esteem.

When self-actualization isn’t functioning
Explanation Though self-actualization should be
based on the inborn abilities a person possesses, it is
actually very much affected by upbringing and
society. Therefore, the innate potential a person has
may not always be manifested if forces outside of the
person harm or attempt to destroy him or her. Rogers
considers one of the most important negative forces to
be conditional positive regard, or withholding of love,
acceptance, and approval to the child by parents
unless the child complies with the parents’ expecta-
tions or wishes.

Society, too, plays its role in thwarting a person’s
self-actualization. All of the external forces a person
meets in life—family members, teachers, clergy, polit-
ical leaders, even the media—send the message that
the person’s needs will be met only if they conform to
society’s expectations. In theory, how closely we
conform to these expectations will determine whether
or not we get the rewards society has to offer. This
message, Rogers states, provides all of us with “condi-
tions of worth.”

When conditional positive regard and conditions
of worth provide the framework for a person’s person-
ality development, these factors, viewed as negatives
by Rogers, will eventually be internalized, leading to
what he calls “conditional positive self regard,” or
self-esteem based solely on meeting other people’s
expectations. The individual will become repro-
grammed to fashion themselves into an entity that is
pleasing to parents and society at large, but not to
themselves. Organismic valuing and experiential
freedom, the basic building blocks of decision-making
that lead to good mental health, will be abandoned.

Conditional positive self regard leads to the devel-
opment of an “ideal self,” Rogers believes. In his
lexicon, “ideal” does not mean something positive, but
rather a self that sets itself standards that are impossible
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to meet. This ideal self is an internally imposed goal
that is always unattainable, and the notion leads to what
Rogers calls “incongruity,” and what the mental health
movement prior to Rogers had called neurosis. If the
real self could be described as what a person truly is,
the ideal self could be characterized as what everyone
else, and ultimately the person themselves, thinks they
should be. The greater the difference between the real
self and the ideal self, the greater the amount of mental
distress that is present.

Rogers calls life events that clearly present the
incongruity between the real self and the ideal self
“threatening situations.” If people find themselves in
a situation where they are expected to be competent
and calm, such as giving a speech, and instead they
feel terrified, they will experience anxiety. The
feeling of anxiety is a physiological response to
mental discomfort, a signal that the person should
physically escape from the uncomfortable predica-
ment and run away as fast as possible. Quite often,
however, people still have to do things that make
them feel uncomfortable. Therefore, they develop
psychological escape mechanisms that are referred to
in psychology as defenses. If the person cannot run
away in the physical sense, then they instead run
away within their psyche.

Rogers believed that all defense mechanisms are
completely based on perception, or how the person
views an anxiety-producing situation. He recognizes
only two defense mechanisms: denial and perceptual
distortion. Rogers’s denial is quite similar to Freudian
denial. Rogerian denial gives the individual the capac-
ity to completely obliterate (or deny) the existence of
an unpleasant, stressful fact. Rogers’s denial also
includes Freudian repression, or refusal to allow the
anxiety-producing thought to come into the
consciousness. Perceptual distortion occurs when an
individual acknowledges an anxiety-producing reality,
but then (unrealistically) re-interprets it to diminish its
capacity for causing stress.

According to Rogers, all human beings use
defense mechanisms to some degree. The more
defense mechanisms that a person employs, the less
the real self is operational within the person. This
leads to an even wider differentiation between the
ideal self and the real self. This in turn results in an
increase in incongruence, or neurosis. Rogers sees
psychosis as merely an extension of this theory. When
the person’s defense mechanisms become completely
overwhelmed, all sense of self—both real and ideal-
ized—becomes severely damaged; the psychotic
person loses the ability to distinguish between the self
and others. 

Rogers set up similar criteria to describe the
maladjusted person:

• The person lives defensively and would not be
open to experiencing either pleasant and painful
feelings.

• The person’s life goals are based on a plan devel-
oped by someone else, perhaps the person’s
parents or society.

• The person does not utilize either organismic
trusting or intuition.

• The person feels that they were not free to make
choices and feels manipulated by others.

• The person would be unimaginative and conform
to commonly held conceptions, whether these
were right or wrong.

Main points
Self-actualization does not develop as it is natu-

rally intended when forces outside of the person inter-
fere with it. Rogers believed that if parents offered
their child love, acceptance, and approval only if he or
she met the parents’ expectations, in his words,
“conditional positive regard,” that child would
encounter significant road-blocks in reaching self-
actualization. What Rogers called “conditions of
worth,” or demands put onto the person by society at
large, require that the person conform to the expecta-
tions of family members, teachers, clergy, and the
media, in order to receive positive things as rewards.
People programmed by conditional positive regard
and conditions of worth will eventually internalize
these conditions for acceptance, creating conditional
positive self-regard, or self-esteem entirely based
upon living up to others’ views of what they should
be. This situation eliminates organismic valuing and
experiential freedom from the decision-making
process, alienating the person from their true self and
from good mental health.

Conditional positive self-regard aids in the devel-
opment of an ideal self, one that imposes impossible,
unattainable demands upon the person. These
demands, and the distance between this ideal self
(what the person is conditioned to think they should
be) and the real self (what the person really is) produce
what Rogers calls incongruity, or neurosis. The size of
the gap between the real self and the ideal self, indicates
the degree of incongruity or neurosis that is present.
Those events that make evident the incongruity
between the real self and the ideal self are called by
Rogers “threatening situations,” which lead to anxiety.
Anxiety produces a physiological response that calls for
the person to run away from the threatening situation.

C a r l  R a n s o m  R o g e r s

3 8 7P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s



When a person cannot in reality run away from a
threatening situation, they run away within their mind
by using defense mechanisms.

For Rogers, there are only two defense mecha-
nisms: denial and perceptual distortion. These
defenses are based entirely upon the person’s percep-
tion. Rogers’s version of denial is similar to Freud’s,
but it also includes repression. Perceptual distortion is
the re-interpretation of reality to make it less stressful.
The use of defense mechanisms to some degree is a
universal thing. The use of defense mechanisms
makes the real self less functional, increasing the gap
between real self and the ideal self. The greater this
gap, the more what Rogers calls incongruence, or
neurosis, that is present. For Rogers, psychosis is only
an expansion of this theory, occurring when the
person’s defense mechanisms are completely
breached and there is a shattering of both real and
ideal self.

Examples Conditional positive regard is exempli-
fied by the parents that show affection only when the
child has done something that they perceive as being
“good,” such as washing their hands and face, and
keeping their clothing immaculate while out playing.
The child that comes in from playing covered with
mud is then shouted at by the parents and treated in a
rejecting manner.

Probably the most classic and mundane example
of a condition of worth is the statement, “If you don’t
eat all your meat and vegetables, you cannot have
dessert.”

An overachiever who is never satisfied with his or
her accomplishments is a person who has developed
conditional positive self regard. This person’s ideal
self is so perfect that it is unattainable. Yet another
example of a person with an ideal self is someone who
wants her family to look perfect to the outside world
no matter how upset and unhappy the family might
actually be.

Gloria Swanson’s character Norma Desmond, in
the classic movie “Sunset Boulevard,” exhibits
several of Rogers’s characteristics of a person living
with an ideal self rather than a real self. Norma, a
former great and beautiful movie actress, has grown
old and is no longer attractive. Her ideal self is still
young, beautiful, and successful in films. When
reality makes her look at the actual substance of her
situation, she uses denial (she is still beautiful and
desirable) and perceptual distortion (everyone is
jealous of her) to avoid reality. Norma Desmond
eventually goes beyond incongruence, or neurosis,
into psychosis.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
When he wrote his landmark book, Medical

Inquiries and Observations upon the Diseases of the
Mind, in 1812, Philadelphia physician Benjamin Rush
could not have known that he would one day become
known as “the father of American psychiatry.” Rush, a
pious and charitable Pennsylvania physician, had
advocated for some time for better treatment of the
mentally ill. When he wrote his book, he was 67 years
of age, and he had lived through enough adventure to
fill several lifetimes. An early fighter against slavery,
a patriot in the Revolutionary War, and a signer of the
Declaration of Independence, Rush’s battle to defeat
the great yellow fever epidemic of 1793 in the United
States’ then-capitol, Philadelphia, probably earned
him more fame and controversy in his lifetime than
the book he wrote just one year before he died. 

In fact, much of the controversy surrounding
Benjamin Rush had nothing to do with psychiatry. He
was a strong believer in the popular remedy of “bleed-
ing” people, regardless of their diagnosis; many of his
colleagues in Philadelphia, however, disagreed with
his use of bleeding as a treatment for yellow fever. It
is unknown if his blood-letting of mentally ill persons
caused any debate. Certainly his observations regard-
ing “Diseases of the Mind” evoked little stir. Yet
Rush’s book brought new thinking to an America that
was considered a primitive, uncivilized backwater.
Rush’s observations closely mirrored those of fellow
physicians Phillipe Pinel in France and Quaker
William Tuke in England, who both advocated
enlightened and more humane treatment for the
mentally ill. Unfortunately Rush’s book was flawed in
two ways. It leaned heavily on astrology, a belief
common in his time. But more important, it also
subscribed to one of the two false theories about the
cause of mental illness then in vogue: that mental
illness, or “madness” as it was then called, was the
result of a problem with the arteries supplying the
brain with blood, causing inflammation. (The other
then-popular theory was that sin caused mental
illness; Rush apparently did not subscribe to this
notion.) Besides his book, Rush also influenced
American mental health through his invention of “the
tranquilizer,” a restraint that eerily resembles the elec-
tric chair. It was not as cruel as it looks, from all
reports, and it was designed to decrease blood circula-
tion to the brain.

In 1827, Thomas Upham published what is
considered the first textbook of psychology: Elements
of Intellectual Philosophy. Like Benjamin Rush’s
observations, Upham’s book would do little to improve
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the quality of life for people suffering from psychi-
atric problems. But 30 years after Rush’s death, a
woman named Dorothea Dix would have appreciably
more impact upon psychiatric treatment. A Massa-
chusetts school mistress, Dix would shame Common-
wealth politicians and sheriffs when she convincingly
argued that the people with psychiatric illnesses in
Massachusetts jails, contrary to what was then widely
believed, really did feel the cold when they were
shackled naked to beds in unheated cells in the dead
of winter.

I proceed, gentlemen, briefly to call your attention to
the present state of Insane Persons confined within
this Commonwealth, in cages, closets, stalls, pens!
Chained, naked, beaten with rods, and lashed into
obedience! 

Dix’s 1843 “Memorial to the Massachusetts
Legislature” would eventually raise millions of dollars
and create 32 mental hospitals in 20 states across the
United States and in two Canadian provinces. Dix’s
castle-like stone hospitals, turreted and sitting atop
hills away from the rest of the populace of cities and
towns, at least provided kinder and better care for 
the mentally ill. They also came to be landmarks
across the country. At first the medical profession 
had little to do with these “asylums,” but gradually
psychiatric care came to be seen as a specialty of
medicine, and physician-superintendents became the
norm. In 1844, the Association of Medical Superin-
tendents of American Institutions for the Insane came
into being.

For most Americans, psychiatric illness continued
to be something both mysterious and frightening.
These physicians that locked up the mentally ill in
fortress-like hospitals as far removed as possible from
the community did little to educate the public concern-
ing the nature of mental illness. That lack of public
education was primarily the result of a lack of knowl-
edge. Neither Benjamin Rush, Thomas Upham, the
hospital superintendents, nor Dorothea Dix really
understood the causes or the effects or the treatment of
emotional problems. Even as late as the Civil War,
some doctors still subscribed to Rush’s circulation-to-
the-brain theory, while others adamantly believed
mental illness was a result of wrongdoing. Harvard
professor William James became America’s first
modern psychologist in 1890 when he wrote and
published Principles of Psychology. The American
Psychological Association came into being in 1892. 
In the same years, American psychologist E. L.
Thorndike’s studies of laboratory animals produced
some of the earliest information on conditioned
responses, work that Thorndike hoped to apply to
education. But, echoing Dix decades earlier, it would

take another layperson to give the public the first
shreds of useful information regarding mental illness. 

Clifford Beers was an articulate and intelligent
Yale graduate who suffered from bipolar disorder, then
called manic-depressive illness. Shortly after his grad-
uation from college in the early 1900s, he suffered a
mental collapse that resulted in his being hospitalized
in several of what were then called “mental asylums.”
Though much of the neglect and mistreatment of
patients common in Dix’s time had been eliminated,
Beers soon discovered that confining patients in strait-
jackets and choking them into unconsciousness were
still very much a part of mental health care in
American psychiatric hospitals. Beer’s mistreatment
and his recovery in spite of it became the basis of his
1908 bestseller, A Mind that Found Itself. Two of
Beers’ staunchest and most influential admirers turned
out to be James and famed psychiatrist Adolph Meyer.
Meyer coined a new name for what was then
commonly called “madness”—“mental hygiene.” That
same year, the Society for Mental Hygiene was
founded, soon followed by a National Committee for
Mental Hygiene, an organization that became interna-
tional in 1919.

German education, especially regarding the study
of the new-found science of psychology, was consid-
ered the best in the world at the beginning of the twen-
tieth century. It was quite common for American
students interested in the study of the mind to attend
school in Europe, preferably in Germany. Wilhelm
Wundt had established the first psychology laboratory
at Leipzig, Germany in 1879, and American psychol-
ogist G. Stanley Hall was impressed enough with the
German model to establish the first American
psychology laboratory at Johns Hopkins Hospital in
Maryland the next year. Hall moved on to Clark
University in Worcester, Massachusetts, where he
incorporated the German concept of graduate educa-
tion. Hall’s interest in psychology led to his inviting
Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung to lecture at Clark in
1909, Freud’s only trip to the United States, and one
that deeply influenced American psychological
thought. The first psychological studies of learning,
with rats negotiating mazes, occurred at Clark
University under Hall’s auspices, and he was an early
pioneer in the field of psychological studies regarding
children. 

For the majority of mentally ill Americans in the
early twentieth century, however, neither psychiatry
nor psychology significantly improved their treatment.
In fact, both areas of learning remained the exclusive
domain of intellectuals that shared their findings only
among themselves. Furthermore, most practitioners of
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the newly discovered science of psychology discrimi-
nated against women. Three American women
psychologists faced overwhelming sexual discrimina-
tion in the early years of the twentieth century, yet
Mary Whiton Calkins, Christine Ladd-Franklin, and
Margaret Washburn all managed to make major
research contributions in their field. Calkins was
banned from graduation from Harvard University, even
though she had taken classes there, had passed all her
courses, and was considered one of the university’s
most brilliant students. Both Ladd-Franklin and
Washburn also were victimized by discriminatory
practices several times during their careers. Yet, with
incredible effort, these three women still managed to
leave a lasting impression on American psychology.
Calkins developed a memory procedure that is still
used today, and she was the first woman president of
the American Psychological Association. Ladd-
Franklin was responsible for an evolutionary theory
regarding color vision, and Washburn did impressive
work in the field of comparative psychology.

Gender bias ran rampant within both psychiatry
and psychology. American psychologist E.B.
Titchener, who was educated in Germany, returned to
his native country to write a 1909 book called
Titchener’s Textbook of Psychology and initiated the
psychological approach known as structuralism. To
pursue his passion for psychological research, he led a
group of male-only researchers that called themselves
“experimentalists.” Both Columbia University and the
University of Chicago, schools that would later
employ Rogers, became quite active in the develop-
ment of psychology in the United States, but neither
school did much to encourage women’s participation,
educate the public regarding mental illness, or actu-
ally help troubled people. An example of one of the
very few understandable public statements regarding
psychological theory was made by James Angell, one
of the first presidents of the American Psychological
Association. Two schools of psychology had devel-
oped within American universities: the previously
mentioned structuralism and another called function-
alism. Angell explained the difference between the
two schools of thought this way: “Structuralists ask,
‘What is consciousness?’ while functionalists ask,
‘What is consciousness for?’” Few of his contempo-
raries made things as simple.

Despite its researchers’ lack of communication
with most of the American public, psychology
became an important component of higher education.
Mental testing for educational purposes was among
the earliest psychological testing to have been devel-
oped and employed in the United States, but unfortu-

nately it quickly proved to be flawed. Henry Goddard
(the originator of the term “moron”) brought Euro-
pean intelligence testing to America. Alfred Binet’s
methodology had originally been developed to iden-
tify academically weaker students so that special
programs could be developed to help them learn.
Unfortunately, these early Binet tests were perverted
and used to discriminate against certain Southern and
Eastern European immigrants who came to America
during the early years of the twentieth century.
Eventually, this mode of testing developed into a more
useful form, the Stanford-Binet IQ test, which is still
used today. But in spite of these small steps forward,
neither psychology nor psychiatry in the early twenti-
eth century seemed capable of developing or carrying
out concepts that would improve life for people with
mental illness. Psychology had an image of rats in
mazes or of flawed tests that proved skewed racial
theories rather than a field that could help human
beings. It would take Carl Rogers and others like him
to put a more human face on the field of psychology.

CRITICAL RESPONSE
Disfavor among academics and 
parts of society

The contrast between Rogers’s strong positive
impact on clinical psychology in the real world and
the lack of regard he enjoys among psychology
professors in academia is impressive. Biographers
Howard Kirschenbaum and Valerie Henderson note in
their 1989 book, The Carl Rogers Reader, that

Rogers spent his whole life not only asserting the
importance of the democratic and libertarian ideal in
all human relationships, but seeking ways to accom-
plish that ideal. He innovated, he described, he
modeled, he even proselytized. For that he won
hundreds of thousands of appreciative students
whose work touches millions of lives each year. . . .
he also won thousands of influential critics who have
prevented Carl Rogers and the people-centered
approach from becoming the mainstay of profes-
sional training in the academic institutions of the
United States.

Yet, as noted previously, a 1982 study conducted by
the American Psychology Association that polled
practicing psychologists and psychotherapists ranked
Rogers first in a rating of “The Ten Most Influential
Psychotherapists.”

Kirschenbaum and Henderson go on to state that
“not all professionals have been pleased with Rogers’s
influence. Many find his theory and methods oversim-
plified. Others argue that trusting the individual’s
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resources for self-help will not work and might 
even do harm.” Psychologist and college professor 
C. George Boeree investigates this criticism in more
detail. He refers to Rogers’s “organismic trusting” as
“a major sticking point” in Rogers’s theories—not
only for academics but also for those lay persons with
a fundamentalist ethos. If the definition of organismic
trusting is, as Rogers would say, having faith in
ourselves that if we do what feels naturally right it will
prove to be the right thing to do, it becomes clear that
this could indeed become a slippery slope. To para-
phrase Dr. Boeree, this could mean that if you are a
sadist, you should hurt other people; masochists
should hurt themselves; if you like drugs or alcohol,
go for it; and if you’re feeling depressed, kill yourself.
This “If it feels good, do it!” attitude, often expressed
by young adults but criticized by society at large
during the 60s and 70s, has frequently been blamed on
Rogers. Dr. Boeree further reflects, however, that
organismic trusting would of necessity be in keeping
with knowledge of the real self; consequently, by
Rogers’s definition, the real self would most likely not
be compatible with sadism, masochism, substance
abuse, or severe depression. 

Rogerian therapy also often faced ridicule based
upon its use of reflection of feelings. Rogers always
said that the ability of the therapist was the most impor-
tant facet of any Rogerian psychotherapy; still, there
were those who believed that they were following
Rogers’s tenets but actually were not. Two common
anecdotes prevalent among the psychological commu-
nity in the 1950s, as reported by Howard Kirschenbaum
in his earlier (1979) book On Becoming Carl Rogers,
illustrate the common perception and criticism:

I once went to a Rogerian counselor. I started talking
about my problems and all he did was repeat back,
word for word, everything I said. I couldn’t figure out
who was the crazy one, him or me. I said, I know
that. That’s what I just told you. So he said, You
know that. That’s what you just told me. After a
while, I started getting really angry. So then he tells
me I’m getting angry.

The following anecdote is both frightening,
darkly humorous, and totally untrue. However, this
mocking spoof of Rogers’s type of therapy was a
particular favorite of his critics during those years. It
describes a fictional client’s interaction with Carl
Rogers during an appointment with Dr. Rogers in his
office, on the 34th floor. 

Client: “Dr. Rogers, I’ve been feeling awfully
depressed lately.”

Rogers: “Oh, you’ve been feeling very depressed
lately?” 

Client: “Yes, I’ve even seriously been considering
suicide.”

Rogers: “You feel you might like to kill yourself.”

Client: “Yes, in fact I’m going to walk over to the
window here.”

Rogers: “Uhumm, you’re walking over to the
window there.”

Client: “Yes, I’m opening the window, Dr. Rogers.” 

Rogers: “I see. You’re opening the window.”

Client: “I’m about to jump.”

Rogers: “Uhumm. You’re about to jump.”

Client: “Here I goooooo. . . . .” (the client jumps). 

Rogers: “There you go.” 

A loud crash is heard below. Dr. Rogers walks over
to the office window, looks down, and says, “Splat!”

But perhaps the bias against Rogers’s tenets arises
not just from the prejudice of intellectuals or society’s
fear of pleasure-seeking and self-indulgence, but rather
from Western culture’s love affair with technology.
Kirschenbaum and Henderson further observe in The
Carl Rogers Reader, that “Rogers’s message points us
in a different direction (from technology). . . .what
really matters is trust in ourselves and others, in
communication, in how we handle our feelings and
conflicts, in how we find meaning in our lives.” They
note that it is not only the professors in universities who
have resisted Rogers’s body of work. Ironically, it
seems that the man who was such an innovator in the
use of the twentieth century’s gadgets—tape record-
ings, films and other media—is also the victim of
society’s fascination with this same technology. As a
humanist, Rogers’s belief in good communication and
understanding between people is, in the end, more diffi-
cult and takes longer than technology’s quick fixes.
Rogers leads people away from computer programs,
pills that provide chemical solutions to behavioral prob-
lems, and all the other proposed technocratic solutions
to humanity’s woes.

Rogers’s common ground with other
humanist psychologists

Humanistic philosophy of mental health treat-
ment can be defined in many different ways. Most
experts generally agree, however, that it includes
three commonly held tenets: the importance of the
person’s perception of reality; the importance of
helping people to understand both the significance
and the definition of good mental health; and the need
to encourage humanness and the ability to choose.
Based on those criteria, it is clear that Rogers 
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qualifies as a humanist. But going beyond the label, if
often appears that the differences between Rogers and
other humanist psychologists are more a matter of
terminology than actual philosophical differences.
Whether referred to as the actualization tendency by
Rogers, self-realization by German-American psy-
choanalyst Karen Horney, or self-actualization by
Abraham Maslow, the notion that human beings
possess both an inborn desire for mental health and
the capacity to realize that health is the common
thread among the humanists.

Rogers’ “conditional positive self regard,” or the
development of a person’s self-esteem that is based on
complying with the requirements of others, is remark-
ably similar to the theory propounded by Karen
Horney. As did Horney, Rogers believes that this
society-induced betrayal of the self is one of the build-
ing-blocks for the development of neurosis, or what
Rogers called incongruence. The conditional regard
of parents as described by Rogers is quite similar to
the basic evil as described by Horney: parental indif-
ference unless the child complies with their wishes.
Maslow’s “hierarchy of needs,” progressing from
basic physiological requirements such as hunger,
thirst, and sex to self-actualization is very similar to
Rogers’ transition from the “actualizing tendency” to
the “fully functioning person.”

It is worth noting, however, that Rogers, human-
ist though he was, did not actually describe human
beings as being basically good. In his 1977 book A
Way of Being, Rogers explained his theory, as he so
often did, in terms of a remembered perception from
his teenage farming years. He talks about the family’s
winter storage of potatoes in a bin in the cellar, a few
feet from a window. As spring approached and the
light and temperature increased, these potatoes would
put forth white, spindly shoots reaching toward that
window. These sprouts would be totally different from
the healthy green growth that a potato would put forth
when planted in the rich soil outdoors. These
unhealthy buds, reaching toward the light, though they
would not be destined to flourish, would also not give
up. Rogers noted that these potato sprouts made him
think of

clients whose lives had been terribly warped . . . men
and women on back wards of state hospitals. So
unfavorable have been the conditions in which these
people have developed that their lives often seem
abnormal, twisted, scarcely human. Yet the direc-
tional tendency in them (the wish to be mentally
healthy) is to be trusted.

Yet Rogers surely did share with other humanists
their disagreement with Freud’s conception of the

inherent malevolence of the human race. He addressed
this contention, specific to the Freudian beliefs of
famed psychiatrist Karl Menninger, in Rogers’s
article, “A Note on the Nature of Man,” published in
the Journal of Counseling Psychology in 1957.
Menninger had reportedly told Rogers that he viewed
man as being “innately destructive,” a premise that
made Rogers “shake his head in wonderment.” In the
article, Rogers looked to the animal world for compar-
ison regarding inborn characteristics, believing that
most people have fewer preconceived prejudices
there. He described the lion, often perceived by people
as being a “ravening beast,” as in reality a well-
adjusted creature. He noted that in their natural habitat
lions kill only for food, are never gluttonous, and do
not become obese. Furthermore, most lions develop
into mature, independent, and self-responsible crea-
tures that care for their young and understand about
working cooperatively to survive. Similarly, Rogers
stated that the human beings he had counseled had
taught him that

to discover that an individual is truly and deeply a
unique member of the human species is not a discov-
ery to excite horror. Rather I am inclined to believe
that fully to be a human being is . . . [to be] one of the
most widely sensitive, responsive, creative and adap-
tive creatures on this planet.

Relationship to Gestalt therapy
Freud and his disciples tend to look at their

patients from the outside inward, trying to understand
their patients’ distorted view of reality. Conversely,
Gestalt therapists do their best to go inside their
patients and look outward, viewing the world from the
person’s internal vision of things. Early in the twenti-
eth century, prior to World War I, German psycholo-
gists Max Wertheimer, Wolfgang Kohler, and Kurt
Koffka began to perform experiments on monkeys and
other animals and apply the results to human beings.
In one experiment, researchers placed a banana (the
reward) in an unreachable but visible place outside of
the laboratory monkey’s cage. If the monkey was
given a sufficient number of sticks, Gestalt researchers
learned that the creature would figure out how to
assemble the sticks in order to successfully get hold of
the banana. This outcome made Gestalt therapists
believe that human beings, too, were innately capable
of reasoning their way toward goals or solving 
problems. This belief is quite similar to Rogers’s self-
actualizing tendency.

Debates with behaviorist B.F. Skinner
In the late nineteenth century, American psychol-

ogist E.L. Thorndike began laboratory work that
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produced some of the earliest information on condi-
tioned responses. Thorndike’s interest was primarily
in regard to education. In the early twentieth century
in Czarist Russia, a psychologist named Ivan
Petrovich Pavlov was also conducting animal research
that showed the ability to produce emotional states by
repeated conditioning. Thorndike and Pavlov’s
research was the beginning of behaviorist psychology,
but most Western psychologists initially were unaware
of Pavlov’s contributions, as his work was not trans-
lated in the West until 1920. This research led to 
B.F. Skinner’s efforts in the 1930s. The basic premise
behind Skinner’s research was that the more a certain
behavioral response was rewarded, or “reinforced,”
the more that response was likely to happen again.
This principle, called “operant conditioning” by
Skinner, became the most common and popular
version of behavioral psychology.

Skinner would take this notion even further, into
political and social spheres, in his novel, Walden Two.
This book proposed a utopian society that would be
populated by ideal people who would be created as a
result of operant conditioning. These Walden Two
inhabitants would be mentally healthy, productive,
and happy, and thus they would no longer need such
abstract concepts as democracy or capitalism because
there would be no class struggles.

Rogers took issue with much of behaviorist
theory. As early as 1946, he had noted that, although
behavior could be determined by the external influ-
ences to which an organism is exposed, “it also may be
determined by the creative and integrative insight of
the organism itself.” In 1956, Rogers and Skinner met
for the first time to debate their differences at the
American Psychological Association’s annual conven-
tion. Two more debates took place in the early 1960s.

From most reports, there was no winner in any of
the three debates. Both Rogers and Skinner were
remarkably articulate and informed presenters of
their positions. In nearly all of these discussions,
Rogers brought up Walden Two, and at one point
noted that he saw little difference between that book
and George Orwell’s science-fiction classic 1984,
wherein all people are conditioned by punishment to
be the same and to obey a dictator known as “Big
Brother.” Though they met for only those three
debates, the dispute between Rogerian libertarianism
and behavioral conditioning has continued. Rogers’
position is probably best expressed in a statement he
wrote in 1947:

Significant problems of social philosophy are also
involved in these diverging attitudes regarding
therapy. If objective study supports the conclusion

that dependence, guidance and expert direction of the
client’s therapy and life are necessary . . . then a social
philosophy of expert control is clearly implied. If
further research indicates that the client has at least
the latent ability to understand and guide himself,
then a psychological basis for democracy would have
been demonstrated.

THEORIES IN ACTION
For over 50 years, Rogers’s work has continued

to exert an major impact upon all aspects of psychol-
ogy, and that impact has even spread far beyond the
borders of what most people would term mental
health. In nearly aspect of life in the twenty-first
century, his legacy continues. His beliefs have influ-
enced diverse groups, such as teachers, motivational
speakers, and social workers. Rogers’s encounter
group ideas have been applied by both Rogers himself
and others in efforts to bring about peace within
communities and throughout the world. The multi-
tudes of groups that try to discover each others’
humanness and thus defuse ignorance and hate are the
direct result of Rogers’s ideas. The specific group
discussions that Rogers facilitated in Northern Ireland
and South Africa are examples of this, as are commu-
nity groups in poor, urban areas that meet regularly
with local police to discuss problems and feelings.

Research
Rogers worried from the beginning that Rogerian

therapy could become dogmatic, as had other forms of
psychotherapy and analysis. (The best example of this
dogmatism would be Freudian theory.) Increasingly,
Rogers became convinced that “psychotherapy may
become a science, applied with art, rather than an art
which has made some pretense of being a science.”
The only way that psychotherapy could be a science
would be through research, developing measures of
the success of psychotherapy sessions. From the
beginning of his practice and writing in the 1930s,
Rogers advocated for the inclusion of such study.
What made the research possible was Rogers’s tape-
recording of his client’s psychotherapeutic interviews,
which he began in 1941. In the ten years that followed,
Rogers would record more than 40 complete cases. By
1957, he had taped over 200.

The first phase of Rogers’s research ran between
1940 and 1948. These studies were admittedly
random and subjective, based on the ideas and needs
of the individual researchers (usually graduate
students) that worked with Rogers during those years.
These investigations sought to identify what happened
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during therapy, measured how directive or non-direc-
tive the therapist was, tried to determine how much
emotional expression and insight were developed by
the client, and estimated how the researchers perceived
the success of the therapy. There were a total of 13 of

these early studies done, and these were considered by
most to be merely explorations of Rogerian psychother-
apy. Elias Porter, a student from Ohio State University,
conducted and published the first of these studies 
in 1943. Based upon Rogers’ often-repeated and
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FURTHER ANALYSIS:
The “Q Technique”

When Carl Rogers put together a group of gradu-
ate students and other professionals at the University
of Chicago in 1940, he was beginning a study of
psychotherapy that he had been advocating for over a
decade. As the initial two studies unfolded, he and the
other researchers became acutely aware that there was
no tool in existence that measured whether clients
believed that they had become better. For Rogers, this
measure was by far the most important measurement
of all, but no psychological test then used captured
this information. William Stephenson, an English
researcher then working at the University of Chicago,
had developed a system of cards called “Q cards” that
Rogers and his group used. Rogers calls the informa-
tion on these Q cards “a population of self-referent
items.” They contained statements that were originally
extracted from client interviews—self-descriptions
gleaned from them during their psychotherapeutic
interviews.

Examples of the type of statements to be found
on these cards are:

• I am a submissive person.

• I’m afraid of a full-fledged disagreement with a
person.

• I am a hard worker.

• I am really disturbed.

• I am likable.

Each client involved in the Phase III study would
be given 100 of these Q cards and asked to sort them,
usually into nine separate categories. The research
subjects sorted the cards according to how similar to
themselves the statements were. That is, the first stack
would hold cards with descriptions that they felt were
the most like themselves, the next stack a little less so,
and on until by the ninth pile, the person would feel
that most of the expressions on the Q cards did not
actually apply to them. As only a set number of cards
could be sorted into any one pack, the responses were

set up to provide a bell-shaped curve which made for
more manageable development of statistics. These “Q
Sorts” as they were called were done several times
during therapy, and in three different ways. The test
that Rogers and the others developed from this method
came to be called the “SIO (self, ideal, and ordinary)
Q Sort” test.

The three methods of sorting the Q cards performed
by the study subjects (and the controls) were:

• Categorizing the self-referent statements as to
which were the most descriptive of them to those
that were least like themselves. This first sort
would establish a self-concept.

• Dividing the cards based upon the subject’s
perception of which cards described best what
they would want to be like. This process would
extend to a ninth stack that contained statements
expressing what the person would least want to
be like. This second sort would provide the
person’s perception of their ideal self.

• Sorting the cards based on the clients’ percep-
tions of “ordinary people.” This third sort repre-
sented the ordinary data point.

This self-test, given at key points both before,
during, and after a client underwent psychotherapy for
the first time produced a means of measuring whether
or not a person’s self-concept actually changed as a
result of psychotherapy. The control subjects provided
the means of assuring that changes in the people studied
were not simply random phenomena, or changes that
could have happened anyway, with or without therapy.
The Rogers group researchers produced results that
were among the most definitive and dramatic ever
demonstrated. They showed through their testing
methods that people involved in client-centered therapy
reduced the gap between their self-concept and their
idealized version of themselves. Self-concepts in
particular showed drastic improvement.



published statements that the process and progress of
therapy was a predictable thing, these graduate student
researchers attempted to confirm or invalidate his
vision of what happened in psychotherapy sessions. It
was considered an exploratory form of research only,
and it had obvious failings. Even if insight were meas-
ured, there was no means of calculating how increased
insight improved the client’s life situation. Equally, 
no measurement in Phase I demonstrated whether 
non-directive therapy was any more effective than any
other type. 

The second phase of research looked at the effi-
cacy of Rogerian psychotherapy by using more sophis-
ticated, time-tested psychological evaluation. The
problem with Phase II, even with the use of improved
testing, was twofold: the number of clients involved in
the study was small; and there were no experimental
“control” subjects involved. Yet, it represented an
improvement over the earlier phase of testing.

Among the psychological tests used in Phase 
II were:

• The Rorschach, or “inkblot” projective test,
designed to reveal the subject’s inner personality
structure, including introversive and extroversive
tendencies.

• The MMPI (Minnesota Multiphase Personality
Inventory), a questionnaire designed to sort the
person’s response into certain diagnostic cate-
gories in order to indicate his or her tendency
toward that diagnosis.

• A client self-rating of improvement scale devel-
oped by the researchers.

Ever persuasive, Rogers managed to obtain
several hundreds of thousands of dollars in funding
from various foundations and from the U.S. Public
Health Service to carry out Phase III. Though 15 to 30
people worked on various phases of this research over
the years, only 10 of them, including Rogers,
remained involved from the project’s earliest days
until the completion of the third phase. The others
were graduate students that became involved for a
time and eventually moved on. As noted previously,
rather than conduct the research himself, Rogers
preferred to facilitate, providing funding, ideas, and
simple encouragement. Most of his graduate students
came from what was known as “The Rogers Group”
at the University of Chicago Counseling Center.

Phase III, the final and most definitive phase of
Rogers’s research into the efficacy of psychotherapy,
was characterized by several innovative ideas, organi-
zed as follows:

• The study was divided into two “blocks” of
clients, people who had come to the counseling
center for help and had agreed to be involved in
several batteries of psychological tests during
their treatment.

• Block I contained 25 clients who had come 
for therapy.

• Block II, assembled later, contained at least 25
more clients.

• The ethical problem concerning finding
“controls,” people not receiving therapy to
measure against those receiving therapy, was
resolved in two ways: volunteers not receiving
therapy but taking the psychological tests used
were “matched” to clients in therapy; and prospec-
tive clients were put on a waiting list for therapy,
and also received the same psychological testing.

• The measurement that Rogers considered the most
important—the client’s self-rating of the efficacy
of therapy—still needed to be developed. All
previous such self-rating scales had proven inac-
curate and unscientific. A British researcher,
William Stephenson developed the “Q Technique”
that finally solved this quandary. (See sidebar)

With the Q Technique in place, Rogers’s
researchers were ready. “Test Points,” times that tests
would be administered, were established at key times
both before, during, and after therapy. The same
battery of tests was administered to the control
subjects on much the same schedule: before their wait
began, during the clients’ psychotherapy treatment,
and afterward. The thoroughness of the testing and
follow-up clearly demonstrate the painstaking accu-
racy that was involved in completing this research (as
shown below). The detail involved is both impressive
and shows clearly why Rogers’s research was so
heralded by nearly everyone in the mental health field.

Testing and other data collected during Phase III
of Rogers’ research included:

• A short personal history form filled out by both
clients and controls prior to the beginning of
treatment.

• A psychological test known as the Willoughby
Emotional Maturity Test completed by two of the
subject’s friends or relatives, assessing the person’s
emotional maturity during therapy.

• Recording and transcription of all therapy
sessions.

• A SIO (self, ideal, and ordinary) sorting of Q
cards prior to therapy, after counseling was
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completed, and then again six months later. (This
was in addition to Q sorts at the seventh, twenti-
eth and, if necessary, at the fortieth counseling
session.)

• The Willoughby Emotional Maturity Test to the
client administered before, after, and six months
after completion of therapy.

• The Thematic Apperception Test (known as the
TAT), a projective psychological test similar to
the Rorschach, given before, after, and six months
after completion of therapy.

• The Self-Other Attitude Scale, a test that meas-
ured several social and political attitudes of the
person, given on that same schedule of before,
after, and six months after completion of psy-
chotherapy sessions.

• A role-playing activity, developed to determine
how the client would respond to those around him
or her in certain situations.

• In order to assess the therapist’s empathy, at 
the end of the therapy the person conducting the
therapy was asked to sort the Q cards as he or she
believed the client would.

• A self-rating scale for the therapist appraising their
view of the relationship between therapist and
client, as well as the entire therapeutic process. 

• Two follow-up interviews: one between the client
and therapist and one with the client and the
person performing the tests to determine the
client’s assessment of the efficacy of the therapy.

• A follow-up questionnaire sent to clients after the
termination of therapy.

This research, the culmination of years of work
and the collaboration of many was, as Rogers freely
admitted in his 1954 book Psychotherapy and
Personality Change, “far from perfect.” However, no
one had ever before come close to actually measuring
what occurred in psychotherapy. The Distinguished
Scientific Contribution award given by the American
Psychological Association to Rogers in 1956 cited him

for developing an original method to objectify the
description and analysis of the therapeutic process,
for formulating a testable theory of psychotherapy
and its effects on personality and behavior. . . . His
imagination, persistence and flexible adaptation of
scientific method in his attack on the formidable
problems involved in the understanding and modifi-
cation of the individual person has moved this area
of psychological interest within the boundaries of
scientific psychology.

Rogers cried when he received this honor and even
years later said, “Never have I been so emotionally
affected . . .”

Case studies
This description of the group process as perceived

by Rogers, then 75 years of age, is taken from his
1977 book Carl Rogers on Personal Power. It
concerns a group held during a workshop Rogers was
attending. He describes two of the people in the group,
and with tremendous self-honesty, explains how he
feels about the interactions occurring between him
and these two people. Ben is an elderly psychiatrist
attending the group who seems to want Rogers to be
an authority and impart wisdom about therapy. Ben
also wishes to tell the group his own philosophy—that
feelings create nothing but problems and he has been
able to live successfully for several years holding all
of his emotions in check. Rogers sees the attempt to
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CHRONOLOGY
1902: Carl Rogers is born in Oak Park, Illinois.

1914: Moves to a rural Illinois community with his
family.

1921: Travels to the Far East with a religious student
group.

1924: Graduates from the University of Wisconsin
and marries Helen Elliot.

1926: Son David is born. Leaves seminary to attend
Columbia University.

1931: Earns a PhD in psychotherapy from Columbia
University.

1940: Receives a full professorship at Ohio State
University.

1945: Joins faculty at the University of Chicago.
Elected president of the American Psychological
Association.

1964: Elected “Humanist of the Year” by the
American Humanist Association.

1970: On Encounter Groups published. He would
publish two more books before his death.

1986: Travels to Russia to facilitate conflict resolu-
tion.

1987: Dies of heart attack.



make him an authority by Ben as “dependency” and
admits that it annoys him. Others in the group, espe-
cially the women, are angered by Ben’s credo regard-
ing feelings and attack him on this score. Rogers feels
very impatient, keeps thinking that the group is
moving very slowly, and they should pick up the pace. 

Michelle, a pretty 30-something divorced woman,
expresses both her desire for, and fear of, getting into
another relationship. She spoke of going to a swim-
ming pool with a male acquaintance and feeling panic,
which caused her to just leave without any explanation.
She refers to her ambivalence regarding getting into
another relationship by saying, “I’m always doing this
push-pull thing. It’s awful. I can’t bear this stress.” Ben
then spoke up again, stating that he had been thinking
about his no-emotions stance, and realizing that
perhaps he was wrong. He goes on to remember that
his wife bitterly complained about his being cold and
unfeeling, and he now wonders if he is not doing the
same thing with this group. Rogers is skeptical of this
sudden transformation in Ben. He is also feeling a

strong urge to hug Michelle. He tries to question his
own reasons for this, and he considers that it is possi-
bly a sexual attraction for her that he is feeling. He
finally asks her if she would like a hug, and she replies,
“I’d love it!” Rogers hugs her and she says, “Maybe I
won’t fly home tomorrow after all.” (She apparently
was having so much difficulty interacting with others
that she had considered just leaving the group.)

Based upon the group interactions that Rogers
experienced while attending this group, he was able 
to make the following conclusions about the 
group process:

• There is power built into a group. The group
proceeds at its own pace, and it will not be manipu-
lated or pressured to go either faster or more slowly.

• Risk-taking leads to trust between people in the
group. Rogers took responsibility for honestly
sharing how he felt and was accepted by the group.

• The psychiatrist Ben also took the risk of sharing,
and even though the group was critical of his
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BIOGRAPHY:
Hazel Markus

“It struck me as an interesting possibility.”

That was how, in an interview, Hazel Rose
Markus described her initial decision to make social
psychology her life work. It is clear Markus’ work and
ideas had their early development in the theories of
Carl Rogers. Like Rogers, Markus began her career in
the Midwest, at the University of Michigan. She had
received her B.A. from California State University in
San Diego, and in 1975 she earned her Ph.D. from the
University of Michigan. Unlike Rogers, Helen
Markus married a fellow academic; University of
Michigan professor Robert Zajonc. She joined the
faculty of Stanford University as a professor of
psychology in 1994. Markus’s career has also
included a stint as a research scientist at the Institute
of Social Research. Also, like Rogers, Markus has
traveled worldwide in the course of her work, has
written extensively, and much of her career has been
spent studying the self—specifically, self-concept and
self-esteem, and how these relate to a person’s behav-
ior and his or her interactions with the world.

Markus’ other field of endeavor has been one that
humanist (and social) psychologists such as Rogers,

Karen Horney, and Erich Fromm could surely 
relate to: the study of how environment and culture
relate to the development of the personality. Her
research has taken her to places as diverse as Japan
and Jamaica. As she describes it, “Specifically, my
work is concerned with how gender, ethnicity, reli-
gion, social class, cohort, or region or country of
natural origin may influence thought and feeling . . .
particularly self-relevant thought and feeling.” 
A recent study by Markus addressed the differences in
both functioning and self-concept between Japanese
and American university students. In combination
with Kitayama, Heiman, and Mullally, Markus has
written several books and articles, including 
“A Collective Fear of the Collective: Implications for
Selves and Theories for Selves,” published in 1994 in
the Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin,
Culture and Basic Psychological Principles, and
Social Psychology: Handbook of Basic Principles.
Markus has also worked on research into shyness,
midlife, and aging. Her most current writing, also in
conjunction with S. Kitayama, is a book called
Collective Self-Schemas: The Socio-Cultural Grounding
of the Personal.



stance regarding feelings, they were also able to
demonstrate to him that they cared.

• Michelle, too, shared her pain and confusion
regarding her feelings with the group and felt
accepted and cared for by the group.

• Rogers’s intuitive action of hugging Michelle
proved to be an example for him that his intuition
was indeed trustworthy and the group’s reaction
could also be trusted.

• In the group, closeness was found to be safe.

• The group comes to understand that it is
accountable for itself; each member is responsi-
ble for expressing themselves to make the group
useful to all.
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BRIEF OVERVIEW
Burrhus Frederic (B.F.) Skinner (1904–1990) is

considered by most to be one of the pivotal psycholo-
gists of the twentieth century. Both his followers and
detractors alike agree that his tireless work in behav-
iorism has significantly changed the landscape of
psychology in general and the perception of how
behavior is understood by both scientists and common
people. His theories, though modified in various ways
over the years, still continue to be widely applied in
all walks of contemporary life.

Skinner was an American psychologist best known
for the theory he developed over many years, which he
called operant conditioning. Operant conditioning was
a refinement of Ivan Pavlov’s earlier concept of classi-
cal conditioning. Operant conditioning states that learn-
ing occurs as a result of the rewards and punishments
the subject receives in response to a particular behavior.
If the result of the behavior is a reward, the same behav-
ior is likely to be repeated. If the result is a punishment,
the behavior is less likely to be repeated.

Skinner had an initial interest in becoming a
writer and received a bachelor’s degree in English
from Hamilton College in New York. After some time
out of school writing newspaper articles, Skinner
enrolled in the experimental psychology program at
Harvard University and earned his masters and
doctoral degrees in 1930 and 1931, respectively.

It was while Skinner was at Harvard that he 
was heavily influenced by the work of John B.

1904–1990

AMERICAN PSYCHOLOGIST, WRITER

HARVARD UNIVERSITY, Ph.D., 1931

Burrhus Frederic Skinner

3 9 9



Watson, who is commonly referred to as the “father of
behaviorism” and the one responsible for initially
popularizing many behavioral principles in the
culture. Stemming from this and other influences,
Skinner dedicated his life’s work to studying the rela-
tionship between reinforcement and observable
behavior. Throughout his career, he insisted that
psychology was a scientific, empirically driven 
discipline.

In 1936, Skinner joined the faculty of University
of Minnesota and later (1945) took up a position as
chairman of the psychology department at Indiana
University. In 1948, however, Harvard offered him a
faculty position, which he accepted, and he remained
there for the rest of his life.

Skinner is perhaps best known for several of his
books. The first, entitled Walden Two (1948),
describes a utopian community where the members of
the community lived by the principles of operant
conditioning and reinforcement. It received great
praise from those receptive to his radical ideas and
harsh criticism from those opposed to the mechanistic
application of his theory to life. A prolific but slow
writer, Skinner penned a combined total of nearly 200
articles and books over his long and influential career.
His other important works include Behavior of
Organisms (1938), and Beyond Freedom and Dignity

(1971). In Beyond Freedom and Dignity, Skinner
advocated mass conditioning as a means of social
control, which created a great stir of controversy when
it was published.

Skinner is also known for his invention of “the
Skinner box,” which is used in behavioral training and
experimentation of animals to test and record the
results of operant conditioning. For years it was
rumored that Skinner kept his own daughter in one of
the experimental boxes for an extended period of time,
but historical records show this to be false.

Although Skinner’s research was predomi-
nantly conducted with laboratory rats, he believed 
that his results could also be extrapolated to the behav-
ior of human beings. As a behaviorist, he viewed
human behavior as largely a response to environmen-
tal stimuli.

At the time of his death in 1990 from leukemia,
Skinner had become one of the most notable figures
in the field of psychology. The principles of operant
conditioning and reinforcement that he outlined were
built upon by clinical psychologists and applied to the
treatment of disorders such as phobias, panic disor-
ders, and child conduct problems.

BIOGRAPHY
The early years

B.F. Skinner was born on March 20, 1904 in
Susquehanna, a small railroad town located in north-
eastern Pennsylvania. Skinner wrote three volumes of
autobiography during his later years, and much of
what we know of his earliest years comes from his
own recollection.

Skinner was the older of two children and was
brought up in a home with “rigid standards” enforced
by his mother Grace Burrhus. Like most children in
the early 20th century, Skinner and his younger
brother Edward (called “Ebbie”) grew up in an atmos-
phere where a strict code of conduct was followed.
Grace clearly attempted to pass this strong social 
code to Skinner (called Fred), by expressing disap-
proval when he wavered from the expected norm.
Skinner seemed to be especially receptive to praise
from his parents, though it was apparently not given
in great quantity. It is an interesting parallel that later
his theory of operant conditioning would emphasize
the crucial effect of “positive” reinforcement on
behavior.

Skinner’s father, William, was an only child and
lived most of his life in Susquehanna. After finishing
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high school, William worked for a short period as a
draftsman in the Erie Railroad Engineering
Department. Because he showed little mechanical
aptitude, he decided in 1895 to enroll in law school in
New York. After passing the bar examination in 1896,
he opened a law practice and was interested in making
his mark amid the opportunities that were present in
the ever-changing cultural landscape of the early
twentieth century. He was successful as an attorney,
political orator, and town booster, but was also notori-
ously boastful about his accomplishments to peers and
underlings.

Skinner recalled his father as a gentle parent who
never physically punished him, preferring verbal
disappointment or good-natured ridicule as the
preferred form of discipline. His father never missed
an opportunity, however, to inform him of the punish-
ments which were waiting for him if he turned out to
have a criminal mind. His father once took his eldest
son through the county jail to show what life would be
like inside a prison.

Despite William’s verbosity in the community, at
home he seemed to live under the control of his wife’s
domineering personality. She acted in a condescend-
ing way toward her husband, and according to
Skinner’s account, the two were never very close
emotionally.

Grace, Skinner’s mother, was the oldest of four
children and three years younger than her husband.
She apparently was quite attractive and had a gifted
singing voice, which she regularly used in her
performances at the Susquehanna Hogan Opera. She
attended Susquehanna High School and had ambitions
to become a secretary, which she eventually realized
when she was hired by the Erie Railroad in 1901. It
was during this time that she met William and was
impressed by his rising reputation as a lawyer and
political speaker. They were married in 1902 and had
a much more promising future since the economic
depression and widespread labor unrest of the 1890s
had abated. American women of that era were
expected to sacrifice their careers when they married,
and Grace was no exception. Even though she still
cared a great deal about her standing in the commu-
nity, her status would be associated with William’s
professional position.

Skinner’s brother Ebbie was two and a half years
younger than he and appeared to be the favored child
of his parents. Ebbie was an affable child who raised
pigeons and played the clarinet. Ebbie was more
outgoing than Fred and seemed to have a social grace
that Fred lacked. Yet Fred was apparently not jealous
of his brother and even appeared to like him. As Ebbie

grew older, he proved to be much better at sports and
more socially popular than his older brother. Ebbie
often would tease Fred about his literary and artistic
interests. Tragically, Ebbie died when he was 16 years
old due to a massive brain aneurysm. The loss of
Ebbie was devastating to the Skinners, especially
William, who seemed thereafter to lose a part of
himself he was never quite able to recover. Perhaps
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this was related to William’s secret favoritism of his
younger son over Fred. Years later, while reflecting on
this tumultuous period, Frederic Skinner admitted that
he was “not much moved” by his brother’s death and
subsequently felt guilty for his lack of emotion.

Much of Skinner’s early years were spent building
things. Whatever control his parents exercised, they still
allowed Fred substantial freedom to explore, observe,

and invent. A sampling of his inventions included
musical instruments, roller-skate scooters, merry-go-
rounds, model airplanes, and even a glider, which he
tried to fly. As an early business venture, Skinner
invented a flotation system that separated ripe elder-
berries from green ones so that he and a friend could
sell the ripe berries door-to-door. In retrospect, these
early inventions were an indication of Skinner’s
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FURTHER ANALYSIS:
The operant chamber

An operant-conditioning chamber, also commonly
known as a “Skinner box,” is an experimental appara-
tus that was invented by B. F. Skinner in 1935 and was
the basis of operant conditioning theory. Operant
theory suggests that humans and animals “operate” on
their environment and in doing so, encounter reinforc-
ing stimuli that shape behavior. In operant condition-
ing, the behavior is followed by a consequence, which
reinforces the behavior and makes it more likely to be
repeated.

Skinner used the operant chamber to study the
learning process of small animals. The chamber was a
soundproof, light-resistant box or cage used in labora-
tories to isolate an animal for experiments in operant
conditioning, and usually containing only a bar or
lever to be pressed by the animal to gain a reward,
such as food, or to avoid a painful stimulus, such as a
shock. The chamber was large enough to easily
accommodate the animal while allowing for easy
viewing of the subject.

Most subjects that Skinner used in the operant
chamber were smaller animals such as rats and
pigeons. However, many other researchers have subse-
quently used the chamber with monkeys, raccoons, a
variety of birds, and a host of other animals. Skinner
began his research, like most at the time, using rats.
But he soon found pigeons to be superior subjects
because they could be conditioned more quickly using
operant techniques. After this discovery, he used
pigeons exclusively in his experiments.

The typical operant chamber includes a bar-press
lever that is attached to a wall, adjacent to a food-cup
or dish. During the exploration of the box, the subject
may come across the lever and activate it, which trig-
gers the release of a food pellet in the food cup or

opens a door in the chamber that reveals food.
Depending on the type of animal used, the chamber
will incorporate different types of feeders and an
operandum. An operandum is a device that automati-
cally detects the occurrence of a behavioral response
or action in the subject. The operandum is typically
hooked up to a computer or other monitoring device
to record the responses of the subject.

A modern operant chamber is more complex than
those used by Skinner. Typically it would contain one
or more levers that an animal can press; more than one
stimulus, such as light or sound; and depending on the
experiment, the chamber may include several means
of reinforcing the behavior with food. The animal’s
interaction with the levers can be detected and
recorded automatically. It is also possible to deliver
other reinforcers such as water, or a form of punish-
ment like electric shock through the floor of the
chamber. With this configuration of multiple
operandii and reinforcers, it is possible to investigate
countless psychological phenomena.

In principle, the goal of the operant chamber is to
measure an animal’s ability to learn the association
between the behavior (pressing a bar) and receiving a
reward or reinforcer of the behavior (food). In operant
terms, if the organism is learning this association, 
then the reinforcer (food) is likely to cause the behav-
ior to repeat.

The use of the operant chamber was one of
Skinner’s most important developments and formed
the basis for much of his theory of operant condition-
ing, which he has generalized to human behavior as
well. Behavioral psychologists around the world still
use variations of the operant chamber in ongoing
research with subjects.



immense curiosity of how things worked. He would
later shift this same curiosity from the mechanics and
interrelationship of objects to the mechanics and rein-
forcement of behavior.

As part of life in a small town, Skinner attended
the same school during his first 12 years of education.
There were only eight students in his graduation class.
His keen mind and literary interests allowed him to
excel academically. One teacher in particular, named
Mary Graves, would prove to be an important figure
in his life. Her father was the village atheist and an
amateur botanist who believed in evolution. Ironically,
Graves also taught Skinner and a handful of other
boys most of the Old Testament in a Presbyterian
Sunday school class she lead for years. Despite her
efforts, Skinner would, years later, announce to
Graves that he did not believe in the existence of God.

Graves was a dedicated person with cultural inter-
ests that far exceeded those of the average person in
town. She organized what was known as the “Monday
Club,” a literary society to which Skinner’s mother
belonged. Graves also introduced Skinner to a wide
range of classic literature ranging from Shakespeare to
Conrad’s Lord Jim. Graves taught Skinner many
subjects during his years in that schoolhouse. She taught
him drawing in the lower grades, and later English, both
reading and composition. Skinner attributed his interest
in literature and later his choice of English as his major
study in college to Graves’ influence.

College
Skinner attended Hamilton College on the recom-

mendation of a friend of the family and majored in
English. He minored in Romance languages. Hamilton
was proud of its reputation for public speaking, and
required all of its students to be trained in oratory skills
throughout their stay. Skinner reluctantly complied
with the four compulsory years of public speaking.
Though a good student, Skinner never felt like he fit
into student life at Hamilton. He joined a fraternity
without knowing what it entailed. He was admittedly
not good at sports and complained that the college was
“pushing him around” with unnecessary requirements,
such as attending daily chapel. He observed that most
students showed almost no intellectual interest in the
subjects taught and by his senior year was in open
revolt of the school’s system.

Skinner claims that the most important thing that
happened to him while at Hamilton was getting to
know the Saunders family. Percy Saunders was dean
of Hamilton College at the time and through a series
of conversations, Skinner was chosen as a mathemat-
ics tutor for the Saunders’ youngest son. The Saunders

family lived in a large frame house alongside the
campus, and they exposed Skinner to a world of art
and culture he had previously not known. The
Saunders’ home was full of books, pictures, sculpture,
musical instruments, and huge bouquets of peonies in
season. His visits to the Saunders’ home exposed him
to writers, musicians, and artists. It would be
commonplace during his visits to hear beautiful music
playing in the background composed by Schubert or
Beethoven, or to hear poetry recited. According to
Skinner, “Percy and Louise Saunders made an art of
living, something I had not known was possible.”

Literary interests
As a child, Skinner had an inclination to become a

writer. He had used an old typewriter to compose poems
and stories. He even started a novel or two. In high
school he worked for the local newspaper, called the
Transcript. In the morning before school he would crib
national and international news from the Binghamton,
New York, papers that came in on the morning train.
The summer before his senior year he attended the
Middlebury School of English at Breadloaf, Vermont.
He took a course with Sidney Cox, who one day
invited him to have lunch with the poet Robert Frost.
During lunch, Frost asked Skinner to send him some
of his work, which he did—three short stories. Frost
responded with encouragement to continue writing,
and it was at this point that Skinner made a definite
decision that he would be a writer.

Unfortunately, Skinner’s decision to become a
writer was not supported by his father. William, from
the time his son was born, had hoped his eldest son
would follow in his footsteps and join him in the prac-
tice of law. Skinner cites his birth notice as an indica-
tion of his father’s long-held eagerness for his son to
join his profession. It read: “The town has a new law
firm: William A. Skinner & Son.” Skinner’s father
thought that Fred should first prepare himself to earn a
living as a lawyer and then try his hand at writing after
he was established. But William eventually conceded
and agreed to let young Skinner live at home—which
at the time was in Scranton, Pennsylvania—and write
for a year or two to set his career in motion. Skinner
spent a great deal of time building a small study in the
attic, which included bookshelves, a desk, and other
furniture. Though he had comfortable surroundings in
which to write, he never seemed to make time to do it.
He used his time poorly, read aimlessly, built model
ships, played the piano, listened to the newly invented
radio, contributed to the humorous column of a local
paper, but wrote almost nothing else, and even thought
about seeing a psychiatrist. He later referred to this
period as the “dark year.”
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Before the year was out, Skinner ended up taking
a job with the government. The job required him to
read and write abstracts for thousands of legal deci-
sions handed down by the courts that pertained to
grievances over highly publicized coal strikes in previ-
ous years. His work was compiled and used as a refer-
ence book on the subject. After finishing the book,
Skinner went to New York for six months of bohemian
living in Greenwich Village, then to Europe for the
summer, and on to Harvard in the fall to begin the
study of psychology.

During the “dark year” Skinner developed a
growing curiosity about writers who embraced a behav-
ioristic philosophy of science. Foremost among these
was John B. Watson, the founder of behaviorism.
Skinner probably first read about Watson in the summer
of 1926, when he was 22 years old, but this exposure
only whetted his appetite and did not exert profound
influence on him until several years later. Perhaps it was
his own depression or lack of understanding about his
failure as a writer, but the science of psychology was
becoming increasingly intriguing to him.

Growing interest in psychology
Human behavior had always interested Skinner, but

college did little to further his interest in psychology.
The only formal instruction he recalled receiving at
the university “lasted 10 minutes.” After college,
Skinner’s literary interests did more to carry him in
the direction of psychology than formal studies. Yet
he did owe a debt to one of his college instructors for
exposing him to the material that would start him
down a path he would follow the rest of his career.

A biology teacher at Hamilton called Skinner’s
attention to Jacques Loeb’s Physiology of the Brain and
Comparative Psychology, and later showed him a copy
of Pavlov’s Conditioned Reflexes. Skinner bought
Pavlov’s book and read it while living in Greenwich
Village. Skinner also read the literary magazine called
The Dial, which at the time was publishing articles by
the philosopher Bertrand Russell. Russell’s book,
Philosophy, which Skinner read shortly thereafter,
devoted a good deal of space to John B. Watson’s theory
of behaviorism. After reading these books, Skinner was
able to begin putting pieces of his fragmented thoughts
into place and envision a direction for the kind of work
he believed might explain human behavior. Skinner was
not interested in traditional psychological theories that
were reminiscent of the Freudian emphasis on the inner
self, however. He was much more captured by the
outward manifestation of behavior.

At the age of 24 Skinner enrolled in the psychol-
ogy department of Harvard University. Still rebellious

and impatient with what he considered unintelligent
ideas, Skinner found an equally caustic and hard-
driving mentor. William Crozier was the chair of a new
department of physiology. Crozier fervently adhered to
a program of studying the behavior of “the animal as a
whole” without appealing, as the psychologists did, to
processes going on inside. That exactly matched
Skinner’s goal of relating behavior to experimental
conditions. Students were encouraged to experiment.
Given Skinner’s enthusiasm and talent for building
new equipment, he constructed various gadgets to use
in his lab work with rats. After creating a dozen pieces
of apparatus and stumbling onto some lucky accidents,
Skinner discovered something new. He found that the
rats’ behavior was not just dependent on a preceding
stimulus (as Watson and Pavlov insisted), but was
more influenced by what happened after the rat pressed
the bar. In other words, the type of reinforcement the
rat received after the behavior was perhaps more
important than the stimulus that occurred before.
Skinner named this new process operant conditioning.

After completing his doctoral degree in 1931,
Skinner was awarded a series of fellowships that
lasted five years at Harvard. These enabled him to
continue his experiments in the laboratory without the
burden of teaching responsibilities.

Minnesota
In 1936, then 32 years old, Skinner married

Yvonne Blue, and the couple moved to Minnesota
where Skinner had his first teaching job. Busy with
teaching and his new family, which in 1938 included a
daughter, Julie, he did little during these years to
advance the science he had started. That changed with
the advent of war.

In 1944, World War II was in full swing. Airplanes
and bombs were common during this time, but there
were no missile guidance systems yet available.
Anxious to help, Skinner sought funding for a top-
secret project to train pigeons to guide bombs to their
target. He knew from working with animals in the lab
that pigeons could be quickly trained to perform a
desired task. Working intently, he trained pigeons to
repeatedly peck a point of contact inside the missile
that would in effect hold the missile on its intended
trajectory toward the target. The pigeons pecked reli-
ably, even when falling rapidly and working with
warlike noise all around them. But, Project Pigeon, as
it was called, was eventually discontinued because a
new invention, radar, proved to be far more useful.
Though Skinner was disappointed at the discontinua-
tion of his experiment, it did strengthen his determina-
tion to continue using pigeons in future experiments
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because they responded more quickly to reinforcement
than did rats. He never again worked with rats from
that point forward.

The baby box
In 1944, near the end of the Second World War,

Skinner and Yvonne decided to have a second child.
Knowing that Yvonne found the first two years of
caregiving for a child arduous, Skinner suggested they
“simplify the care of the baby.” This suggestion
evolved into an invention that would later become
known as the “baby box,” or baby tender, as Skinner
called it. The baby box was intended to be a superior
alternative for the traditional baby crib. Skinner’s baby
box consisted of a thermostatically controlled
enclosed crib with safety glass on the front and a
stretched-canvas floor. It provided restraint and
protection for the infant while also allowing great
freedom of movement for the child. This baby box
would be the sleeping space for their second daughter,
Deborah, for the next two-and-a-half years. Skinner
reported his invention and its use with his daughter in
an article he submitted to Ladies Home Journal during
that time period. As a result of this exposure, hundreds
of other babies would eventually be raised in similar
devices that would come to be known as Aircribs, for
the increased air flow that resulted from the design.

To the end of his life, however, Skinner was plagued
by rumors that he had used his second daughter as one
of his experimental subjects in putting her in the baby
box, causing harm that ranged from mild to severe.
These rumors proved to be untrue. Skinner was in fact
an affectionate father and never experimented on
either of his children.

Walden Two
In the spring of 1945 at a dinner party in

Minneapolis, Skinner sat next to a friend who had a son
and a son-in-law in the South Pacific. They discussed
difficulties facing returning soldiers as they attempted
to transition back into a civilian lifestyle. This started
Skinner thinking about an experimental attitude toward
life that led him to write a fictional account of one. The
community he envisioned would live by the principles
of operant conditioning and reinforcement that he was
working forging in his experiments. He called the book
Walden Two (1948), as a loose extension of Henry
David Thoreau’s book about his outdoor experiences in
Walden published much earlier. Skinner’s book began
simply as a description of a feasible design for commu-
nity living and evolved into something that his charac-
ters seemed to dictate once he began writing.

Skinner was known as a slow writer and typically
wrote longhand. In general, he would claim that it
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would take him about three or four hours of writing
each day to produce about 100 publishable words.
Walden Two was an entirely different experience. He
wrote it on the typewriter in seven weeks. In fact, he
stated afterward that writing Walden Two was a
“venture in self-therapy.” Some of it was written with
great emotion. After the publication of Walden Two,
Skinner received many letters from individuals wanting
to know whether the community he described actually
existed; some even wanted to join. For a period of time
he seriously entertained the idea of such an experiment,
but abandoned it, citing his age as the biggest hurdle to
seeing such an involved experiment to completion.

Indiana
In the fall of 1945, Skinner moved from

Minnesota and took the position as chairman of the
Department of Psychology at Indiana University. It
was an administrative position that exempted him
from teaching duties but still allowed time for a
number of experiments, all of which used pigeons.
Although Skinner was well-connected with other
faculty members at Indiana University, his wife felt
isolated and unhappy. It was not uncommon for her to
pass her days reading novels. When it was apparent
that they would be leaving Indiana University, both of
them were enthusiastic about moving back east.

Back to Harvard
While giving the William James Lectures at

Harvard in 1947, Skinner was asked to become a
permanent member of the department. So in 1948,
Skinner and his family moved to Cambridge, where
he would finish his career at prestigious Harvard
University. Before agreeing to come, Skinner had
negotiated with Harvard that his presence as faculty
member would entail more than teaching. He was
given sufficient funds to purchase and maintain a
laboratory where he could conduct experiments and
actively promote operant science.

In the early 1950s Dr. Harry Solomon, then chair-
man of the Department of Psychiatry at the Harvard
Medical School, helped Skinner set up a laboratory for
the study of the operant behavior of psychotics at the
Metropolitan State Hospital in Waltham, Massachusetts.
By this time, a number of others had extended operant
principles to the management of psychotic patients in
hospital wards, and there was increasing interest in its
applications to personal therapy. 

Teaching machines and programmed
instruction

By 1953, Skinner’s children were growing up; his
youngest child was now in the fourth grade. Skinner

attended his daughter’s class one November day at the
school’s invitation for fathers to observe their chil-
dren. He had no idea that this visitation would alter
the direction of his career.

As Skinner sat at the back of this typical fourth
grade math class, what he saw suddenly hit him with
an unnatural force of inspiration. As he put it,
“through no fault of her own the teacher was violating
almost everything we knew about the learning
process.” In other words, Skinner’s concepts of
operant conditioning were being violated right before
his eyes in the classroom. The students were not being
reinforced positively if they came up with the correct
answer. But according to operant theory, shaping a
desired behavior required immediate reinforcement.
The other problem he became aware of was the
dilemma of the teacher to shape the mathematical
behavior of 20 or 30 children simultaneously. Clearly,
the teachers needed help to facilitate learning for so
many students. That afternoon, Skinner constructed
his first teaching machine.

Skinner’s teaching machine simply presented
mathematics problems in random order for students to
perform, with feedback after each one. This machine
did not teach new behavior; it provided practice on
skills already learned. Within three years, however,
Skinner developed a program of instruction where,
through careful sequencing, students responded to
material broken into small steps. The steps were
similar to what a skilled tutor would present if
working one-on-one with a student. The first responses
of each sequence were prompted, but as performance
improved, less help was given. By the end of the mate-
rial, a student was doing work beyond what they could
have accomplished at the beginning. For about the
next 10 years, Skinner was caught up in the teaching-
machine movement, answering every one of thou-
sands of letters from parents, schools, and business
and industry.

After securing a grant, Skinner hired James G.
Holland, who with Skinner’s supervision, created the
book called The Analysis of Behavior for use in
Skinner’s classes at Harvard; it was designed to be
used with a teaching machine. The field of education
embraced this newest teaching method, but many of
the materials were poorly written, and companies
were reluctant to spend much money designing mate-
rials for a teaching machine that might go out of
production. By around 1968 education publishers
stopped printing programmed instruction for the
machine. That same year Skinner published The
Technology of Teaching, a collection of his writings
on education. Some of the better programs from the
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1960s are still used. With the advent of the computer
and Internet, the sophisticated machine that Skinner
lacked is now available. Increasingly, instructional
designers are realizing that, as Skinner insisted, tuto-
rials must do more than present blocks of content
with quizzes at the end. Effective instruction requires
learners to respond to what each screen of infor-
mation presents and to get feedback on their per-
formance before advancing to the next segment of
instruction.

Skinner’s analysis of how to design sequences of
steps for teaching came to him as he was finishing a
book on which he had worked, on and off, for 20
years. He eventually named the book Verbal Behavior.
Published in 1957, it was an analysis of why people
speak, write, and think the way they do. It took
another 20 years before researchers used Skinner’s
categories and found that the different controlling
variables he postulated were, indeed, independent. His
work in this area has contributed significantly to
establishing methods of teaching children, especially
those with autism, to communicate effectively.

Later life
An interest in the implications of behavioral

science for society at large turned Skinner to philo-
sophical and moral issues. In 1969 he published
Contingencies of Reinforcement and two years later,
perhaps his most well-known book, Beyond Freedom
and Dignity, which prompted a series of television
appearances. Still, the lack of understanding and
misrepresentation of his work prompted him to write
another book entitled About Behaviorism in 1974.
Toward the end of his life he was still active profes-
sionally. In addition to professional articles, he wrote
three autobiographical volumes, Particulars of My
Life, The Shaping of a Behaviorist, and A Matter of
Consequences.

After finishing Beyond Freedom and Dignity, at
age 67, he was especially exhausted. He had previ-
ously felt symptoms of angina and was told by his
physician that he might not survive another five years
if he didn’t change his lifestyle. His daughters put him
on a strict diet to lower his cholesterol. By the mid-
1970s, although his general health remained good, he
had lost much of his hearing. In addition to wearing a
hearing aid, he devised an amplification system in his
basement that allowed him to continue listening to
music. More health concerns followed with the
discovery of a cancerous lesion in his head in 1981, a
fall that required two surgeries in 1987, and other
difficulties. But despite these temporary setbacks,
Skinner continued working.

In 1989 he was diagnosed with leukemia, which
would eventually take his life. He kept as active as his
increasing weakness allowed. At the American
Psychological Association, 10 days before he died, he
spoke before a crowded auditorium. He finished the
article from which the speech was taken on August 18,
1990, the day he died.

Skinner was the uncontested champion of behav-
ioral psychology from the 1950s to the 1980s. During
this period, American psychology was shaped more
by his work than by the ideas of any other psycholo-
gist. In 1958, the APA bestowed on Skinner the
Distinguished Scientific Contribution Award, noting
that “few American psychologists have had so profound
an impact on the development of psychology and on
promising younger psychologists.” In 1968, Skinner
received the National Medal of Science, the highest
accolade bestowed by the U.S. government for contri-
butions to science. The American Psychological
Foundation presented Skinner with its Gold Medal
Award, and he appeared on the cover of Time maga-
zine. In 1990, Skinner was awarded the APA’s
Presidential Citation for Lifetime Contribution to
Psychology.

THEORIES
B. F. Skinner’s entire theoretical system is based

on what he called operant conditioning. Operant
conditioning is one of the most basic forms of learn-
ing and affects virtually all forms of human behavior.
It states that learning occurs as a result of voluntary
responses that are operating on the environment.
These behavioral responses are either strengthened
(more likely to recur) or weakened (less likely to
recur) depending on whether the consequences of the
response are favorable or unfavorable. Unlike classi-
cal conditioning, which depends on the biological
responses to some stimulus such as food (Ivan
Pavlov’s dogs salivating at the sight of meat powder),
operant conditioning applies to voluntary responses,
which an organism deliberately performs in order to
achieve a desired outcome.

One way to understand operant behavior is it
operates on the environment in ways that produce
consequences. If a person is playing the piano, that
person is operating on the environment (the keys on
the piano) in such a way as to produce music. The
quality of the music and comments from listeners are
the consequences that condition the person’s operant
performance at the piano. Well-played music elicits
social approval that reinforces the skills needed for
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playing well. In contrast, poor playing is likely to be
criticized and thus negatively reinforced.

Operant conditioning is sometimes called instru-
mental conditioning because it is instrumental in chang-
ing the environment and producing consequences.
Working late at the office may be instrumental in
getting a particular project finished by the deadline.

Skinner’s research was concerned with describ-
ing behavior rather than explaining it. His research
dealt only with observable behavior. He was also
unconcerned with speculations about what might be
occurring inside the organism. His program of operant
conditioning included no assumptions about drives or
physiological process that characterized other theo-
ries. Whatever might happen between stimulus and
response was not the sort of objective data with which
Skinner was concerned.

Skinner’s behaviorism assumes that humans are
controlled and influenced by forces in the environ-
ment and the external world, not by forces from
within. He did not go as far as denying the existence
of internal physiological or even mental conditions,
but he did deny their usefulness for the scientific study
of behavior.

It is also worth noting that Skinner did not use
large numbers of subjects to make statistical compar-
isons between the average responses of subject

groups. His method was the comprehensive investiga-
tion of a single subject.

Main points

Reinforcement
Reinforcers are the prime movers of operant condi-

tioning. Reinforcers that follow an operant behavior
increase the likelihood that a similar response will
occur in the future. A reinforcer is also called a rein-
forcing stimulus. The speed in which a person learns
an operant behavior depends on the complexity of the
behavior, the person’s level of skills, the reinforcer
involved, and many other variables.

There are two kinds of reinforcement: positive
and negative. To reinforce means to strengthen; both
positive and negative reinforcement strengthen behav-
ior. Both increase the likelihood that a subject will
repeat the behavior in the future. The critical differ-
ence between the two is that positive reinforcement
occurs with the addition of a reinforcing stimulus.
Negative reinforcement consists of removing an aver-
sive stimulus.

Explanation In its simplest form, reinforcers can be
thought of in terms of rewards: both a reinforcer and a
reward increase the probability that a preceding
response will occur again. The term “reward,”
however, is limited to positive support. Reinforcement,
as Skinner used it, can be either positive or negative.

A positive reinforcer is a stimulus added to the
environment that brings about an increase in a preced-
ing response. For instance, if food, water, money,
praise, or any number of other stimuli follow a partic-
ular response, it is very likely that this response will
occur again in the future. Positive reinforcement can
be given in natural or artificial ways. Unnatural praise
and artificial rewards are not very effective in 
reinforcing behavior. Highly contrived, unnatural
rewards can even decrease the frequency of an operant
behavior if used in a manipulating manner. However,
natural and sincere positive feedback is usually 
both pleasurable to receive and effective in reinforc-
ing behavior.

In contrast, a negative reinforcer refers to 
an unpleasant stimulus whose removal from the 
environment leads to an increase in the probability
that a preceding response will occur again in the
future. The two main classes of behavior produced by
negative reinforcement are escape and avoidance.
Escape responses are those operants that allow a
person to get away from aversive stimuli after the
stimuli are present. Avoidance responses are those
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operants that allow a person to prevent the occurrence
of aversive stimuli before the aversive stimuli appear.
In other words, escape involves reacting after an aver-
sive event is present. Avoidance involves proacting, or
taking preventative steps before an aversive event
arises. People react to getting a splinter in their finger
by pulling it out; they proact by putting on gloves
before handling rough wood. Escape behaviors are
usually learned before avoidance behaviors.

Examples An example of positive reinforcement is
a student who diligently plans and follows a disci-
plined schedule of study in order to get good grades.
The positive reinforcer is the achievement of good
grades. In other words, the good grades reinforce the
disciplined study habits of the student so he or she is
likely to continue the study regimen with hopes that
good grades will continue.

Positive reinforcement can also come from nonso-
cial sources by virtue of an operant principle termed
“selective perception.” Selective perception describes
a person’s ability to pay attention to only a fraction of
all the stimuli in their environment, neglecting the
others. So, for instance a person is walking down a
sidewalk when he notices a dollar bill lying in the
curb. He sees no one around to whom it may belong
and puts it in his pocket. Moments later he notices a
change in his own behavior. He is no longer looking at
the trees or houses, but is scanning the ground as if
looking for another lucky find. The behavior of
looking down was followed by the positive reinforce-
ment of finding the money.

Negative reinforcement could be illustrated by a
child who begrudgingly does his chores simply to
escape the nagging of his parents. In this example, the
nagging is the negative reinforcer. So, as the child
performs the assigned chores, he finds it eliminates
the nagging, which in turn reinforces the likelihood
that he will continue doing the chores.

An example of escaping could involve a married
couple who repeatedly find themselves in verbal argu-
ments with each other. They react by trying to escape
the aversive situation through marital counseling.
Other couples who see their friends having marital
troubles may proact by working on improving their
communication and resolving differences before prob-
lems arise, thereby avoiding some arguments and
possible long-term damage to their marriage.

Punishment
When an operant behavior is followed by a

response that reduces the frequency of a similar
response in the future, that stimulus is called punish-

ment. If a person receives a significant fine after
driving through a red light, the punishment is likely to
reduce the tendency to speed through red lights in the
future. Both punishment and extinction reduce the
frequency of behavior, but punishment usually does
so more rapidly and more completely than extinction
does. Punishment produces the fastest reduction of the
behavior when it is strong, immediate, and not opposed
by reinforcement.

There are two types of punishment: positive
punishment and negative punishment, just as there are
both positive and negative reinforcement. In both
cases, the term “positive” refers to something that is
added, whereas “negative” implies something that 
is removed.

Explanation The terms “positive” and “negative”
indicate whether punishment occurs with the onset or
termination of the stimulus that follows the operant.
“Positive” indicates onset, and “negative” indicates
termination. Positive punishment occurs when the
onset of an aversive stimulus suppresses behavior. For
instance, if you spill hot coffee on your hand while
carrying a cup to a nearby table, the onset of an aver-
sive stimulus (hot coffee) punishes the clumsy act.
This is considered a positive form of punishment.
Negative punishment occurs when the termination of
a rewarding stimulus suppresses behavior. If a haphaz-
ard action results in your dropping and losing an
important document, the loss serves as punishment for
the act. Therefore the loss of a positive reinforcer is a
negative punishment. It is important to distinguish
between negative reinforcement and punishment. The
two are not the same in operant conditioning.
Punishment refers to a stimulus that decreases the
probability that a prior behavior will occur again. This
differs from negative reinforcement, which increases
the likelihood of a recurrence in the behavior.

Punishment does not cause behavior to be
unlearned or forgotten. It merely suppresses the
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frequency of responding. Often the effects of punish-
ment are only temporary. When the punishment no
longer occurs, the rate of responding usually increases.
This phenomenon is called recovery. Recovery is
fastest and most complete when the original punish-
ment was mild or infrequent and there is reinforcement
for reinstating the behavior. The milder the original
punishment, the sooner a behavior is likely to recover
after the end of punishment.

Positive punishment weakens a response or
makes it less likely to recur through the application of
an unpleasant stimulus. On the same track, but coming
from the opposite direction, is negative punishment.
This consists of removing something that is pleasant
in order to weaken the response or make it less likely
to be repeated.

Although Skinner recognized the role of punish-
ment in response to behavior, he was against using it
because he did not believe it had a permanent effect
on altering behavior except in extreme cases.
Although it may initially stop the particular behavior
in question, Skinner believed that the prior response
was likely to reappear over time. In addition, punish-
ment may actually cause a resulting fear or anxiety to
emerge that wasn’t present before the application of
the punishment.

A very effective non-punitive method of decreas-
ing the frequency of a behavior is the use of differen-
tial reinforcement of other behavior. This means that
reinforcement is provided for behaviors other than the
one that is problematic, with the hope the behaviors
reinforced will be repeated and the problematic
behavior will decrease or cease. Differential reinforce-
ment works best when the desired behavior is incom-
patible with the undesired behavior.

Examples Positive punishment can be illustrated by
thinking of a young child who disobeys a parent and
receives a spanking for his response. Here the parent
is adding an unpleasant stimulus (the spanking) with
the hope that is will weaken the future response of the
child and make it less likely to recur.

A good example of negative punishment is when
a teenager is told she is “grounded” and will no longer
be able to use the family car because of her poor
grades. The negative punishment entails the removal
of what is pleasant or desirable (using the car). The
hope behind the use of negative punishment in this
case is that removal of the privilege will make poor
grades less likely to recur.

If a child is being overly aggressive with his play-
mates, his parent can use differential reinforcement by

providing rewards or reinforcement for nonaggressive
behavior such as helping, consideration, or concern
for others. This not only draws the child away from
aggression, but gives him a new style of interpersonal
relations which make aggression much less likely 
to occur.

Extinction
Once an operant has been reinforced and become

common, there is no guarantee that the frequency of
the response will remain the same in the future. Either
extinction or punishment will cause a response to
become less frequent. Regardless of which one is in
effect, both work in the opposite direction from rein-
forcement. Extinction consists of the discontinuation
of reinforcement, whether positive or negative, that
once maintained a given behavior. This withholding
of the reinforcement will, in theory, cause the behav-
ior to cease.

Explanation Extinction can take place because there
is no reinforcement associated with a certain behavior,
or there is less reinforcement associated with that
behavior because there is some superior alternative.
The idea behind extinction is that without the reinforce-
ment, either positive or negative, the behavior will
cease because the reward is no longer present. The rate
at which a response ceases depends on the individual’s
prior history of reinforcement. When extinction begins,
people usually give up a pattern of behavior much faster
if the behavior had been rewarded all the time (continu-
ous reinforcement) in the past instead of rewarded only
part of the time (intermittent reinforcement).

The question becomes: Once a conditioned
response has been extinguished, can it return? Pavlov
discovered during his experiments with dogs that the
conditioned behavior that had stopped being reinforced
and ceased could be engaged again with the commence-
ment of the conditioned stimulus. This effect is known
as spontaneous recovery, or the reemergence of an extin-
guished conditioned response after a period of rest. With
each successive reduction of the behavior due to
removal of the conditioned stimulus, the conditioned
response can spontaneously recover more rapidly once
the conditioned stimulus is reused. This concept is
called saving, which implies that some of the learning is
retained from previous conditioning.

Behavior modification practitioners often advocate
extinction as an alternative to punishment. The danger
in using extinction, however, is that it may produce
frustration in the respondent and as a result, temporar-
ily increase the behavior that is supposed to stop. The
potential benefit of using extinction is that once the old
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behavior is not reinforced, the person looks for new
behaviors to try and restore the reward. These behav-
iors are more likely to be in line with the desired behav-
ior. If reinforced, these new behaviors should repeat.

Examples Two businessmen (Tom and Joe) strike
up a friendly rapport due to their frequent phone calls
with each other related to business matters. One day
Joe calls Tom to discuss a new product he has just
received, but gets voice mail. Joe leaves a message
asking for a return call. When no return call is
received he makes several more calls to Tom over the
course of the next few weeks. None of these are
returned. Because the reinforcement of a return phone
call from Tom no longer exists, Joe eventually ceases
to call Tom anymore, not expecting to hear from him.

If a person’s car has always started on the first try
(continuous reinforcement), that person is more likely
to give up and call a garage if one morning the car
doesn’t start. In another case, the person used to trying
a dozen times or more to start the car is less likely to
give up quickly on a given day when he or she is
unable to start the car. This latter person has been
rewarded intermittently, which makes extinction of a
particular behavior more difficult.

Shaping
Shaping is a technique that is used in behaviorism

to train an organism to perform a behavior that is
completely new. Shaping teaches a complex behavior
by rewarding or reinforcing each step of the learning
process rather than the final outcome.

Explanation Shaping works from the principle that a
little can eventually go a long way. The final goal or
target response is beyond the realistic reach of the
organism because the behavior is not yet in their behav-
ioral repertoire; it is completely new. The concept of
shaping breaks down the learning process into smaller
pieces. Skinner used incremental stages to reinforce the
desired behavior. At first, actions even remotely resem-
bling the target behavior, which he termed successive
approximations, are followed by a reward. Gradually,
closer and closer approximations of the final target
behavior are required before the reward is given.
Shaping, then, helps the organism acquire or construct
new and more complex forms of behavior from simpler
behavior. By the time shaping is complete, the rein-
forcement need only be given at the completion of the
desired behavior in order for the behavior to recur.

Examples Textbooks for students are often written
using the concept of shaping. Typically, information is
presented so that new material builds on previously

learned concepts or skills. If this were not the progres-
sion, most students would become confused and
perhaps abandon the attempt to learn the concepts
under study.

Teachers are continually in the position to shape
the behavior of their students. An art student begins a
series of drawings while the teacher assesses the
various skills of the student. The teacher gives posi-
tive feedback for the areas in which the student
performs well and looks for ways to reinforce small
steps (successive approximations) toward the desired
outcome. During the shaping process, praise (rein-
forcer) is given for the skills the student can do at
present. The teacher may compliment the student on
his shading techniques and at the same time suggest
he try to expand his shading to another portion of the
drawing to perhaps work on perspective. This allows
the shaping to occur in increments while being posi-
tively reinforced through the learning process.

Chaining
Chaining refers to a type of conditioning that is

similar to shaping but requires a more complex
sequence of behaviors. This process is referred to as
chaining because each response is like a link in the
chain. The reward is presented after the entire
sequence of behaviors is completed, thus reinforcing
the sequence and not the individual behavior.

Explanation Chains can be trained in the forward
direction, that is, by practicing the first response in the
chain and then adding successively the next elements.
It can also be learned backwards, beginning with the
last element and working toward the front. Sometimes
the entire chain is learned simultaneously. Training
that starts at either end tends to place a greater empha-
sis on the skills or knowledge that lies at those places
for the overall mastery of the chain. Training that
attempts to learn the entire chain simultaneously leads
to more total errors but affords more practice on all
links of the chain.

Examples Backward chaining is often used with
pilot trainees when using a flight simulator. They
practice landings first, followed by landing approaches
and then other flight specific behaviors such as mid-
air maneuvers. The purpose of the backward chaining
is that landings are the most difficult behavior to
master in the chain and by starting there, this behavior
receives the most practice as the behavioral links are
put in place. Forward chaining might be used by phys-
ical therapists to teach disabled individuals to transfer
themselves from a wheelchair to another chair or bed.
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A forward chain is often preferable when the skills
learned in the first link are needed to build succes-
sively from that point.

Discrimination and generalization
People and animals learn to pay attention to cues

in the environment that reliably signal certain conse-
quences for their actions. Learning to distinguish one
stimulus from another is called stimulus-control train-
ing. For instance, it doesn’t take a child very long to
distinguish that a red light at an intersection means
stop and a green light means go. In stimulus-control
training, a behavior is reinforced in the presence of a
specific stimulus but not in its absence.

Stimulus generalization happens when an organ-
ism learns a response to one stimulus and applies it to
another similar stimulus. Even though the stimuli may
be different, the familiarity that accompanies the
initial learning can be applied to other stimuli as well.

Explanation A discriminative stimulus signals the
likelihood that reinforcement will follow a particular
response. Some discriminations are relatively easy,
while others extremely complex. For instance, it is easy
to distinguish between the facial features of two people
who resemble one another in appearance if the observer
looks carefully. It is far more difficult, however, for that
same observer to discriminate when a facial expression
is communicating friendliness versus love. Certain cues
must be present or absent for the observer to draw a
convincing conclusion. Perception plays a large part in
a person’s ability to discriminate one stimulus from
another. The ability to effectively discriminate plays a
considerable role in human behavior.

Stimulus generalization enables organisms to take
previous learning and apply it to new, but similar, situ-
ations. The ability to utilize previous learning keeps
the organism from having to start over in the learning
process. Generalizations can be less effective when the
stimulus has an element of newness unassociated with
the familiarity. For example, when a person learns to
drive a car, this training can be generalized to driving
most other cars. If the initial training was on an auto-
matic transmission, though, and now the driver must
drive a manual transmission, generalization of the prior
skills is limited. The respondent must then use stimu-
lus discrimination to distinguish between the familiar
and the new information, and make the appropriate
adjustments to generalize the new learning.

Examples Children, for example, may learn that when
their father whistles, he is in a good mood and therefore
he is more likely to respond favorably if asked for

money or permission to do something fun with friends.
The children learn to discriminate the good mood from
the bad mood by the presence of the cue (whistling).
Over time the children learn to make requests only in
the presence of the signal for a good mood.

If a person has learned that being polite produces
the reinforcement of granting them what they want in
certain situations, that person is likely to generalize
that response to other situations.

Reinforcement schedules
In his early research, Skinner discovered that

reinforcement need not be given for each response,
but instead could be given after some number of
responses according to various schedules of reinforce-
ment. A schedule of reinforcement refers to the
specific relationship between the number, timing, or
frequency of responding; and the delivery of the
reward. In other words, once a behavior has been
shaped, it can be maintained by various patterns of
reinforcement. Depending on the particular schedule,
the reward may follow the response immediately or
have varying degrees of delay.

Schedules are among the most powerful determi-
nants of behavior. All reinforcers and punishers are
embedded in one schedule or another and each sched-
ule has its own characteristic effects on behavior.

Reinforcement can be given for each occurrence
of the response or only for some of the responses. The
two broad categories of schedules are continuous and
partial (also called intermittent) reinforcements. With
continuous reinforcement, each response of a particu-
lar type is reinforced. In a partial reinforcement sched-
ule, only a portion of the responses are reinforced.

Explanation When attempting to instill a particular
behavior, a continuous schedule of reward generally
produces more rapid conditioning or a higher level of
responding than a partial-reinforcement schedule.
Though a continuous schedule may condition more
rapidly, partial schedules are often more powerful in
sustaining the behavior, depending on the interval of
reward. Extinction does tend to occur more quickly if
a behavior that has received continuous reinforcement
is no longer reinforced.

There are again two broad types of partial-rein-
forcement schedules: interval schedules, which are
based on the passage of time; and ratio schedules,
which are based on the number of responses. On an
interval schedule, the first response made after an
interval of time has passed is reinforced. Responses
made before that interval of time are not reinforced.
There are two types of interval schedules: fixed and
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variable. In a ratio schedule, time is not a factor. Instead,
reinforcement is given only after a certain number of
responses. Ratio schedules also have two types: fixed
and variable.

Examples A fixed-interval schedule applies the
reinforcer after a specific amount of time. An example
might be an employee who gets a raise once at the end
of each year but no increase in pay during the course
of the year. The reinforcer (increase in pay) comes
only at a predetermined time regardless of the
employee’s work performance during the year. Fixed-
intervals have built-in problems that manifest in
certain situations. Using the example of the employee’s
end-of-the-year raise, the employee, because he knows
when the reinforcement is to come, may tend to lower
his performance immediately after the reinforcement
and tend to increase performance right before the rein-
forcement period. In this case, he might improve his
performance near the end of the year to “look good”
when it comes time for the review that determines the
amount of pay raise.

Reinforcement is also controlled mainly by the
passage of time in a variable-interval schedule. In
contrast to the fixed-interval, in which the person
knows the time the reinforcement will be given, the
person does not know when the reinforcement will
appear in a variable-interval schedule. An example of
this schedule might be the supervisor who checks an
employee’s work at irregular intervals. Because the
employees never know when such checks will occur,
they must perform in a consistent manner in order to
obtain positive outcomes, such as praise; or avoid
negative ones, such as criticism or loss of their job.
The advantage of variable-interval schedules is that it
often eliminates the inconsistencies of performance
associated with the fixed interval. Because of this,
variable schedules are usually considered more
powerful and result in more consistent behaviors than
fixed intervals schedules.

Another modern example of variable-interval
scheduling is the use of random drug testing. Athletes
are routinely tested as well as people whose impaired
performance could endanger the lives of others, such
as airline pilots, security personnel, and healthcare
workers. Because the participants cannot predict the
day when the next test will be given, these individuals
are more likely to refrain from using drugs.

Reinforcement is determined in a very different
manner on a fixed-ratio schedule. Here, reinforcement
occurs only after a fixed number of responses. For
example, some individuals are paid on the basis of
how many pieces of goods they produce. A factory

worker who drills a series of holes for a particular
product is paid a certain price for every product they
complete. Or consider the person who collects recy-
clable aluminum cans or scrap metal and is paid based
upon the number of pounds they turn in. Generally, a
fixed-ratio schedule yields a high rate of response,
though there is a tendency for brief pauses immedi-
ately after reinforcement. In the examples above, the
reinforcement would be the fixed amount of pay
obtained in good produced.

On a variable-ratio schedule, reinforcement
occurs after completion of a variable number of
responses. Since the person using a variable-ratio
schedule cannot predict how many responses are
required before reinforcement will occur, they usually
respond at high and steady rates. Perhaps one of the
best examples of the variable-ratio schedule is found
in casinos across the country. The person who repeat-
edly plays the slot machine knows at some point the
machine will have a payoff, but they are not sure when
it will occur. The anticipation that it could happen on
the next pull compels many to keep playing beyond
the point of good reason.

Variable-ratio schedules also result in behaviors
that are highly resistant to extinction. This means that
even in the absence of reinforcement, the behavior
might persist. In fact, resistance to extinction is much
higher after exposure to a variable-ratio schedule than
to a continuous-reinforcement schedule. This would
help explain why gambling can be so addictive for
certain individuals.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
Skinner’s theory of operant conditioning did not

spring from his mind alone. Several theorists were
profoundly influential in laying a foundation for the
work Skinner was to build on.

All behavioral theories owe some debt of grati-
tude to Ivan Pavlov for developing the principles of
classical conditioning. Pavlov, who won the Nobel
Prize in 1904 for his work on digestion, was best
known for his experiments on basic learning processes.
While studying the secretion of stomach acids and
salivation in dogs in response to eating various
amounts of food, he discovered that even the mere
sight of a person who normally fed the dogs could
elicit an anticipation of food by the canines. In other
words, the dogs were not only responding to the
biological need to eat but also demonstrated that there
was learning going on in the process of feeding. A
neutral stimulus such as the experimenter’s footsteps,
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when paired with food, could bring about a similar
response as the food alone. This type of learning
Pavlov called classical conditioning.

The basic process of classical conditioning can be
described in several steps. It first needs the presence
of a neutral stimulus that does not elicit specific
response in the participant prior to the experiment. In
Pavlov’s classic experiment, the neutral stimulus was
the sound of a bell. Ringing the bell prior to the exper-
iment did not elicit salivation in a dog. The second
component is the unconditioned stimulus, which in
this experiment was meat. At the mere sight of meat
the dog would salivate. It is called the unconditioned
stimulus because the dog salivates instinctively and
needs no training for this response. Hence, the dog’s
response is an unconditioned response. During the
conditioning process, the bell is routinely rung just
before the presentation of the meat. Over time, the
ringing of the bell alone will bring about salivation.
Conditioning is complete when the previously neutral
stimulus of the bell (now the conditioned response) is
now able to elicit salivation (conditioned stimulus).

Although the initial conditioning experiments
performed by Pavlov and others were conducted on
animals, classical conditioning principles were soon
being used in various ways to explain everyday human
behavior. Pavlov’s conditioning techniques provided
psychology with behavioral ways in which complex
behavior could be better understood and built upon by
other theorists.

At approximately the same period of time that
Pavlov was experimenting with animals and develop-
ing his classical conditioning theory, a man by the
name of Edward Thorndike was conducting ground-
breaking experiments of his own. Thorndike is one of
the most influential theorists of the early twentieth
century and considered a very important researcher in
the development of animal theory. Thorndike believed
that psychology must study behavior, not mental
elements or conscious experiences, and thus he rein-
forced the trend toward greater objectivity within the
emerging field of psychology.

One of Thorndike’s major contributions to the
study of psychology was his work with animals.
Through long, extensive research with these animals,
he constructed devices called “puzzle boxes.” These
were essentially wooden crates that required the
manipulation of various combinations of latches,
levers, strings to open. A cat would be put in one of
these puzzle boxes and would eventually manage to
escape from it by trial and error. On a successive
attempt, the amount of time it took the cat to escape
decreased. Thorndike compared the results of several

cats and found a similar pattern. If he rewarded the
behavior of the cat, the behavior was repeated, if he
did not, it would cease. He surmised that certain
stimuli and responses become connected or dissoci-
ated from each other in the process of learning. This
learning principle he termed the law of effect.

This evaluation led Thorndike to conclude that
animals learn by trial and error, or reward and punish-
ment. Thorndike used the cat’s behavior in a puzzle
box to generalize what happens when all beings learn
anything. All learning involves the formation of connec-
tions, and connections were strengthened according to
the law of effect. Intelligence is the ability to form
connections, and humans are the most evolved animal
because they form more connections then any other
being. He continued his study with learning by writing
his famous book called Animal Intelligence. In this he
argued that we study animal behavior, not animal
consciousness, for the ultimate purpose of controlling
behavior.

A subtle but important distinction should be made
between trial and error learning (instrumental learn-
ing) and classical conditioning. In classical condition-
ing, a neutral stimulus becomes associated with part
of a reflex, which is either the unconditioned stimulus
or the unconditioned response. In trial and error learn-
ing, no reflex is involved. A reinforcing or punishing
event, which is also a type of stimulus, alters the
strength of the association between a neutral stimulus
and the arbitrary response.

Thorndike’s early research served as the founda-
tion for Skinner’s work that was beginning in the 
latter years of Thorndike’s career. Whereas Thorndike’s
goal was to get his cats to learn to obtain food by
leaving the box, animals in Skinner’s box learned to
obtain food by operating on their environment within 
the box. Skinner became interested in specifying 
how behavior varied as a result of alterations in the 
environment.

One of the biggest influences on Skinner’s ideas
came from the work of John B. Watson, often referred
to as the “father of behaviorism.” Watson carried the
torch of the behaviorist position, claiming that human
behavior could be explained entirely in terms of
reflexes, stimulus-response associations, and the effects
of reinforcers. His 1914 book entitled Behavior: An
Introduction to Comparative Psychology became the
official statement of his theory and was widely read at
the time.

Watson’s lab work with rats enabled him to
discover that he could train rats to open a puzzle box
like Thorndike’s for a small food reward. He also
studied maze learning but simplified the task dramati-
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cally. One type of maze he used was a long straight
alley with food at the end. Watson found that once the
animal was well trained at running this maze, it did so
almost automatically. Once started by the stimulus of
the maze, its behavior becomes a series of associations
between movements rather than stimuli in the outside
world. The development of other well-controlled
behavioral techniques by Watson also allowed him to
explore animal sensory abilities.

Watson’s theoretical position was even more
extreme than Thorndike’s. He would have no place for
intellectual concepts like pleasure or distress in his
explanations of behavior. He essentially rejected the
law of effect proposed by Thorndike, denying that
pleasure or discomfort caused stimulus-response 
associations to be learned. For Watson, all that was
important was the frequency of occurrence of stimu-
lus-response pairings. Reinforcers might cause some
responses to occur more often in the presence of
particular stimuli, but they did not act directly to cause
their learning.

After Watson published his second book
Psychology from the Standpoint of a Behaviorist in
1919, he became the founder of the American school
of behaviorism. In this book he addressed a number of
practical human problems such as education, the
development of emotional reaction, and the effects of
factors such as alcohol or drugs on human perform-
ance. Watson believed that mental illness was the
result of “habit distortion,” which might be caused by
fortuitous learning of inappropriate associations.
These associations then go on to influence a person’s
behavior so that it became ever more abnormal.

Watson became a very controversial figure 
in psychology for several reasons. He was credited
with wedding behavioral techniques with celebrity
endorsements of products and services to manipulate
motives and emotions. Now a widely used strategy for
marketing and advertising, during the 1920s, it was
not well received by many people. In a larger sense,
Watson was a pivotal figure in shaping public percep-
tion away from the dominant view of psychoanalysis
and the internal processes of behavior. His call was for
a society based on scientifically shaped and controlled
behavior. His ideas offered hope to those disenchanted
with old ideas.

Skinner probably first read some of Watson’s
work in the summer of 1926, when he was 22 years
old, but it wasn’t until the spring of 1928 that Skinner
took the writings of Watson more seriously. Years
later, when Skinner had established himself as an
independent thinker and writer on radical behavior-
ism, he said that Watson had brought the “promise of

a behavioral science,” but this was not the same 
thing as delivering the science itself. But Skinner
agreed with Watson in that he denied that behavior 
is determined by processes with the physiology of 
the organism.

By the 1920s, the field of psychology had already
captured the public’s attention. Given Watson’s
charisma, personal charm, persuasiveness, and message
of hope, Americans were enthralled by what one writer
called an “outbreak” of psychology. Much of the
public was convinced that psychology provided a path
to health, happiness, and prosperity. Psychological
advice columns sprouted up in the pages of the daily
newspapers. Watson’s behaviorism was the first stage
in the evolution of the behavioral school of thought.
The second stage, sometimes referred to as neobehav-
iorism, can be dated from about 1930 to about 1960
and includes the work of Edward Tolman, Clark Hull,
and B. F. Skinner.

Edward Tolman was one of the early converts to
behaviorism and like Watson, rejected the notion of
introspection and inner processes for determining
behavior. He was firmly committed to working only
with those behaviors that were objective and accessi-
ble to observation. Tolman is recognized as a forerun-
ner of contemporary cognitive psychology, and his
work had a great impact, especially his research on
problems of learning. Some of his core principles
were later used by Skinner and other behaviorists.

Clark Hull and his followers dominated American
psychology from the 1940s until the 1960s. Hull had a
proficient command of mathematics and formal logic
and applied this knowledge to psychological theory in
a way that no one had before. Hull’s form of behavior-
ism was more sophisticated and complex than Watson’s.
Hull described his behaviorism and his image of
human nature in mechanistic terms and regarded
human behavior as automatic. He thought behaviorists
should regard their subjects as machines and believed
the machines would one day replicate many human
cognitive functions. As might be guessed, Hull drew
much criticism for his hard-line approach to the mecha-
nism of human processes, but his influence on psychol-
ogy at the time was substantial.

Beginning in the 1950s, Skinner became the
major figure in American behavioral psychology. He
attracted a large, loyal, and enthusiastic group of
followers. His influence extended far beyond the
professional community of psychologists at work in
laboratories. His popularity was largely as a result of
the advent of television in the early 1950s. His two
most widely read books, Walden Two and Beyond
Freedom and Dignity, thrust him into popular culture.
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It was the modern medium of television, however, that
made him a household name. He would regularly
appear on television talk shows to advance his views
on operant conditioning and how it applied to every-
day life. In a short period of time, he became a
celebrity and arguably the best-known psychologist of
that era.

Skinner’s system of psychology reflects his early
life experiences. According to his view, life is a
product of past reinforcements. He claimed that his
life was just as predetermined and orderly as his
system dictated all human lives should be. He believed
his experiences could be traced solely and directly to
stimuli in his environment. Having been raised by a
mother who was rigid in her discipline and by a father
who tended toward being verbally critical of Skinner,
praise was not common in his home life. Perhaps there
is a correlation in his theory with his most important
concept of reinforcement. Operant conditioning states
that for a behavior to be repeated, it must be positively
reinforced. The centrality of that theme in his theory
has been mentioned by some scholars as a response to
his own desire for more praise and encouragement
from his parents.

In 1938 Skinner published what was arguably the
most influential work on animal behavior of the
century, entitled The Behavior of Organisms. Skinner
resurrected the law of effect in more starkly behav-
ioral terms and provided a technology that allowed
sequences of behavior produced over a long time to be
studied objectively. His invention of the Skinner box
was a great improvement on the individual learning
trials of both Watson and Thorndike. Skinner’s theory
would eventually become known as operant condi-
tioning and would become one of the most enduring
theories of the twentieth century.

CRITICAL RESPONSE
Skinner has aroused more than his share of

controversy. Those who are familiar with Skinner’s
ideas tend to have a strong positive or negative 
reaction depending upon their own presuppositions
about human nature. The most common critical
responses follow.

Free will and personal responsibility
Skinner’s operant conditioning opposes the

concepts of free choice and personal responsibility.
He maintained that it is the environment that deter-
mines what a person was, is, and will be in the future.

He accounts for genetic inheritance by referring to the
environments that existed during evolutionary history.
In short, he claims that environmental factors deter-
mine behavior in a way that free will and individual
choice play no causal role.

According to Skinner, each person is unique, but
not because of choices the individual makes. Rather,
personality arises from genetic makeup and the differ-
ent experiences each person is exposed to during their
lives. In addition, individuals remain under the influ-
ence of their environment throughout the lifespan,
regardless of the degree of learning that has preceded.

There is agreement among many of Skinner’s
critics that environmental factors are important. The
extreme position that Skinner takes (that environment
alone shapes behavior) causes much controversy. His
view of environmental reinforcement as the basis of
behavior violates what most people believe regarding
the presupposition of “freedom of choice” and personal
accountability for one’s actions. Though many critics
would agree that the environment is a shaping entity
for some human behavior, only a minority are willing
to agree that the totality of human behavior can be
explained in operant terms.

A question naturally arises in regard to control: If
humans are controlled by their environments and have
no free choice, how must people go about the process
of “deciding” to follow the principles of operant
conditioning? It appears a contradiction on the one
hand to say we have no free-will choice, and on the
other hand to imply that choices must be made to rein-
force certain behaviors.

Generalizing findings to human behavior
Skinner conducted nearly all of his experiments

with laboratory animals, most of which were rats and
pigeons. Although there have been a number of
successful applications of Skinner’s concepts with
humans, criticism has been leveled over how much of
the results of Skinner’s experiments can actually be
generalized to human beings. The criticism basically
states that humans are far more complex and advanced
than the animals used in the operant experiments, so
how can Skinner so confidently generalize the outcomes
to humans? In using animals as substitutes for humans
in the exploration of human behavior, Skinner was
making the huge assumption that general laws relat-
ing to the behavior of animals can be applied to
describe the complex relations in the human world.

Could it be possible, critics add, that even though
the behavior of both rats and humans tends to increase
in frequency when certain consequences occur, that
humans still have higher and perhaps different cognitive
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processes? Perhaps humans can assess what is going on
by using rational thought processes and then decide
which behavior they will do to be reinforced. In contrast,
rats may process the information more mechanically,
with no conscious or rational self-determination. The
final answer to these questions is not yet available.
Those psychologists who hold this view believe more
experiments with human participants must be done to
prove the validity of this theory.

Operant conditioning is overly simplistic
Skinner’s concepts of operant conditioning have

often been interpreted as being simplistic because he
either ignores or negates the richness of life. The
assumption is often made that Skinner doesn’t deal with
human emotions and thoughts and has virtually nothing
to say about the complex behaviors of life that are
displayed in creative activities. In general, Skinner
seems to ignore the realm deemed “creative,” which
includes the imagination, because it is not easily open
to direct observation and presents difficulties on the
experimental level. Skinner saw the creation of a poem,
for instance, as being analogous to having a baby or to
the process of laying an egg by a hen. He believed that
there is no creative act that is autonomous. The person
who writes the poem has a particular background and is
living under certain conditions that reinforce one’s view
of the world. Therefore the creation of the poem is
merely a function of how the environment has treated
that person, as opposed to some uncaused event that
sprung from nowhere. The criticisms of Skinner on this
point have more to do with his mechanistic view of
human nature than the resulting conclusions about
creativity. It follows logically that if a human being is
nothing more than a machine of sorts, then there is no
need for an inner life of which imagination and
creativity are parts. These aspects of life bring a multi-
dimensional enjoyment of life that many people
cannot reconcile with operant-conditioning principles.

Development of human language
Although Skinner’s ideas on operant conditioning

are able to explain phobias and neurosis, a number of
critics find the applicability to the more complex
human behaviors of language and memory sadly
lacking. The argument centers around the idea that
some portion of language acquisition in young chil-
dren must be inherited. Infants do not learn language
on a word-by-word basis. Instead they learn grammat-
ical rules necessary to produce sentences over time.

Skinner’s inability to explain the language phenom-
enon in a satisfactory way has caused a number of critics
to dismiss the theory altogether. While observable

objective stimuli for verbal responses are more clear-cut,
private stimuli or concepts such as “I’m hungry” are
harder to explain. According to Skinner, the acquisition
of verbal responses for private stimuli can be explained
in four ways. First, he claims that private stimuli and the
community do not need a connection. As long as there
are some sorts of public stimuli that can be associated
with the private stimuli, a child can learn. Also, the
public can deduce the private stimuli through nonverbal
signs, such as groaning and facial expressions. The
critics claim that these nonverbal signs associated with
public and private events can often be misinterpreted.
His third theory states that certain public and private
stimuli are identical; therefore there is no need for inter-
pretation. Finally, he says that private stimuli can be
generalized to public stimuli with coinciding character-
istics. Although Skinner attempted to respond to
ongoing criticism of these claims during his lifetime, his 
arguments were considered by many to be weak and
relatively unproven.

Misuse of reinforcement
A number of criticisms have arisen relating to

operant conditioning and the use or misuse of reinforce-
ment. One objection states that the use of reinforcement,
as outlined by Skinner’s theory, is manipulative.
Granting and withholding reward is a form of control.
The concept of control is central to Skinner’s thinking,
however, and appears repeatedly in his writing. When
he uses the term, he claims that individuals are con-
trolled by environmental forces, which include the
actions and behaviors each person displays to others. He
would simply say that these forms of control are neces-
sary ways of interaction or operating in the world. For a
culture of freedom-loving, self-directed people,
however, the concept of being controlled by forces
beyond voluntary choice is not popular.

Another criticism of reinforcement argues that
certain behaviors should be performed by individuals in
society regardless of the rewards or reinforcements that
are associated. Appropriate behavior, such as responsi-
ble parenting, civil duties, altruistic help, and many
others, should be expected as the norm for community
behavior and not depend on bribery or the enticement
of a reward. Skinner would respond by saying that rein-
forcements or rewards are always being used in daily
living, whether individuals are consciously aware of
them or not. Even if explicit rewards are not given,
internal reinforcement may be present. Self-praise, or
feelings of self-esteem from doing well at a chosen
task, could provide a form of reinforcement.

A third objection is that reinforcement under-
mines intrinsic motivation, or an internally motivated
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desire to perform a given behavior for its own sake.
With intrinsic motivation, the incentive to perform
comes from the activity itself. In extrinsic motivation,
the drive to perform stems from the rewards attached
to the task. In recent years, more researchers have
questioned the validity of rewards as a counterproduc-
tive means toward fostering intrinsic motivation, espe-
cially in children.

Finally, some critics challenge the effectiveness of
reinforcement, saying that reinforcement often produces
short-term changes, which disappear when the rein-
forcement ceases or becomes infrequent. True learning,
according to many learning specialists, is supposed to
produce relatively permanent changes in behavior.

Antitheoretical contradiction
Skinner made confident assertions about economic,

social, political, and religious issues that derived from
his system. In 1986, he wrote an article with the all-
embracing title “What is Wrong with Life in the
Western World?” He stated that “human behavior in
the West has grown weak, but it can be strengthened
through the application of principles derived from an
experimental analysis of behavior.” This willingness
to draw conclusions from the data, particularly as it
pertained to solutions to complex human problems, is
inconsistent with Skinner’s antitheoretical stance. In
other words, Skinner went beyond the central premise
of his theory, which was that only observable behavior
was important, and presented a theoretical blueprint
for the redesign of society.

Although Skinner suggests that his behavioral
principles can be applied at the societal level, he
appears to sidestep the issue of who will put these
principles into effect. Who will exert the power to set
up certain reinforcement contingencies, and who 
will decide which behaviors are to be reinforced? 
He has addressed some of these issues, but more in 
a philosophical manner and not in practical or
concrete terms.

Limitations of applications
Despite the fact that Skinner’s principles have

been used quite effectively in various settings, includ-
ing therapeutic, educational, and business, there are
still shortcomings even in environments that are care-
fully controlled. Behavioral management has not
always been as effective as some claim. When neurotic
behaviors improve but not to the extent that the person
can function normally, or when a child learns more
using behavioral principles but still cannot master
certain concepts, is it the individual’s limitations that
are at fault or simply the realization that all behavior

is not subject to control through reinforcement?
Skinner would say that all behavior can be shaped
given the appropriate reinforcements, but this is seri-
ously questioned in real-life situations when some
variables seem outside the realm of what can be
controlled.

Punishment
Skinner’s position on punishment is another point

that has been commonly criticized. He has asserted
that punishment has detrimental effects and that it
does not permanently eliminate unwanted behaviors.
Although these views might be interpreted as being
sensitive to the organism’s aversion to harsh treat-
ment, the conclusions are questionable from a scien-
tific perspective. Studies have shown that under
certain conditions, punishment does seem to be effec-
tive in controlling behavior and does not seem to have
long-lasting negative effects. Punishments sometime
curtail undesirable behaviors so that alternative, desir-
able behaviors can be shaped with positive reinforcers.
Of course, unless the alternatives are available, apply-
ing punishment is not likely to produce the desired
outcomes. The point here is not that punishment is
more desirable than positive reinforcement as a
general technique of control, but rather that Skinner
perhaps has neglected to give punishment a viable
place in shaping behavior.

Instinctual vs. learned behavior
Skinner’s view was that all behavior was learned

through the process of reinforcement, whether it was
positive or negative. Yet, research completed by Keller
and Marian Breland in the early 1960s found that pigs,
chickens, hamsters, porpoises, whales, cows, and
other animals all demonstrated a tendency toward
“instinctive drift.” This means that animals tended to
substitute instinctive behaviors for behaviors that had
been reinforced, even when instinctive behaviors
interfered with obtaining food. The animals were
quickly conditioned to perform a number of tasks
followed by unwanted behaviors. The conclusion is
that the animals were reverting to innate behaviors
that took precedence over the learned behaviors, even
though this delayed receiving food, which supposedly
was reinforcing the conditioned behavior. Clearly, in
these cases, reinforcement was not as powerful an
incentive for the animals as Skinner claimed.

Limitations of behavioral therapy
Behavioral therapy is a natural extension and

application of many of Skinner’s views focusing on
observable behavior. The first criticism pertains to the
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lack of attention that behavior therapy gives to
emotion. Behavioral practitioners hold that empirical
evidence has not shown that feelings must be changed
first in order to achieve measurable progress. In
general, behavioral practitioners do not encourage
their clients to experience their emotion, although
some will work with aspects of emotion. Critics argue
that emotions play a significant part in behavioral
responses and should not be ignored. The strict
emphasis on overt behavior to the exclusion of an
inner life was a core concept that Skinner held
throughout his career.

So hence, if there is not an inner life or at least
one worth attending to, then it would follow that
insight into one’s motives or origins of behavioral
responses would be of little value. This criticism states
that behavior therapy ignores the importance of self or
self-consciousness to the exclusion of overt behavioral
responses. Skinner rejected the idea that such internal
agents such as an ego or self allow us to make inde-
pendent and free choices or derive any true benefit for
examination of internal processes. This viewpoint,
however, does not adequately take into account the
reflective nature and imagination of the individual. 
A person cannot, as critics suggest, simply turn off his
or her ability to reflect on past events or what propels
them toward or causes them to back away from
various choices.

Another criticism of behavior therapy is that it
treats symptoms rather than causes. The psychoana-
lytic assumption is that early life events are the source
of present difficulties. Behavior therapists may
acknowledge the existence of past life events but do
not place particular importance to those events in the
maintenance of current problems. Instead, the behav-
ioral practitioner emphasizes changing environmental
circumstances and how those environmental forces
reinforce particular behaviors. Critics respond with
the argument that it is natural for humans to conceptu-
alize a cause and effect relationship in behavior. This
is an example of sequential learning and is used in
many ways to describe the process of progress.

A final therapeutic criticism of behavior therapy
involves the use of control and manipulation by the
therapist toward the client. The therapist assumes a
position of power with the client where he or she,
through the process of reinforcement, can potentially
manipulate the client’s behavior responses. This criti-
cism is largely a misunderstanding of contemporary
behavior therapy. If applied in a strictly Skinnerian
model, the potential for manipulation would be
greater. However, all therapeutic approaches give
some degree of control to the therapist, who hopes to

facilitate change in the person seeking help. Most
modern behavior therapists are not attempting to
control their clients or manipulate them. In fact, many
use techniques aimed at increased self-direction and
self-control.

Ambiguity about human aspects 
of his theory

Skinner admits that the science of human behav-
ior is not complete and needs further development. He
also admits that rats and pigeons are not perfect
models of humans. It would seem then that what is
needed are some psychological principles that help
bridge the gap from animal data to human function-
ing. Skinner believed, though, that the foundation of a
science of human behavior has been set forth in his
theories that deal adequately with human behavior.

THEORIES IN ACTION
Operant conditioning has become a very influen-

tial area of psychology, because it has successfully
provided practical solutions to many problems in
human behavior. Operant principles discovered in 
the laboratory are now being employed in a vast
number of areas that include healthcare, education,
mental health, prisons, and animal training, among
many others.

Research
Applied behavior analysis Skinner was primarily
concerned with understanding behavior and the process
of learning. Although his experiments were largely
with animals, he did generalize his findings to humans.
Contrary to some criticisms of Skinner’s deterministic
principles, he did acknowledge that people could deter-
mine the causes of most behavior by identifying envi-
ronmental conditions that support the behavior and then
manipulate these conditions to influence the behavior
in desired directions. Skinner’s views led to a distinct
branch of psychology called applied behavior analysis.
Research in this area is directed primarily toward
solving problems of everyday life.

Applied behavior analysis is a research method
that uses a four-step process:

• define

• observe

• intervene

• test

Since operant conditioning is focused on observ-
able behavioral outcomes, the first step is to define the
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target behaviors that need to be changed. Doing so
allows researchers to develop procedures to then
observe how often the behaviors occur under existing
conditions. Once a stable measure of behaviors is
maintained, researchers intervene to change the target
behavior in the desired direction. For example, they
may begin to reward behaviors they wish to increase,
or withhold rewards following inappropriate behav-
iors they wish to decrease. Finally, they test the impact
of the intervention by continuing to observe and
record the target behavior during the intervention and
beyond. Testing allows researchers to see the evidence
of the intervention over time.

Computer assisted technology Operant condition-
ing has also been applied to the field of education.
One of the most impressive operant-based techniques
involves the use of computers in the classroom. This
is often referred to as computer-assisted instruction,
or CAI. In CAI, students interact with sophisticated
computer programs that provide immediate reinforce-
ment of correct responses. With certain restrictions,
these programs are paced according to each student’s
progress. CAI has been enhanced to now include
lecture-based distance learning through the Internet,
so that simultaneous learning can occur in virtually
any geographic location through high-speed commu-
nication technology.

Biofeedback Another area where operant condition-
ing is being studied and applied is in the realm of
biofeedback. This is a technique that enables people to
monitor and alter bodily responses such as skin
temperature, muscle tension, blood pressure, and elec-
trical activity of the brain. For example, a rise in blood
pressure or muscle tension is indicated by a signal such
as a loud tone, which acts as the feedback stimulus. As
one lowers the blood pressure or relieves the muscle
tension, the tone becomes softer. Reinforcement can
play several roles, from reward to incentive. In
biofeedback, the information given by the changing
tones helps the subject know how much the behavior
has changed.

Biofeedback research has influenced basic and
theoretical ideas about learning. Responses of the auto-
nomic nervous system were once thought to be outside
the realm of operant conditioning. Research has
demonstrated, though, that instrumental training of
autonomic responses is possible with this technique.

Behavior modification The most frequently cited
examples of reinforcement can be found in the field of
behavior modification. Behavior modification, also

known as behavior mod, seeks to apply the principles
of operant learning to changing behaviors in a variety
of settings.

An application of behavior modification through
secondary reinforcement has been used in institutions
across the country and is known as a token economy.
For example, the staff of a psychiatric hospital is faced
with the problem of motivating residents to perform a
number of daily living behaviors: dressing and basic
grooming, among other simple tasks. The patients are
given tokens for each desired behavior or set of behav-
iors that they complete. The tokens have no inherent
worth but can be exchanged for candy, movie tickets,
outdoor activities, or other privileges. In this way, the
tokens are secondary reinforcers of the behavior. The
token economy is one of the few behavior modifica-
tion techniques that work well with large numbers of
subjects at one time. It is based on the concept of posi-
tive reinforcement.

Another prevalent use of behavior modification is
applied in the school system. Teachers frequently struc-
ture reward-giving situations to help them accomplish
their learning objectives for students. When teachers
want to shape a behavior with a low response rate and
make it a high response rate, they often employ behav-
ior modification techniques by associating the two. For
instance, a teacher might observe a child for some time
to determine which behaviors occur at a high frequency
and which occur at a low frequency. If the child has a
high frequency with art but a low frequency with math,
the teacher will make art contingent upon completing
the work dealing with math.

Learned helplessness Research on learned helpless-
ness seems to suggest that its onset stems partly from
one’s perception of control. When people believe they
have no control over their environment, they stop
trying to improve their situation. For example, children
growing up in urban slums may perceive that they
have little control over their environment and even
less hope of escaping it. As a result, they may simply
resign themselves to a lifetime of exclusion and hope-
lessness. Operant principles of reinforcement would
especially apply with individuals dealing with learned
helplessness. Studies have shown that some behavior
is influenced not only by the level of rewards a person
receives but by the person’s evaluation of those
rewards. For a reward to be effective, it must match
the perceptions of the individual and shape the behav-
ior in a positive manner. For instance, if a teen has
learned helplessness about his ability to develop a
marketable skill to get a job, the reinforcement cannot
be indiscriminate. It must specifically address the
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need for competence in a potential area of strength, in
order to effectively reshape the learned helplessness.

Case studies
A study that illustrates applied behavior analysis

involved the task of trying to reduce the amount of
graffiti on the walls of three public restrooms on a
particular university campus. The increase of graffiti
had caused the school to repaint these rooms repeat-
edly. The researchers began by objectively defining
what constituted graffiti and what did not. Then they
made daily counts of the graffiti to determine the
number of occurrences. The researchers then intro-
duced an intervention they felt might help reduce the
amount of graffiti. The intervention consisted of a sign
taped to the bathroom wall that read: “A local licensed
doctor has agree to donate a set amount of money to
the local chapter of the United Way for each day this
wall remains free of any writing, drawings, or other
markings. Your assistance is greatly appreciated in
helping to support your United Way.” The intervention
was successful and kept the walls free of graffiti for the
next three months.

Teaching machine In one significant way, Skinner
was well ahead of his time in the development of his
teaching machine. It began as a simple observation
while attending his daughter’s math class. He noticed
that the teacher was not reinforcing the answers
students provided partly because she was unaware of
the importance of such behavior and partly because
she could not adequately reinforce so many students’
responses simultaneously. This gave him an idea, an
invention Skinner was to call the teaching machine.

Skinner’s teaching machine presented prob-
lems in random order for students, with feedback
(reinforcement) after each one. While it did not
attempt to teach new behavior (and thus replace the
human instructor), it was seen as an excellent tool for
reviewing previous material and building on previ-
ously learned concepts. Within three years of his
initial idea Skinner had developed a complete
program of instruction. For the next 10 years, Skinner
was very involved with his work on the teaching
machine, attempting to perfect it. Unfortunately, the
technology he longed for to make his teaching
machine didn’t arrive until the latter years of his life.
The advent of the personal computer would eventu-
ally allow many of Skinner’s ideas regarding learning
to be applied in the way he envisioned them.

Behavior modification The techniques of operant
conditioning were primarily used on animals in the

early experiments. In 1953, though, Skinner and a
colleague began experimenting with some of the prin-
ciples of operant conditioning, now called behavior
modification, at the Metropolitan State Hospital in
Waltham, Massachusetts. The purpose of the studies
was to determine how applicable operant conditioning
techniques were in the experimental analysis of
psychotic patients. Fifteen male patients were condi-
tioned to pull levers for candy and cigarettes. Skinner
and his colleague were able to demonstrate highly
stable individual differences in overall rate of lever-
pulling per hour in the subjects. For the first time,
medically useful and objective measures of the
psychoses were available.

The most intriguing aspects of the studies
suggested that psychotic behavior is controlled by
reinforcing properties within the immediate environ-
ment. From this basic premise came a whole new
understanding of the origin of deviant behavior.
Previously, the dominant view of deviance was under-
stood in dynamic terms as an internal state of mental
illness. The behavior modification study suggested a
learning model that involved symptoms that might
have been learned at some point in the person’s past
through accidental reinforcement.

Dolphin-human therapy Dolphin-human therapy
was created and developed by David Nathanson,
Ph.D., a psychologist with almost 30 years experience
working with disabled children. This therapy was
developed with a series of carefully controlled
language experiments using dolphins as teachers for
children with Down syndrome. The key to learning for
all people, but especially for the mentally retarded, is
to increase sensory attention—i.e., sight, sound, touch,
taste, smell—so that increased learning will occur.
Most mentally handicapped children have difficulty
paying attention to a stimulus, and as a result, learning
is impaired. The theory and research behind dolphin-
assisted therapy is that children or adults will increase
attention as a result of a desire to interact with dol-
phins. By interacting with the dolphins and using a
behavior modification procedure that rewards the child
for correct cognitive, physical, or affective responses,
the therapy incrementally teaches children skills they
may not be able to learn in more conventional ways.

Organizational behavior management Behavior
modification has also been used successfully in organ-
izations to help facilitate greater efficiency. One study
sought to use behavior modification techniques with
an existing hotel-cleaning staff, to determine how to
improve and maintain a standard of cleanliness with
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minimum turnover and cost. The study was initiated
because of the very high turnover rate of cleaning staff
and the substandard work carried out. To further exac-
erbate management’s situation, the hiring, training,
outfitting, and maintenance of a housekeeping staff is
one of the largest budget line items for most
hotel/motel operations. During the assessment it was
discovered that a standard of cleanliness had not been
established, feedback to the cleaning staff was essen-
tially nonexistent, and aversive managerial practices
were common, leading to low morale. The applica-
tions of behavior modification began by establishing
clear standards that could be objectively measured
regarding cleanliness. Management then chose to
positively reinforce the role of the cleaning staff by
rewarding their performance with merit-pay increases
when they adhered to the cleanliness standards set
forth. Regular feedback was given to staff to keep

them informed of training and expectations. The
program was successful in improving worker morale,
raising the level of cleanliness, and saving a substan-
tial amount of money in the long term.

Relevance to modern readers
Skinner’s work is considered by some to be the

most important contribution to date on learning and
the process of behavioral change. Though his work
was largely with animals, his concepts have been
among the most researched of all the psychological
theories. Because the emphasis is on observable
behavior, new studies are continually being devised
that build from the concepts established by Skinner,
expanding upon and adapting the original principles
to various types of human behavior. In fact, operant-
conditioning principles are apparent in virtually every
sphere of modern life. Most noticeable are variations
of behavior modification. The modern reader may not
immediately recognize the relationship between
operant principles and everyday behavior, but once
these patterns are identified, it is hard to underestimate
the influence of Skinner’s ideas on contemporary life.
Following are some of the most obvious realms where
operant conditioning techniques are at work.

Behavioral shaping Behavioral shaping is commonly
used to change a behavior in response to rewards
known as positive reinforcements. This technique 
is often used by parents in their attempt to modify
their child’s behavior. For instance, if a child is learn-
ing a new skill, such as riding a bicycle, the parent 
can reinforce the progress incrementally through
praise and supportive encouragement until the skill 
is mastered. Behavioral shaping can also employ
negative reinforcement. For instance, the child who
disobeys his or her parent may receive a “time-out.”
The mandatory time spent away from the child’s
preferred activity is a negative reinforcement. In other
words, to avoid this consequence again, the child
needs to change his or her behavior so that it complies
with the parent’s wishes. Both positive and negative
reinforcements can be used effectively to shape
behavior in children, teens, and even adults. One
example of how this technique is commonly used with
adults is weight loss. Positive reinforcements or
rewards play a significant role in one’s ability to
continue the disciplined task of losing weight. One
example of behavior modification at work would be
the following: each time a person abstains from eating
out at lunch hour, they deposit the amount of money
they would have spent into a “rewards jar.” The money
that accumulates will be used for a non-food reward
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CHRONOLOGY
1904: B.F. Skinner born March 20. 

1930: Initiates research in reflexes.

1936: Marries Yvonne Blue.

1938: The Behavior of Organisms is published.

1942: Awarded the Warren Medal by the Society of
Experimental Psychologists.

1945: Takes over the Psychology Department at the
University of Indiana, where he developed the
Teaching Machine and Aircrib.

1948: Walden Two is published.

1956: Fixed interval schedule of reinforcement
described.

1966: Introduces the concept of critical period in rein-
forcing an event.

1968: Identifies the critical characteristics of
programmed instruction.

1971: Publishes Beyond Freedom and Dignity.

1972: Receives the Humanist of the Year Award by
the American Humanist Association.

1983: Publishes Enjoying Old Age.

1990: Dies on August 18.
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FURTHER ANALYSIS:
The baby box: Myth and reality

B. F. Skinner, the dominant behavioral psycholo-
gist of the 20th century, contributed many insights into
the understanding of animal and human behavior
during his career. But one “experiment” attributed to
him is among the most controversial of all his work. It
involved his second daughter Deborah whom he was
accused of using for one of his psychological experi-
ments. Throughout Skinner’s life, he was routinely
charged with accusations regarding this incident and
made many attempts to set the record straight. Here’s
the real story.

Skinner began his career in the 1930s and is best
known for the operant chamber, more commonly
referred to as the “Skinner box.” It was a small labora-
tory apparatus used to conduct and record the results
of operant-conditioning experiments with animals.
These experiments typically required an animal to
manipulate an object such as a lever in order to obtain
a reward.

When Skinner’s second daughter, Deborah, was
born in 1944, Skinner (who then lived in Minnesota)
constructed an alternative type of crib for her that was
something like a large version of a hospital incubator. It
was a tall box with a door at its base and a glass window
in front. This “baby tender,” as Skinner called it,
provided Deborah with a place to sleep and remain
comfortably warm throughout the severe Minnesota
winters without having to be wrapped in numerous
layers of clothing and blankets. Deborah slept in her
novel crib until she was two and a half years old, and
by all accounts grew up a happy, healthy, thriving child.

Skinner invented the baby tender not as a lab
experiment but as a labor-saving device. Because it
was equipped with filtered and humidified air it
allowed Deborah to have less risk of airborne infec-
tion. The sound-proof walls provided for sounder
sleep and the warm air that continually circulated
through the crib allowed the child to wear only a
diaper to bed. There was also a shade that could be
drawn to keep the light out of the crib while the baby
was sleeping.

Skinner claimed that his invention was used in the
same way that a traditional crib would be used.

Deborah was taken out of the crib for short periods
throughout the day so that she could eat and interact
with her older sister, Julie, and her parents. Friends
and neighbor children who visited the house could
view the young child in her enclosed crib while
keeping her in a germ-free environment.

The trouble began in October 1945, when Skinner
submitted an article on the baby tender to the popular
magazine Ladies Home Journal. The article featured a
picture of Deborah in a portable (and therefore
smaller) version of the box, her hands pressed against
the glass and the headline read: “Baby in a Box.”
People who didn’t read the article carefully, or who
merely glanced at the picture or heard about the article
from someone else, tended to confuse the baby tender
with a Skinner box, even though the article clearly
explained that the baby tender was something quite
different.

Nonetheless, many people jumped to the conclu-
sion that Skinner was raising his daughter in a
cramped box equipped with bells and food trays. It
was viewed by many as just another of Skinner’s
psychological experiments measuring the reinforce-
ment of reward and punishment. Outraged readers of
the magazine wrote letters protesting such behavior
and started a landslide of rumor that Skinner was
never quite able to put to rest during his lifetime.

Over the years, the details about Skinner’s baby
tender, which was unsuccessfully marketed under the
name “Aircrib,” faded somewhat. But by the mid-
1960s, about the time Deborah turned 21, the rumor
emerged again this time saying that Deborah had
become psychotic and was suing her father. Some
reports stated that she had committed suicide.

The truth of this story is that Deborah Skinner
(now Deborah Skinner Buzan) grew up having a 
very normal life and remained close to her father
while he was alive. She has been living and working
in London as an artist since the mid-1970s. She is 
not psychologically scarred as a result of her use 
of the baby tender. She claims that most of the criti-
cisms of the box are by people who do not understand
what it was.



when they reach their target weight. Thus, each
deposit of money is a positive reinforcer for continu-
ing the behavior.

Systematic desensitization Operant-conditioning
techniques are also at work in helping those with
significant fears and anxiety learn to live more effec-
tively. A process called systematic desensitization is
used to overcome the fear or anxiety associated with a
particular stimulus. The premise behind systematic
desensitization is that if a fear is learned or condi-
tioned, it can then be unlearned by the process of
extinction or by not reinforcing the behavior. The
person undergoing this treatment is asked to either
imagine the anxiety-producing situation or confront
the real-life situation incrementally, while positive
reinforcement is provided to help establish the percep-
tion of control over the stimulus. Occasionally, relax-
ation training accompanies the use of systematic
desensitization whenever the anxiety-producing
stimuli are present. It helps to increase the likelihood
of a relaxed response to the feared stimulus. This
behavior-modification treatment has been very
successful at extinguishing the stimulus that triggers
the fear or anxiety.

Other applications Behavior modification tech-
niques are also being used to help people with a wide
variety of everyday behavior problems, including
those with addictive behaviors, aggression, attention
deficit disorder, teen delinquency, and learning
disabilities, among others. These methods have been
used successfully in schools systems, prisons, mental
health institutions, the workplace, and many other
environments. Behavior modification has become so
popular because it has been shown to be extremely
effective in various situations and it empowers the
individual using the techniques to change unwanted
behavior. Though Skinner would attribute behavior
change to environmental reinforcements in one’s life
to which a person has only limited control, modern
adaptations of behavior modification instill the
perception of control in the person attempting to make
the behavioral change.
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BRIEF OVERVIEW
Science is rooted in the will to truth. With the will to
truth it stands or falls. Lower the standard even
slightly and science becomes diseased to the core.
Not only science, but also man. The will to truth,
pure and unadulterated, is among the essential
conditions of his existence; if the standard is
compromised, he easily becomes a tragic caricature
of himself.

—Max Wertheimer, “On Truth,” published in Social
Research in 1934.

For Max Wertheimer and the Gestalt therapy for
which he became best known, truth began with a train
trip and a simple child’s toy. When 30-year-old
Wertheimer left Vienna, Austria for a vacation in
Germany’s Rhineland in 1910, he had no idea that his
holiday would never come to be. Equally he had no
idea that his idle thoughts on that train trip would lead
to a discovery that would irrevocably alter not only his
own life, but produce profound changes in psychol-
ogy-related disciplines all over the world. Gestalt, the
notion that the whole is not only greater than its
components, but also different from those compo-
nents; was little more than a lone, obscure, and strug-
gling concept that summer day in 1910 as Wertheimer
rode the train.

On that day, psychology was little more than a
fledgling discipline, still widely considered a sideline
for philosophers. “Gestalt” was the name Christian
von Ehrenfels, one of Max Wertheimer’s teachers, had
coined to describe the philosophical concept nearly 
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25 years earlier. Yet so impressive was Wertheimer’s
work on the subject that he would become to be
known as the father of the movement. Much of
Wertheimer’s research and unique experiments were
merely the initial battles in a rebellion against a notion
prevailing in European psychology at the time: the
“Elementalism or Structuralism” of famed German
psychologist Wilhelm Wundt. But Max Wertheimer’s
version of Gestalt psychology would do far more than
negate previous psychological assumptions. It would
profoundly change the way educators, psychiatrists,
psychologists, rehabilitation specialists—anyone
involved in the helping professions—look at their
clients and their work.

Wertheimer’s train trip exposed him to a
phenomenon that would ignite his imagination. As he
rode from Vienna to Frankfurt, he became aware of
two separate and alternating light patterns from the
train’s window. As he watched, Wertheimer discov-
ered that if the spacing, on-time, and off-time were
just right for these lights, his mind would perceive the
dual lights as one single flashing light moving back
and forth. Reaching Frankfurt, Wertheimer disem-
barked from the train and put an end to his vacation
plans. He proceeded to a store and bought a toy stro-
boscope, then a popular child’s toy, and checked
himself into a hotel room.

There he repeated his visual perception experiment
over and over to test the validity of what he had seen
on the train. Stroboscopes, the precursors of motion
pictures, were a revolving disk that can be synchro-
nized with movement to make an object appear either
to be standing still or moving slowly forward or back-
ward. This simple experiment, not even terribly 
original in its nature, would lead Wertheimer to an
original name for what he had just observed—the phi
phenomenon. His observations, though, would go far
beyond what researchers and thinkers before him had
seen or realized. From the phi phenomenon Wertheimer
would go on to rethink and revolutionize psychology’s
notions about how human beings see and experience
things. It would also make him one of the many
people responsible for the creation of early cartoons
and motion pictures.

It was in those early years in Frankfurt that
Wertheimer also found two soul mates. His two
research partners at the University of Frankfurt,
Wolfgang Köhler and Kurt Koffka, would become his
lifelong colleagues in both their testing and formation
of the Gestalt theories. They would revolutionize the
psychological world with their new way of looking at
things. Though Wertheimer believed in Gestalt
psychology as avidly as any of his disciples, he appears
to have acted more in the role of a facilitator than
preacher. He never published a definitive summation
of the Gestalt psychology he made famous. Though
he was a man given to passionate beliefs, neither did
he engage in the tiresome dialogues about the efficacy
of his hypotheses that seemed to have plagued so
many of his contemporaries. He wrote far less prolifi-
cally and therefore was far less known than many
other mental health figures of his time, notably Carl
Jung, Sigmund Freud, or Carl Rogers. Yet his impact
upon psychology is undeniable.

Wertheimer was rather like a shooting star that
streaked across the study of the mind, shooting off
sparks of brilliant insights and then moving on,
leaving others to fill in the more mundane facts and
procedures deduced from his insights. As his friend
Edwin B. Newman noted in his 1944 American
Journal of Psychology article, “Max Wertheimer:
1880–1943,” “He tended to be impatient with experi-
mental plans that called for meticulous care in their
details. The neatest of plans was invariably upset and
rearranged after he had finished with them. It was not
easy to work under Wertheimer just because of this
restlessness.”

In addition, the early papers that he did manage
to publish, many written during the years that Germany
was a combatant nation in World War I, did not

Max Wertheimer. (Corbis Corporation. Reproduced by permission.)



receive worldwide recognition until well after the war,
in the early 1920s. Yet quietly and with humility, Max
Wertheimer influenced his colleagues and countless
students. It would be those students who would carry
on the research and develop the principles that would
become an accepted worldwide school of psychologi-
cal thought. But both Wolfgang Köhler and Kurt
Koffka, who provided so much of the structure for
Gestalt psychology, would always acknowledge that it
was Wertheimer who originally saw the flaws in the
then-current psychological ideas and recognized the
significance of what he had observed for a brief time
on a train. Koffka referred to Wertheimer as “the first
founder” (of Gestalt theory).

As had happened to so many other German
Jewish intellectuals, Hitler and the Nazis would
force Wertheimer out of Germany and across the
Atlantic Ocean to the United States. Initially the
language and cultural barriers he experienced would
mask a brilliant mind. But like many of the other
intelligentsia, Wertheimer would find a second home
in the New School of Social Research initiated in
New York City in the 1930s. A well-rounded indi-
vidual who deeply cared about the social issues of
his time, Wertheimer became an intellectual giant
operating at the new school.

He would go on to write and lecture on an eclec-
tic array of psychological and philosophical subjects
ranging from ethics and morality to the meaning of
freedom. In all of his philosophical discourses, he
would demonstrate how Gestalt principles applied to
even these ethereal philosophical concepts. Many
observers have described Wertheimer’s Gestalt
psychology as applicable only to how we perceive
things. For Wertheimer, howver, perception was only
one side of the equation. Thinking and problem-
solving were the other aspects of that equation, some-
thing Wertheimer would demonstrate again and again.
He would show it in his much-publicized conversa-
tions with Albert Einstein on the development of the
theory of relativity, which became part of his last
work, published posthumously as Productive Thinking.

BIOGRAPHY
The early years

Prague, the capitol of the Czech province of
Bohemia, had been a German city for 14 years when
Max Wertheimer was born there on April 15, 1880.
Bohemia had alternated between German and
Austrian rule over most of the century, and in 1866,
Prussian troops had besieged Prague and won the
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battle that would end what was then called “The Seven
Weeks War.” That defeat had left Bohemia completely
under Germany’s control. Very little has been written
of Wertheimer’s early years. It is known that his father
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was a schoolmaster who had charge of a commercial
high school in Prague, and that both of his parents
wanted him to be a musician. He attended a local
gymnasium, a school that prepared students for the
university, and in 1898, at the age of 18, he began his
studies at the University of Prague. For two and a half
years, Wertheimer studied law there, but then came to
realize that a legal career was not for him. In those
first two years at the university, he had already 
shown an interest in philosophy, attending several
lectures on the subject. In the spring of 1901, the 
20-year-old Wertheimer made the study of philoso-
phy his major.

Though the University of Prague did not have its
own psychological laboratory, it certainly did boast
some of the luminaries of European psychology and
philosophy as members of its teaching staff. During
his time at Prague University, Wertheimer listened to
the lectures of Christian von Ehrenfels and Ewald
Hering, two of the foremost names in psychology and
philosophy of that era. Prophetically, von Ehrenfels’s
primary intellectual pursuit concerned what he called
Gestaltqualidt, or “form quality,” the forerunner of
Wertheimer’s later credo, Gestalt psychology.
Wertheimer became acquainted with the field of
experimental visual psychology through hours spent
in the Physiology Institute, working in Ewald Hering’s
visual laboratory on the study of color perception. In
1902, Wertheimer completed his studies at Prague
University and moved on to the University of Berlin.
Here psychology was a well-established field, and
Carl Stumpf, a good friend of American psychologist
William James, was his teacher. But Stumpf appar-
ently was much involved at the time in his study of the
psychology of music. Stumpf’s assistant Friedrich
Schumann, though well-known for his collaboration
with G. E. Muller in the invention of the Memory
Drum, was a teacher who failed to provide the intel-
lectual stimulus Wertheimer sought. From his own
accounts, Wertheimer spent his first semester in Berlin
studying volume after volume of the still-growing
German psychological textbook Zeitschrift für
Psychologie.

Wertheimer moved on to the University of
Würzburg in 1903. Once again at Würzburg, he was
fortunate to have as teachers Karl Marbe, well-known
in his time for his work on imageless thought and
industrial psychology; and Oswald Kulpe, considered
the father of the modern study of thought processes. In
an era when philosophy and psychology were consid-
ered to be closely interrelated, Wertheimer was
awarded his doctorate in philosophy summa cum laude
from Würzburg in 1904. His doctoral dissertation was

on an old interest, the law. He discussed the use of
word association techniques in determining the guilt
or innocence of defendants in criminal cases. But even
then, his interests were not only psychology and
philosophy. Wertheimer had an equally sustained inter-
est in both mathematics and languages. Interestingly,
though he chose not to follow his parents’ wishes and
become a musician, he maintained an avid love for
music as well. It was a pursuit that would stay with
him for the rest of his life.

The period between 1904, when Wertheimer
received his Ph.D; and 1910, when he took his memo-
rable train ride, appear to have been years of restless-
ness. In an article written for the magazine Social
Research by Wertheimer’s good friend Horace Kallen
in 1948, he described those years as “a period of
wandering from place to place and task to task.” Parts
of the first two years were spent in both Prague and
Vienna, and some of that time apparently was spent
working in psychiatric hospitals. But there is no
record of the actual projects he was involved in during
this time. It is known that in 1906 he (uncharacteristi-
cally) became involved in a dispute with Carl Jung
over Jung’s word association technique. Though he
had decided not to become an attorney, Wertheimer
apparently continued to embrace a fascination with
law. Many of his earlier papers, written with a young
lawyer identified only as “M. Klein,” concern the
mental processes of court testimony. Klein and
Wertheimer attempted to use the Jungian free associa-
tion idea as a means of distinguishing the truthfulness
of testimony. These papers seem far removed from the
Max Wertheimer of Gestalt theory. As Edwin Newman
notes in “Max Wertheimer—1880–1943” in the July
1944 American Journal of Psychology, “Only one
thing in it (one of these papers) foreshadows his later
interests: That is the emphasis on the problem of truth,
a problem which becomes even more acute in the
realm of logic and reasoning.”

Wertheimer shortly moved on again to Berlin,
where he was reintroduced to an earlier love, music. In
Berlin, he quickly formed a close and abiding friend-
ship with Erich von Hornbostel, an Austrian music
scholar who had been Carl Stumpf’s assistant at the
Berlin Psychological Institute. During the time he
spent there, Wertheimer worked with both Stumpf and
von Hornbostel at the Phonogramm Archives, a Berlin
institute for the study of music and culture. The
Phonogramm Archives was among the first places 
to record various ethnic music (including that year,
Siamese opera) with the American Thomas Edison’s
new phonograph recording equipment. Like many of
the other friendships in Wertheimer’s life, his alliance
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and collaboration with von Hornbostel would continue
even after both men came to the United States.

The train trip that led to 
Gestalt psychology

In 1910, Wertheimer was once more back in
Vienna, when he boarded a westbound train for the
Rhineland and a vacation. As the train chugged along
through the night that he became aware of a strange
illusion. Two separate lights were visible from his train
window. But because the on-times and off-times for
these lights were synchronized in a certain manner,
Wertheimer found that his mind would not distinguish
them as being two lights, but rather one light in motion,
rather like changing neon lights or rotating lights on a
Christmas tree. It was Wertheimer’s nature to immedi-
ately become enthusiastic about some phenomenon

that his curious mind encountered, and this observed
light pattern was no exception. At the next train stop,
which happened to be the city of Frankfurt, Wertheimer
left the train and his vacation plans behind.

Wertheimer first found a hotel, paid for a room,
and deposited his suitcases there. Then he went shop-
ping. What he purchased was a toy stroboscope, a
child’s drum-shaped toy that spun. The stroboscope had
regularly spaced slots and pictures inside for viewing,
similar in manner to a very simple movie machine. He
spent several days in that Frankfurt hotel room, repeat-
ing over and over again his experiment in perception
based upon his experience on the train. Then he was
ready to act. His former teacher in Berlin, Friedrich
Schumann, was now a professor at Frankfurt’s
Psychological Institute. Wertheimer brought his novel
idea to Schumann, who was immediately supportive of
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BIOGRAPHY:
Kurt Koffka

Kurt Koffka (1886–1941) was born into a comfort-
able, upper-class family in Berlin on March 18, 1886.
His father, an attorney, had served as a royal legal coun-
cilor. Koffka had governesses as a child, one of whom
was English-speaking. He attended the University of
Berlin and used the English he had learned as a child
when in 1904 he took a year to study at the University
of Edinburgh. Like Max Wertheimer before him, he
changed his major from philosophy to psychology
when he returned to Germany in 1905. Koffka’s earliest
published work studied color blindness, a subject he
knew something about due to his own color blindness.
In 1909, Koffka served as assistant to two of Germany’s
luminaries in psychology: Karl Marbe and Oswald
Kulpe. That same year he married Mira Klein, whom
he had gotten to know when she served as a subject for
experiments related to his doctoral dissertation.

The next year, 1910, newlywed Koffka moved to
Frankfurt and found employment as an assistant to
Friedrich Schumann at the Psychological Institute
there. That move proved to be the most fateful of his
career. Max Wertheimer had unexpectedly shown up
there earlier that year, and Koffka soon became one of
the subjects for Wertheimer’s experiments in apparent
motion. By the time the study was finished, Koffka,
too, had become a believer. He moved on to the
University of Giessen in 1911, but he continued to

spread the Gestalt ideas throughout Germany. With
Wertheimer and Wolfgang Köhler, he founded the
first psychological journal completely devoted to
Gestalt psychology, Psychologische Forschung. He
remained at the University of Giessen with intermit-
tent trips to the United States for the next 16 years.
His book on child psychology, Growth of the Mind,
was written during the Giessen years. As noted
earlier, Koffka had a special interest in education, and
was a strong opponent of rote learning. In 1922 he
wrote an article for Psychological Bulletin, which first
introduced Gestalt theory to the United States. He left

Germany in 1927, far
ahead of the exodus created
by Adolph Hitler and the
Nazis, and moved to the
United States. He became
a professor at Smith
College that same year and
continued there until his
death, involved in research
on color vision in relation
to the organization of
perception. Koffka did not
survive his old mentor
Wertheimer. He died in
1941, at the age of 55.

Kurt Koffka. (Archives of the

History of American Psychology.

Reproduced by permission.)



the research. In place of the child’s stroboscope,
Wertheimer was now offered the use of the university’s
tachistoscope, a psychology lab device that provides a
visual stimulus. This stimulus could be adjusted to
afford brief interval exposures through the use of a
gravity-operated shutter. But far more importantly,
Wertheimer was offered the help of Schumann’s 25-
year-old assistant, Wolfgang Köhler. Within a short
time, Kurt Koffka, then 26, joined the research group.
Both Köhler and Koffka had earned their PhDs at the
University of Berlin, under the tutelage of Friedrich
Schumann.

Before their fateful meeting with Wertheimer, both
Köhler and Koffka had already been involved in other
psychological research. Köhler’s work had been related
to hearing, and Koffka had studied imagery (in particu-
lar, color perception) and thought. As is the accepted
procedure, neither of Wertheimer’s subjects was told
anything about the research in which they were
involved. But in 1911, when Wertheimer’s study was
completed, he met with both young men to discuss the
study that had just been completed. It was during this
conversation that the first two disciples of Gestalt
therapy were made. What Wertheimer told them
convinced both young men sufficiently that they
would spend the rest of their lives researching, modi-
fying, and explaining Wertheimer’s Gestalt ideas.

The World War I years and 
his early teaching

In 1912, Max Wertheimer published his ground-
breaking paper, “Experimental Studies of the Perception
of Movement.” He stayed on at the emerging
University of Frankfurt, the place he had come to so
impulsively from a trip on a train. His stay in
Frankfurt was the result of Schumann and the faculty
there inviting Wertheimer to remain as a Privadozent
(called PD for short). A Privadozent is a unique posi-
tion in the university system of Europe and most
common specifically in German academic life. Begun
in Prussia in the early 1800s, it is a title bestowed on a
scholar who has earned a PhD, written a second thesis,
and lectured on the scholar’s area of expertise at the
university for which he is a candidate. Following the
lecture, the faculty then votes whether they wish the
person to remain at the school as a PD.

If voted in, the new PD is both permitted, and
expected, to teach at the university. A PD gives
lectures and advises PhD candidates on their theses. It
is a typical way for an aspiring professor to begin his
or her career. The down side of such a position in
Wertheimer’s time—what Simmel called “the pur-
gatory of Privadozent-ship”—was that PDs received

no salary and had no formal position or status.
Wertheimer did receive lecture fees or payment for
classes taught, but that was all. PDs are less common
in Europe today, and especially since university
reform in Germany in 1968. For those that remain,
there has been massive improvement in working
conditions over the years since Wertheimer served in
this position. Currently it is most common for PDs to
receive a modest stipend.

The assassination of Austrian Archduke Franz
Ferdinand in 1914 by a Serbian revolutionary plunged
Europe into the “war to end all wars,” World War I.
For the first two years of the war, Max Wertheimer
remained in Frankfurt. But in 1916 his old friend
Erich von Hornbostel invited him to come to Berlin.
He was placed on leave from his Frankfurt Privadozent
position and collaborated with von Hornbostel on 
war-related research. Much of this work had to do
with the development of listening devices to be used
in locating enemy sounds both on land, sea, and air.
Some of their work, apparently related to early studies
of sonar, was conducted aboard submarines, and other
portions involved being stationed at harbor defense
installations. The war ended in 1918, but Wertheimer
and von Hornbostel’s work did not become published
until 1920, when a paper describing their findings
during the war was presented to the Prussian Academy
of Sciences. During this same period of time,
Wertheimer was elected a Privadozent at the University
of Berlin.

Career and marriage in Germany
However, this time Wertheimer’s career as a PD

was a short one. He was made “Professor Ex-
traordinarius” at the University of Berlin in 1922. This
assurance of having an income solved one problem for
Wertheimer: It finally made it financially feasible for
him to marry. In 1923 he married Anna Caro, one of
his Berlin University students with whom he had
fallen in love. Wertheimer was then 43 years of age,
considerably older than his wife. The Wertheimers
remained in Berlin for the next seven years, and it was
during those years that their four children were born.
Two sons, Rudolph and Valentin, were born in 1924
and 1925, soon followed in 1927 by another son,
Michael. Their daughter, Lise, came into the world the
next year, in 1928.

Wertheimer became an immensely popular
teacher at the University of Berlin. One of the charac-
teristic components of all his classes was himself at
the piano, playing music and querying his students as
to what philosopher or even cartoon character he was
musically portraying. It was also during these years in

M a x  W e r t h e i m e r

P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s4 3 0



Berlin that Wertheimer made the acquaintance of a
man who would remain his friend for the rest of his
life, physicist Albert Einstein. It appeared that
Wertheimer had found his academic niche in Berlin.
But events would soon change all of that. In 1929, he
accepted the position of professor where his career
could be said to have begun, the University of
Frankfurt.

In some ways, it seems odd that Wertheimer
accepted a teaching position back at the University of
Frankfurt. The head of the Psychological Institute
there, his old teacher Friedrich Schumann, and
Wertheimer had by then developed a rift that was
destined to deepen. Schumann apparently was less
than pleased by, and disagreed with, the growth of
Gestalt psychology. When Schumann assigned one of
his students named Fuchs to assist him in research on
the phenomenon of transparency, Fuchs told him that
it could only be understood by using Wertheimer’s
Gestalt principles. Schumann immediately showed
great antipathy towards Fuchs’s ideas simply because
they embraced Gestalt theory. The animosity between
Schumann and Wertheimer only deepened when
Schumann refused to allow Fuchs to publish his work
on the project. By 1933, however, the disagreement
between the two academics had become a moot point
with the coming to power of Adolph Hitler and his
National Socialist (Nazi) party.

Emigrating and adjusting to America
Wertheimer seems to have understood from the

beginning that Germany would no longer be a safe
place for intellectuals—let alone Jewish intellectu-
als—after Hitler and the Nazis took charge of the
German government. In 1933, the same year that
Adolph Hitler was elected chancellor, Wertheimer, his
wife, Anna, and their four children traveled from
Germany to his native Czechoslovakia, an indepen-
dent country since the end of World War I. It was part
of a prearranged plan. Their next journey would take
them across the Atlantic to the United States. The
Wertheimers settled in New York, and the next year
Max accepted a previously made invitation offered
while he was still in Germany: to join the “University
in Exile.”

The notion of an entire European-style university
functioning in New York as part of the New School
for Social Research had been the idea and dream of
several German refugees from Nazism. The New
School itself was an innovative place that had been
developed in 1918, long before Hitler and the Nazis
had become an issue. But the New School’s
“University in Exile” came into being in 1933 through

the efforts (and donations) of several American and
European philanthropists determined to find a safe
place for some of the brightest minds in Europe, many
of whom were German Jews, now at risk for their
lives. Initially only two from each of several different
disciplines were invited to teach there. Wertheimer
was one of the two psychologists invited to put
together a masters degree and doctoral program in
psychology for the new university. Later the school
would enlarge its teaching roster to include a greater
diversity of nationalities and thinking.

At the outset of the 10 years Wertheimer would
spend at the University in Exile, he was very much
hindered by the strangeness of everything American
and the New School. He learned English as thousands
of other immigrants before him had done—through
exposure to it. It is said that despite his brilliance in
so many areas, he never did get English exactly right.
Yet Wertheimer quickly developed a love for 
America, his new home. Always a man of many inter-
ests, he became passionately interested in American
politics. He made many new friends as well as main-
taining several of the friendships that had begun in
Germany. This was possible because so many of his
former colleagues were now also his fellow refugees.
His old friend from pre-World War I days, Erich 
von Hornbostel, was one of these. Von Hornbostel 
had also come to the University in Exile in 1933 
as a musicologist. Nominally a Christian, von
Hornbostel’s “sin,” making emigration the only safe
course, had been that his mother was Jewish. Sadly,
von Hornbostel only spent two years in America
before he died.

One of the immediate differences Wertheimer and
the other refugee academics encountered at the New
School was the transition of psychological and philo-
sophical studies from the humanities to the realm of
social science. This particular change seems to have
been one to which Wertheimer easily adapted. He
increasingly studied, taught, and wrote about how
Gestalt theory applied to other social issues. His
eloquent essays about ethics and the meaning of
freedom are evidence of this shift. It is said that
Wertheimer continued to do small psychological exper-
iments informally, but he published none of this work.

The American students Wertheimer eventually
taught were also mostly of a far different category than
those that he had taught in Germany. They were most
often practicing psychologists who were furthering their
education or just interested in hearing Wertheimer’s
lectures because of his fame as the founder of Gestalt
psychology. In the same way that Wertheimer had won
over his students in Germany, he soon began to make his
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classes at the University in Exile among the most
popular classes held there. The golden age of psychol-
ogy had passed back in Germany thanks to the Nazis,
but Wertheimer’s impact remained. Despite Nazi
efforts to write him out of psychology literature in
Europe, his influence was still strongly felt among
students on both sides of the Atlantic. Friends have
said that Wertheimer never was very concerned with
dignity and pomp. He was simply a natural-born
teacher who always seemed to be more excited about
learning than most of his students.

Some have suggested that the 53-year-old
Wertheimer had become weary by the time he
reached the United States. His friend Horace Kallen
describes him as “frequently exhausted.” However,
his child-like spirit was still capable of giving him the
enthusiasm for which he was famous. Another friend,
Edwin B. Newman, states that “the dreariest experi-
ment would become cosmic in its scope as he would
brush aside details and keep pushing you on, insisting
that you get to the heart of the matter.” Wertheimer
made research studies into games, debates into a test
of his students’ resourcefulness. One of his students,
quoted by Horace Kallen in Social Research,
described him thus:

The impact of his personality was so strong that the
whole atmosphere seemed to change. . . . Most of us
experienced a refreshing and stimulating adventure
in which Wertheimer himself took an active part.
Shouting and gesticulating, walking between the
benches, he was indifferent to all demands of
dignity; his carefree and completely natural manner
made us forget his age and his fame. His words had
the power to bring to life even figures and geometrical
drawings.

Another of his students noted that Wertheimer was “an
extremist . . . either passionately for or passionately
against (whatever issue he became interested in).”

During his 10 years at the New School, Wertheimer
functioned as both professor of psychology and
philosopher. He led a joint seminar on social sciences
each week as well as being involved in what was
called a “General Seminar.” This group met and
discussed problems in all the areas covered by the
University in Exile, and attempted to find Gestalt
theory solutions to these difficulties. When Japan
bombed Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, and the
United States declared war on the Axis powers, 61-
year-old Wertheimer immediately contacted the War
Department and volunteered his services. It is said that
he and his students at the University in Exile did
psychological research for the armed forces during the
early part of World War II, but the exact nature of that
work is unknown.

Max Wertheimer and Albert Einstein
Another of the brilliant minds that Wertheimer

remained in contact with in the United States was
physicist Albert Einstein. Arthur I. Miller states in
Albert Einstein and Max Wertheimer: A Gestalt
Genesis of Special Relativity Theory, History of
Science that Einstein, throughout his life, stayed in
contact with many of the intellectual luminaries of his
time. There are archival records of his correspondence
with Sigmund Freud. Contained in these letters is the
disagreement he expressed to Freud as to whether
psychoanalysis was truly science. Einstein’s relation-
ship with Wertheimer was different. They first met in
Berlin in 1916, and liked each other immediately.
They shared similar interests, including physics and a
passion for sailing.

Their proximity after coming to the United
States—Einstein was at Princeton University and
Wertheimer at the University in New York—made it
feasible for the two men to continue their friendship.
Much of Wertheimer’s work was based on Einstein’s
forte, physics. Wertheimer would later try to recon-
struct the conversations he had had with Einstein over
20 years earlier in Berlin. These discussions on how
the mind must abandon old, unproductive ways of
looking at things and develop new ways in order to
make discoveries would become part of Wertheimer’s
book Productive Thinking. He showed how Gestalt
ideas applied to Einstein’s vision that produced the
theory of relativity.

The last years
Over the years, Wertheimer had in many ways

acted like a butterfly, flitting from project to project,
leaving little that was tangible. He had never written a
cogent, complete statement on Gestalt theory, nor shown
any interest in doing so. Yet all of his work had consis-
tently remained within the parameters of the Gestalt
theory that he had published in 1912. He had published
as many articles on ethics, music, and other non-psycho-
logical subjects as he had on Gestalt psychology over
the years since. With typical abandon regarding the
details, much of his work on mental illness and brain
damage had been published under others’ names either
because they had helped with the research or because
the data had been transcribed by others since
Wertheimer did not take the time to write it down. Prime
examples of this are “A Gestalt Theory of Paranoia,” “A
Case of Mania with its Social Implications,” and “Some
Aspects of the Schizophrenic Formal Disturbance of
Thought,” all of which have listed as their author Erwin
Levy. In fact Wertheimer wrote all three of these arti-
cles, if not completely, then for the most part.
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Wertheimer also contributed lectures such as
“Understanding Psychotic’s Speech” that were later
published by A.S. Luchins, one of his biographers;
and Max Wertheimer’s Research on Aphasia and
Brain Disorders: A Brief Account, published posthu-
mously by his son Michael, also a psychologist, and
Viktor Sarris. There remained, however, one more
important contribution that Wertheimer wished to
make to the province of psychology. During the same
period of time that he was assisting the War
Department, in 1942, he also began working on the
only book he ever published, Productive Thinking.
Productive Thinking was initially envisioned as the
first in a series of three books explaining how Gestalt
psychology helped people come up with innovative
solutions to old problems.

Horace Kallen describes Wertheimer as “sweating
and suffering” over this book. He was a perfectionist,
and always felt that language was an imperfect
“vehicle” in which to express the truth. However for
the most part, the man that hated details managed to
put the relevant ones into this work. Sadly, he did not
live to create the two books that he had hoped would
follow. He had barely completed Productive Thinking
when he suffered a heart attack. Wertheimer never saw
his book in print. He died at his home in New
Rochelle, New York, on Columbus Day, October 12,
1943. As R. I. Watson noted in The Great Psycholo-
gists, “His spontaneity and brilliance made for his
productive contributions to psychology. Paradoxically,
he was compulsively careful about gathering and
analyzing data. Only when the data was crystal clear
and unequivocal would he publish his results.” This
compulsiveness made his co-workers and the students
who actually heard him lecture the only people who
were fortunate enough to truly appreciate the bril-
liance of his mind.

THEORIES
Wilhelm Wundt’s theory of structuralism
Explanation It is difficult to discuss Wertheimer’s
research and theories without explaining what he and
other psychologists of his time were trying to
disprove. Wilhelm Wundt was the first person that
history records as having been called a psychologist.
Born in 1832, psychology prior to his time was
considered one small division of the larger and more
illustrious field of philosophy. Wundt, a trained
medical doctor, was well aware that he was creating 
a new field—the science of psychology—when 
he wrote the first edition of his Principles of

Physiological Psychology in 1874. In its preface he
notes that the book was written to “mark out a new
domain of science.” It was his strong belief that since
psychology was science, there was no room within it
for metaphysical hypothesis. Though he believed that
there were indeed psychic processes that went on
within the mind, he was equally convinced that the
physiologic (brain) processes were separate, parallel
activities. At the University of Leipzig where he
taught, Wundt established the first psychological labo-
ratory in 1875. (It is worth noting that 1879 is usually
cited as the year that Wundt began his laboratory.
However, that is actually the year the University of
Leipzig formally acknowledged his psychological lab.
It had then been in operation for four years. It is also
worth noting that American psychologist William
James had also equipped a small laboratory in that
same year, 1875.)

Wundt perceived philosophy as being part of
psychology, a view that was the total reverse of what
most academics of his time believed. In 1881, a year
after Wertheimer was born, Wundt began publishing
Philosophische Studien (Philosophical Studies), a
journal devoted to the reporting of the psychological
research being conducted at his new laboratory. This
new lab and Wundt’s approach brought students to
Leipzig from all over Europe and even North America
and extended his ideas all the way to the same locations.
He adamantly denied that psychology should be
involved in anything other than physiological and
psychological research. Students who deviated from that
belief, according to R. I. Watson in The Great
Psychologists, were viewed by Wundt as if “this were
desertion in the face of the enemy.” Wundt’s “school” of
psychology was profoundly physical (often called
“structural” or “elemental”). Painstaking research was
carried on, examining feeling through measuring pulse,
breathing, and muscular strength. But if Wundt studied
the minutest details of sensation, perception, reaction,
attention, and feeling; he equally ignored learning, moti-
vation, emotion, intelligence, thought, and personality.

Though his writings were described by American
psychologist G. Stanley Hall as “lusterless as lead, but
just as solid,” Wundt became widely read and acknowl-
edged as the premier psychologist of his time. The work
of Wundt and his students quickly became the most
popularly accepted set of working premises employed
by European university psychology departments, the
only place psychology was an accepted part of the
curriculum in the late nineteenth century. Wilhelm
Wundt was a man of very strong opinions. He was
eminently capable of expressing scorn for theories with
which he disagreed. Child and educational psychology
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were particular targets for Wundt’s derision, as were
Oswald Kulpe and the other educators at the Würzburg
University, where Wertheimer had studied.

Wundt’s school of structuralism or elementalism
held that each individual stimulus is experienced by
the human mind separately from all other stimuli. It
then produces within the brain a sensation that is
remembered. When a stimulus is experienced again,
the mind’s perception of the event is based on that
previous experience. Such perceptions are integrated
within the brain following the experience of the stimu-
lus. This would mean that the person’s mind literally
experiences what it sees, hears, smells, or touches, and
nothing more. Wundt identified three facets of
consciousness—sensations, images, and feelings.
Even in those early days of Wundt’s studies, there were
many researchers and thinkers who saw flaws in this
simplistic view of things. Wertheimer was one of them.

Example Wundt was already aware of the apparent
movement that Wertheimer studied in 1910 and 1911,
as were many other psychologists. Because Wundt
believed that each stimulus created its own separate
sensation, he postulated that apparent movement
occurred when the movement of the eyes created a
floating sensation illusion. Wertheimer invalidated
this belief by having his research subjects look at lines
set up so that two simultaneous motions occurred in
opposite directions at the same time. Apparent move-
ment, or “the phi phenomenon,” was still observed.
Since it was impossible for the eyes to move in two
different directions at the same time, Wertheimer’s
experiment disproved Wundt’s explanation.

Wertheimer’s theory of 
perceptual grouping

As Wertheimer disciple Wolfgang Köhler ex-
plained in 1947, Gestalt, in the German language, can
mean either the shape or form of an entity or the entity
itself. Wertheimer had tried, many years earlier in
1924, to explain his theory by saying,

The basic thesis of Gestalt theory might be formu-
lated thus: there are contexts in which what is
happening in the whole cannot be deduced from the
characteristics of the separate pieces, but conversely,
what happens to a part of the whole is, in clear-cut
cases, determined by the laws of the inner structure
of its whole.

Explanation Wertheimer’s initial theories related to
perception, or how people perceive the world around
them and their relationship to that world. Gestalt
theory relies upon a basic tenet that Wertheimer had
proven with his early perceptual research in Frankfurt

in 1910 and 1911: that the human mind is not only
capable of, but consistently, perceives things in other
ways than was commonly believed at that time. These
perceptions were nowhere near as simple, or “elemen-
tal,” as Wundt and others had described. Nor are they
mirror images of what the brain sees, hears, feels, or
senses. What Wertheimer actually proved with his
stroboscope and tachistoscope experiments was that
the human mind consistently creates for itself the
perception of motion from a rapid succession of non-
moving and separate sensory stimuli. Human beings
can see motion where there actually is none simply
because, to the mind, it “makes better sense” that way.

Example As noted earlier, an example of Wertheimer’s
early research would be a set of Christmas tree lights
strung around a tree that alternately light up and go
dark, creating the illusion that the lights, though
stationary, are in motion, and traveling around the tree.
Wertheimer termed this mind-trick the phi phenomenon.
This ability of the mind to create an illusion of move-
ment is also the primary basis that made the invention
of motion pictures possible. 

This phenomenon could be dismissed as a simple
illusion or hallucination. However, the phi phenome-
non is so consistent to human beings’ perception that
it could not possibly be caused by brain pathology, as
hallucinations are. This phenomenon could be catego-
rized as an illusion. Putting a label on it does not
answer the fundamental questions that Wertheimer
was asking, however. An illusion is often thought of
as an inaccurate assessment of a perception by the
mind. For Wertheimer and other Gestaltists, seeing
this illusion indicates that the mind is “doing its
job”—interpreting perceptual input and trying to
make rational sense out of it, rather than simply acting
like a camera and passively recording what it has seen.

However, Wertheimer’s hypothesis went far
beyond observing illusions or helping to create
movies. He demonstrated that human beings are
innately able to experience both the entire event (the
string of lights illuminating at set intervals) and the
relationship to the whole of each of its individual
components (each separate bulb as it lights up).
Gestalt theory goes beyond stating that human
beings have the ability to do this; it states that the
mind has a compelling tendency toward this recogni-
tion, thus making the mind’s capability a far more
complex thing than the functions attributed to it by
Wundt. In 1912 Wertheimer published his findings
under the title “Experimental Studies of the
Perception of Movement.” This research into what
has often been called “apparent movement” led to
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literally hundreds of research papers that further
validated Wertheimer’s work.

Principles of Gestalt psychology
Explanation Wertheimer did not immediately
comprehend all the implications of his initial study.
After the publication of his 1912 paper, Wertheimer
became actively involved in the German war effort
during World War 1. This meant that much of the time
from 1914 to 1920 was devoted to research and devel-
opment on subjects other than Gestalt theory. It was
not until 1923 that Wertheimer published a tract
further enlarging upon his ideas about perception and
perceptual grouping. In reality, what he attempted to
do was to look at what the human mind actually does
as opposed to what it might be doing.

Wertheimer tried to illustrate his belief that
people perceive all things in the world around them in
the same manner that they see apparent motion as
demonstrated in the phi phenomenon. They perceive
things not as a group of separate sensations, but as one
unified whole. He attempted to demonstrate this
through the use of some elemental illustrations—clus-
ters of dots, dashes, lines, figures, or musical notes—
things that functioned as visual or auditory stimuli. He
used them to show how the mind organizes perceptual
information, whatever sense provides that perception.
This ability to organize perceived information discounts
the notion that the human mind reacts only to individ-
ual stimuli.

Pregnanz Pregnancy (Pregnanz in German), refer-
ring not to the word’s literal definition but rather to
being “pregnant with meaning,” is the primary tenet
of Wertheimer’s Gestalt principles. He believed that
this basic standard upheld all the rest. Gestalt theory
espouses a fundamental belief that the human mind is
innately meant to experience things in wholeness, to
compose as complete a perception as possible. This
can mean sensing things in an orderly, simple, consis-
tent, and/or symmetrical manner as is feasible. From
this primary principle of Pregnanz, all of the other
principles emerge.

Example Pregnanz is exemplified by a line of bold-
face print showing the capital letters “A B C.” Each
letter, not completely closed, is displayed above bold-
face numbers “12 13 14.” The demonstration reveals
that the broken-line “B” is identical to the “13.”
However, the common perception is to see it as a “B”
when it is placed with “A” and “C,” and as a “13”
when grouped with the “12” and “14.”

Proximity Proximity is the premise that portions of
an entire item which are physically close to each other
will be seen as belonging together.

Example When “tap-tap, pause, tap-tap, pause, tap-
tap” is heard, the listener will normally relate the two
taps as belonging together rather than last tap of each
section belonging with the first tap after the pause.

Symmetry Symmetry is the tendency to disregard
proximity in favor of what the human mind observes
to be a symmetrical relationship.

Example [ ] [ ] [ ]

In spite of the possibility that these should be
grouped by closeness, or proximity, the mind quickly
sees that the brackets are symmetrical and that the
principle of symmetry overrules proximity.

Similarity Similarity is the concept that portions of
the entire item that appear to be alike will be grouped
together by the mind.

Example If dots of a certain shape or color are
included in a larger pattern of dots, they will be distin-
guished as a separate portion of the larger pattern.

Closure Closure is the inclination of the mind to
complete the stimulus, whether it is a visual illustra-
tion or something we hear. (Wertheimer also noted
that there is anxiety until the stimulus is “closed.”)

Examples If a person is given a picture to look at
which has missing lines here or there, as some
cartoons or caricatures are intentionally drawn, there
is an inclination for the viewer to not consciously
“see” the picture as incomplete. Instead the viewer
will unconsciously fill in the missing features.

Wertheimer himself gave a more humorous
example of closure that shows the anxiety preceding
completion. It was one he often proved in restaurants
after he and his guests had finished dining. It was
found that the waiter without fail knew the exact
amount of the dinner check if asked the amount prior
to being paid. Yet if he was called back to the table a
few moments after being paid and again asked the
amount, the waiter would invariably be unable to
remember how much had been owed.

Continuity Continuity is the tendency to see things
as continuous, rather than stopping at certain points
and then again going forward.

Example The simplest example of this principle is
two intersecting lines that are viewed as intersecting
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with, and crossing, each other rather than perceiving
this as two angular merging points.

Figure-ground This principle was borrowed from
the Danish phenomenologist Rubin, and is a classic in
the psychology of perception. It involves being able to
see two separate visions within the same picture.
However, the human mind apparently is not geared to
perceive both of them simultaneously. Perception, it
was discovered, is selective. The perception portions
of the brain tend to make one “picture” the foreground
and the other the background.

Examples The classic illustration of figure-ground
is Rubin’s “Vase.” It is either a black Grecian urn, or
two faces in profile looking at each other.

Another common example of this principle is the
tendency of most people to focus upon the recognized
face against a number of unknown people in a group
picture, making that face the foreground and the
unrecognized faces the background.

Many more of these Gestalt principles would be
developed by Wertheimer’s followers. They would
involve not only perception, but also memory and
learning. By 1933 it was estimated that there were 114
separate “laws” or principles.

Gestalt insight learning
The “insights” Wertheimer and the Gestaltists

speak of are different from the almost miraculous,
intuitional revelations of Freud and others in the field
of mental health. Gestalt “insight” is rather a mode of
problem-solving using a “Gestalt” or organizing prin-
ciple. This idea presupposes what Wertheimer and his
followers believed: that there is an order to the world
around us. When we make that orderliness visible,
“dis-cover” it, we are then able to use it to solve our
problems. This has obvious repercussions involving
multiple (if not all) fields of human endeavor, and
most definitely includes both education and learning
and mental health.

Example Probably the most cited example of insight
learning is found in the research that Wertheimer’s
associate Wolfgang Köhler did while stationed at
Tenerife in the Canary Islands between 1913 and
1917. He worked with chimpanzees and used bananas
as rewards. Köhler hid a stick in the ceiling of their
cage while all the chimps were watching. The next
day a bunch of bananas was placed outside the cage,
out of their reach. One of the chimps immediately
began looking for something with which to reach the
bananas, and not finding it, climbed up to the ceiling,
removed the hidden stick, and used it to get hold of

the bananas. Some chimpanzees carried out this
procedure better than others, and their ability to
succeed in obtaining the bananas was used as a
measure of their intelligence. Köhler saw this as
proving that the chimpanzees possessed the capacity
for insight learning. They showed both continuity in
being goal-directed, and closure by being able to solve
the problem. (It is an interesting aside to this animal
research that Koffka, Köhler, and other Gestaltists felt
that the reason animals learned to negotiate mazes and
other “tricks,” developed as part of common psycho-
logical investigations of the time, was that the animals
were not offered the chance to develop their own
problem-solving techniques in these studies.)

Isomorphism Based on his 1910 and 1911 research,
Wertheimer had hypothesized that the actions of the
brain that resulted in the phi phenomenon, or apparent
movement, were identical to the mental processes that
occur when real movement is perceived by the brain.
This was based on painstaking studies that had repeat-
edly shown that the reaction of the mind to either real
or apparent movement appears to be identical. From
this, Wertheimer and his disciples inferred a further
deduction: that there is a neurological correlation, a
physiological patterning of the brain based on the
psychological experience of the event. Put simply,
Wertheimer and Gestaltists guessed that there was a
correlation between the actual mental experience and
the physical brain processes used to process it.
Wertheimer guessed that there was a neurological
“shortcut” utilized by the brain each time that motion
is perceived, and that a tangible (physical) proof of his
theory would eventually be found.

This revolutionary notion was an early step
toward the mind-body connection, or holistic
approach to the mind and body. Mind-body Gestalt, or
wholeness, has always been a part of Eastern medi-
cine, but has increasingly gained credence in Western
medicine and psychiatry in recent years. Wolfgang
Köhler took the mind-body notion further. Like
Wertheimer, he believed that there is direct interaction
between the perceived event and the brain process that
perceived it. But Köhler theorized that these two func-
tions were structured identically, and the perceived
event was “mapped,” as psychologist George Boeree
puts it, within the brain. The Gestalt notion of isomor-
phism has not yet been proven to be unequivocal truth.
However, neither has the mind-body connection of
isomorphism been disproved. 

Examples Whether a person sees a comet actually
race across the sky or a stationary neon light go on and
off depicting motion, the person sees both events in
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the same way, using the identical brain processes,
even though the comet actually moves, but the neon
light does not.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
The study of the mind is hardly a new endeavor.

Eastern intellectuals, including Muslim (Sufi) thinkers

such as Afghanistan’s Jalaludal Rumi and El Ghazali
from Persia, and the writings of philosophers, physi-
cians, and priests in Ancient Egypt and Greece, all
refer to the study of what we would term psychology.
But it was the thinkers of the nineteenth century, in
Europe and specifically in Germany and Austria, who
made strides to establish the field of psychology as we
know it today. One of the earliest of these nineteenth-
century intellectuals was the “father of modern
psychology,” Wilhelm Wundt, discussed above. Born
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BIOGRAPHY:
Wolfgang Köhler

Though born in the Baltic state of Estonia,
Wolfgang Köhler (1887–1967) was German. When
he was six years old his family moved back to
Germany, to a town named Wolfenbüttell. As a
young man he attended the Universities of Tübingen,
Bonn, and Berlin, and studied under both Carl
Stumpf and physicist Max Planck. Having earned his
Ph.D in 1909 for a paper on acoustics, Köhler moved
to Frankfurt to join the Psychological Institute there.
The next year, his fateful meeting with Max
Wertheimer not only opened new doors, it changed
his life. After becoming involved in Wertheimer’s
apparent motion studies, Köhler became convinced
of the veracity of Wertheimer’s Gestalt theory. He
would spend the rest of his life deciphering and elab-
orating on that complex hypothesis.

In 1913, a new opportunity appeared for Köhler
when he was offered the directorship of Anthropoid
Station, a research center located on Tenerife, in the
Canary Islands. He spent most of World War I there,
doing research and beginning his first book, The
Mentality of Apes. 

Köhler returned to Germany in 1920, a time of
great post-war chaos and political unrest. He was
appointed Director of the Psychological Institute at the
University of Berlin in 1922. Throughout the 1920s
and ’30s, Köhler became well known in psychological
circles on both sides of the Atlantic. Together with
Wertheimer and Koffka, in Germany he founded a
psychological journal devoted to Gestalt psychology,
Psychologische Forschung. He made several trips to
the United States, and was a visiting professor at both
Clark University in Worcester, Massachusetts, and the
University of Chicago. He was also a William James

Lecturer at Harvard University. Additionally, in 1929
Köhler wrote the book that Wertheimer never did
write: Gestalt Psychology. Though he certainly could
have stayed in the United States, he opted to return to
Germany about the time the Nazis took control of the
German government in 1933.

This period of Hitler’s rise to power became a
time of great trial for Köhler. Seeing the beginnings of
the persecution of Jews (and in fact all intellectuals) in
Germany, Köhler courageously spoke out against this
murderous and dangerously intolerant regime. Yet he
managed to stay in Germany until 1935, when he
published a letter denouncing Nazi policies in a Berlin
newspaper. This resulted in Gestapo interference with
his position as Director at the Berlin institute, and he
shortly afterward immigrated to the United States. In
1938, he published The Place of Value in a World of
Facts, a collection of his Harvard lectures that
attempted to assess the value of things based upon

Gestalt theory. For the next
20 years, Köhler served as
a professor of psychology
at Swarthmore College. In
1956 he was elected
President of the American
Psychological Association.
He then spent a brief time
at Princeton University
and finished out his career
at Dartmouth College in
New Hampshire. Köhler
died at Enfield, New
Hampshire, on June 11,
1967, at the age of 80.

Wolfgang Köhler. (Archives

of the History of American Psychology.

Reproduced by permission.)



in 1832, in a small village near Heidelberg, Germany,
he studied medicine at Heidelberg, Tübingen, and
Berlin. His major interest and earliest book concerned
physiology, specifically the action of the muscles of
the body and how they responded to specific stimulus.

Prior to and even during the early years of
Wundt’s professional career, philosophy was consid-
ered the preeminent discipline involved in the study of
the mind, with psychology operating as a small facet
of the larger field. The philosopher Goethe had exam-
ined the perception of color and other areas that we
would consider psychological studies. As early as the
late 1700s, philosopher Immanuel Kant had talked
about “the unity of a perceptual act,” meaning that
though we view things as developing from bits and
pieces, actually a formation by the mind has occurred,
creating a “unitary experience.” This idea is much
more in line with the beliefs of the Gestaltists, and
diametrically opposed to what Wundt would eventu-
ally propose. Despite this, it was Wilhelm Wundt who
changed the relationship between psychology and
philosophy. In 1867, he began giving a course at
Heidelberg University entitled “physiological psy-
chology,” and established the first known psychologi-
cal laboratory at the University of Leipzig in 1875.
Wundt’s work at Leipzig was notable for its insistence
upon scientific research as opposed to the creation of
abstract, unprovable theories. He praised the use of
physical measuring equipment for these studies and
greatly disdained anyone who tried to alter what he
envisioned as pure, scientific psychology. His obses-
sion with measurement would eventually be the basis
for one important step in psychology: the develop-
ment of the Binet Intelligence Scale.

If Wundt’s groundbreaking work at Leipzig could
be said to be one pole of the study of the mind,
Sigmund Freud, operating in Vienna during those same
years, might be described as the other pole. As Wundt
demanded facts and physical proofs for his “introspec-
tive” manner of research, Freud postulated theories of
psychoanalysis based upon little more than his own
remembered (and therefore suspect) childhood experi-
ences. Franz Clemens Brentano operated somewhere
in between these two poles. Brentano was the grand-
son of an Italian merchant, an intellectual and former
Catholic priest. He was born in 1838, and his ideas
inspired most of the people who eventually influenced
Wertheimer. Brentano publicly questioned the princi-
ple of papal infallibility and had wanted to marry.
These actions made him the target of Rome’s displeas-
ure and eventually caused him to leave the Catholic
Church. A highly charismatic teacher, he also very
publicly disagreed with Wundt’s ideas, considering

them to be rigid and artificial. Brentano promoted what
he called “act psychology,” encouraging the study of
“acts” such as judging, recalling, expecting, inferring,
doubting, hoping, and loving. Like Wundt, he called
his approach to psychology “introspective,” but his
vision of this was in many ways closer to the later ideas
of Wertheimer and the Gestaltists. He insisted on
describing consciousness in the first person, and is
considered by many to be the guiding force that led to
both phenomenology and analytic philosophy.

Ernst Mach, who gave us the term “Mach 1 . . .
Mach 2,” looked at several areas of physics, including
spatial patterns (such as geometric shapes) and temporal
patterns (music). He theorized that these things retained
their basic qualities even if the sensation changed. That
is, our minds perceive a square as remaining a square
whether it is lying flat on a piece of paper on a table or
floating in the air in three dimensions; a melody is still
recognized as the same piece of music whether hummed
simply or played as part of a complex orchestral opus.
(Mach used the German word “Gestalt,” in its meaning
of “shape” in his work, making him one of the early
thinkers utilizing this concept.) One of Brentano’s
students at the University of Vienna was an eccentric but
remarkable scholar, philosopher, musician, and
composer named Christian von Ehrenfels. In addition to
performing on the stage and promoting the legalization
of polygamy, von Ehrenfels would take Mach’s work
further. In the 1890s he wrote a paper entitled “Gestalt
Qualitaten,” considered the beginning of the modern
Gestalt movement. One of the attendees at von
Ehrenfels’s lectures at the University of Prague was a
young law student named Max Wertheimer.

Another of Franz Brentano’s students was a
German youth from Bavaria named Carl Stumpf.
Stumpf came from a musical background, but, like
Mach and von Ehrenfels before him, he was also inter-
ested in space perception. This led him to research on
the perception of both music and space. His belief was
that the basic material of psychology is phenomena
such as tones, colors, and images. He created a name
for the study of these—“phenomenology”—and
believed that psychology should be studied as “an unbi-
ased experience,” just as it occurs. Phenomenology has
been described as “the discipline that helps people to
stand aside from their usual way of thinking so that they
can tell the difference between what is actually being
perceived and felt in the current situation and what is
residue from the past.” His musical leanings led to
studies of several auditory activities, including atten-
tion, analysis, and comparison of sounds. Equally, he
was interested in speech development in children and
the origins of childhood fears.
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Most importantly, Stumpf was the first person
since the ancient Greek philosophers who insisted that
the whole of anything is different from its parts, the
concept on which Gestalt psychology is based.
Stumpf’s beliefs earned him the ire of Wundt, and a
bitter enmity existed between the two scholars for
many years. Stumpf maintained that true experience
could not be broken down into separate elements, but
must be perceived in its entirety. If this does not
happen, the perception loses its genuineness and
becomes false and an abstraction. Clearly Stumpf’s
notion is the heart of Gestalt psychology, and this
hypothesis was vehemently disputed by Wundt. G.E.
Muller, who taught at the University of Berlin and
together with Hermann Ebbinghaus and Friedrich
Schumann developed the memory drum, had a
primary interest in the study of memory. He wrote and
lectured about what would eventually be called
“proactive interference,” old methods of learning that
interfere with new ways of acquiring knowledge, a
concept Wertheimer would use in his “Einstein
Conversations” portion of Productive Thinking.

One of Muller’s students was Oswald Kulpe, who
went on to found the Würzburg School. Like Wundt,
Kulpe was interested in the development of a scien-
tific model of psychology. The difference between the
two was that Kulpe wanted to study many of the
things Brentano had spoken of—thinking, judging,
remembering, and doubting—while Wundt saw these
things as beyond the scope of psychology. Kulpe came
up with the concept of “imageless thought,” another
idea that was anathema to Wilhelm Wundt.
Wertheimer was one of Kulpe’s students at Würzburg.
It was Kulpe who supervised Wertheimer’s disserta-
tion on the use of word association techniques in iden-
tifying guilt or innocence in defendants in criminal
proceedings.

Edmund Husserl became known as the “father of
phenomenology” due to his extensive work on the
perception of phenomena. Like Brentano, he was
interested in the pure, subjective experience of things
as they occur. Unlike Brentano, who believed that his
“acts” only concerned things outside of the person,
Husserl thought that the internal experience of
phenomena was equally important. His phenomena
were whole, unbroken, meaningful experiences
instead of the fragments described by Wundt. Edgar
Rubin was another phenomenologist from Denmark
whose primary interest was in “ambiguous figures.” It
is to Rubin that the credit goes for the figure-ground
concept borrowed by the Gestaltists.

Despite all the conflict between Wundt, the
nominal founder of psychology, and other German

psychologists, this time remained the “Golden Era”
of German psychology, recognized around the world
as on the cutting edge of all new psychological
research and ideas. The ideas would be exported
across the Atlantic to the United States and Canada
through students who studied in Germany, then
considered the perfect place for rounding out a good
education. G. Stanley Hall, who had studied with
Wundt, had been sufficiently impressed with the
German model of a psychology laboratory to estab-
lish the first American one at Johns Hopkins Hospital
in 1880. Hall would go on to Clark University in
Worcester, Massachusetts, where he first introduced
the German concept of graduate education. Later Hall
would host Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung in Freud’s
only visit to the United States in 1909, when Freud
and Jung lectured at Clark University. This visit
would essentially introduce Americans to Freudian
theory. The first psychological studies of learning,
with rats negotiating mazes, occurred at Clark
University under Hall’s auspices. These studies
clearly were more in line with Wundt’s ideas than the
Gestaltists. Yet Gestalt psychology, too, had made its
way into the United States. Both Köhler and Koffka
had made several trips to the United States through-
out the 1920s and 1930s, lecturing at American
universities and writing for American professional
journals.

Adolph Hitler and the National Socialist Party
(NAZI) that came to power in Germany in 1933 put
an end to that German “golden age.” Many of the orig-
inal thinkers who had made Gestalt psychology possi-
ble did not survive to see that bitter day. Mach, Kulpe,
and Brentano had all passed on by 1920, and von
Ehrenfels, Stumpf, and Husserl did not see the begin-
ning of World War II. Neither Kurt Koffka nor
Wertheimer would live to see the Nazis defeated. Yet
it is both remarkable and fortunate that so many of the
great intellects of that time managed to survive those
horrible years and to bring their most valuable posses-
sion, their brilliant ideas, across the Atlantic to
America. Max Wertheimer, Wolfgang Köhler, Kurt
Koffka, Erich Fromm, Albert Einstein, Karen Horney,
and Erich von Hornbostel are only a few of the long
list of these luminaries. 

CRITICAL RESPONSE
Gestalt psychology in Europe

There was a remarkable volume of criticism
between the Wundt’s (elementalist or structuralist)
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school of psychology and nearly every other 
psychologist of any note in Central Europe. But as
noted, the era of structuralism had effectively come to
an end with the widespread acceptance of Gestalt
theories in Germany and across the rest of Europe in
the 1920s. Despite Nazi Germany’s devaluation of
Gestalt psychology (and in fact all psychology) in the
1930s, the influence of Gestalt psychology remained
across Europe even if it seemed watered down and rife
with divergent groups with differing beliefs. Gestalt
psychology could still be said to have successfully
supplanted Wundt’s assumptions for Europe, and
indeed most of the world.

Early years of Gestalt psychology 
in the United States

The United States was the exception to that rule
of Gestalt primacy. Though American psychologist
William James had strongly disagreed with and
debated structuralist ideas in Wundt’s heyday, there
were many American psychologists who very much
supported his theories. Chief among these was proba-
bly E. B. Titchener. An English immigrant to the
United States, Titchener had studied under Wundt at
Leipzig and later returned to the United States to write
Titchener’s Textbook of Psychology, published in
1909. It is to Titchener that the credit can be given for
developing the American version of Wundt’s struc-
turalism. (It is worth noting that in the United States,
structuralism was the name usually used for this
psychology, rather than elementalism.) A simple
explanation of the difference between this theory and
the “functionalist psychology” then prevalent in
American universities was made by James Angell, an
early American Psychological Association president
in the early 1900s. Angell explained that “Structuralists
ask, What is consciousness? (made of) while function-
alists ask, What is consciousness for?” Neither Wundt
nor his detractors in Europe had ever made the long-
standing debate this easy to understand.

Whether Gestalt ideas would have thrived,
declined, or “died a natural death,” as so many theo-
ries of mental health have, across the rest of the world
prior to World War II is unknown. (Gestalt ideas
certainly have neither declined nor died a natural
death as of today. It is still a popular and widely
accepted concept in most areas of the world.) The rise
of Adolph Hitler and the Nazis forced those responsible
for Gestalt theory to escape to the United States in
order to survive. This immigration essentially brought
Wertheimer, Köhler, and Koffka’s ideas to the fore-
front of American psychology. At first the difficulty
of translating Gestalt’s complicated context to English

slowed its acceptance in America, as did the suspicion
that Gestalt was more philosophy than psychology.
Yet another common criticism that found its way to
Gestalt psychology’s door was recurrent reports that
further attempts at replicating Köhler’s World War I
research with primates in the Canary Islands had not
shown the same results.

As in Europe, the psychological community in
the United States had recently discarded Wundt’s
simplistic, coldly detached view of the mind. In
America, other schools of thought quickly came into
being and filled the vacuum created by the discredit-
ing of structuralism. Thanks to both the positive
message of their ideas and the prolific amount of
writing publicizing their theories, the humanist school
of psychological thought gained credence across the
United States. Developed from the work of Abraham
Maslow, Carl Rogers, and Wertheimer’s fellow German
émigré Karen Horney, humanist psychology’s support
rose as much from the American public as from the
academic community. Classic Freudian theory, too,
was well represented in the respected work of psychi-
atrists such as Karl Menninger, and an emerging
behavioral school of psychology was beginning to
gain credence. The most remarkable relationship
among these various schools of psychology was the
early and enduring kinship that came between the
Gestaltists and the humanists. Because they shared
positive beliefs regarding both the human condition
and the human mind, Gestalt psychology soon found
itself allied with the humanistic school of psychology.
It would prove to be a mutually beneficial affiliation.
Equally, in the growing behavioral movement in the
United States, Gestaltists discovered the successors to
Wundt’s structuralism.

In the behaviorists, the carriers of Gestalt theory
to the United States found an immediate and conve-
niently placed opponent. The behaviorist “S-R
formula” (stimulus leading to response formula)
seemed to Gestaltists appallingly similar to Wundt
and Titchener’s “brick and mortar,” laboratory
research response to all questions about human
behavior. The entire concept of all activities of the
mind being the result of reflexes and response to
conditioning was pure heresy to Wertheimer and his
disciples. “What is a stimulus?” Wertheimer is said to
have asked when the S-R formula was explained to
him, and “What is the relationship between the phys-
ical aspect of a stimulus and its perceptual aspect?”
Despite this dispute, American psychology for the
most part took a “take what you like and leave the
rest” attitude regarding Gestalt psychology as well as
behaviorism.
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Other American criticisms 
of Gestalt theory

For Titchener and Wundt, perception had always
been the result of the joining together sensations that
had meaning derived from prior happenings.
Wertheimer and the Gestaltists had always seen it
differently. They were less interested in these supposed
meanings, which they believed to be mostly false or
unreliable. With seeming accuracy Gestalt psychology
said that the human mind tends to organize sensory
input in a manner that “makes sense” to that individual
human mind, but is not necessarily an accurate depic-
tion of the true physical qualities of that sensory input.
The ambiguous figures and illusionary pictures
discussed previously are examples of this. Another
example is the classic differences noted between the
descriptive statements about an event made by several
different “witnesses” to that same event. By the 1930s,
when Gestalt psychology truly became known in the
United States, the study of psychology had moved far
beyond these arguments about how things are
perceived. Many American mental health professionals
were bewildered by the ongoing attacks by Gestaltists
on structuralism. Since Titchener’s American brand of
structuralism had long-since been eclipsed by humanist
and behaviorist psychology, they saw these attacks as
“beating a dead horse.”

Harry Helson, an early follower of Wertheimer
who came to the United States and modified many of
his beliefs, was nonetheless highly supportive of
Gestalt ideas. Yet even Helson had made note of a
flaw that other American mental health professionals
soon observed. Helson saw that Gestaltists had
followed the advice of the philosopher Goethe regard-
ing how to solve a problem: simply change the
problem into a postulation. Wertheimer’s followers,
Helson noted, did not consider how the activities of
the mind are organized as a issue to be studied and
debated, but rather a “given,” something obvious to
them from their observation of the nature of the mind.
Helson and Gestalt’s American critics said the
Gestalists solved the quandary regarding the organiza-
tion of the mind by simply denying that there was a
quandary. Also, it was unfortunate that when Gestalt
psychology initially came to the United States in the
1920s and 1930s, many of those American psycholo-
gists who had heard Köhler and Koffka in their early
lectures misunderstood the full scope of Gestalt
psychology. They believed it to be nothing more than
a new theory that addressed perception only. This was
a misunderstanding that has persisted, according to
R. I. Watson in The Great Psychologists, up until the
present.

THEORIES IN ACTION
It is probable that Gestalt theory would have

remained far more of an abstract notion with little
application in everyday psychology had it been left to
Max Wertheimer. Wertheimer possessed a restless,
brilliant mind that was poorly suited to the day-to-day,
more mundane task of making his ideas work in
everyday life. In this way, he was far different from
two of his contemporaries, Karen Horney and Carl
Rogers. Both Horney and Rogers, throughout their
careers, consistently saw patients and wrote books
describing the application of their personality and
therapy ideas. Wertheimer, on the other hand, threw
out a brilliant theory to those around him, and then
stood back and waited to see what they would do.
Clearly the first two “catchers” of Wertheimer’s ideas
were his two laboratory assistants in Frankfurt in
1912, Wolfgang Köhler and Kurt Koffka. 

Köhler’s mind-body approach 
and Gestalt psychology

In 1913, Wolfgang Köhler left Frankfurt, Germany
for primate research in Tenerife, in the Canary Islands.
Many of the problem-solving studies that he did with
chimpanzees there led directly to Gestalt therapy, the
treatment of the mind using Gestalt principles. In
1917, he wrote of his experiences in his book, The
Mentality of Apes. Increasingly, though, and espe-
cially after his return to Germany and appointment as
director of the laboratory at the University of Berlin,
Köhler concentrated on his belief that the physical
body as well as the mind possesses Gestalt qualities.
This belief, called isomorphism, would re-acquaint
Western medicine with the mind-body connection that
has always been accepted by many other societies.
However, like his primate research, Köhler’s isomor-
phism theory has not been well supported by research.
Demonstrations of exactly how the physical brain
works to interpret sensory stimuli were noticeably
absent from Köhler’s work. In reality, the scope of
such research was probably far beyond the capabili-
ties of Köhler’s time.

Koffka and Growth of the Mind
Wertheimer’s second laboratory assistant, Kurt

Koffka, left Frankfurt soon after completing the original
research and spent much of the next 16 years at the
University of Giessen. Koffka also took several trips
to the United States between 1911 and 1927, and was
largely responsible for disseminating Gestaltist
thought to America. His Growth of the Mind, origi-
nally published in German, was translated and
printed in English in 1924. Using Gestalt theory as a
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darker. Köhler’s chickens used the Gestalt method;
they chose the darker shade.

Gestalt therapy Easily the most impressive contri-
bution to Gestalt psychology as a mode of treatment is
the work of Fritz and Laura Perls and Gestalt therapy.
“Fritz” Perls was born in 1893 in Berlin, and studied
medicine and classic (Freudian) psychoanalysis. In
1926, Perls went to Frankfurt-am-Main to work with
neurologist Kurt Goldstein at the Institute for Brain-
Damaged Soldiers. There he met his future wife,
Laura Posner, a psychologist quite influenced by the
then-current Gestalt psychology. Perls, too, became
interested in Wertheimer’s theories. He was also inter-
ested in the humanist philosophies of Karen Horney,
Wilhelm Reich, and others. Like other mental health
professionals of the time, Perls chafed under the
dogmatic tenets of Freudian psychiatry. Together with
his wife, Perls began the development of a new type
of therapy, which they called “Gestalt.”

Like other schools of mental health treatment,
Gestalt therapy developed its own personality theory,
complete with its own vocabulary. Personality, Perls
argued, is not put together by the addition of layer
upon layer of conditioning, as behaviorists believe.
Nor is it the result of the reaction to associative
symbols as Freud believed. For Perls, the personality
is seen as configured according to Gestalt principles.
Gestalt therapy serves to help people reach aware-
ness—not in amazing flashes of insight, but in small
steps toward wholeness, or “Gestalt.”

Some of the more common terms used in Gestalt
therapy are listed below:

• Mental metabolism is the term Gestalt therapists
use to describe the processes of the mind. The
analogy is that human beings “bite off what they
can chew”—whether it is food, ideas, or relation-
ships. It is then “chewed” (assessed), and if it is
nourishing (good for the person), it is kept. If it is
toxic (bad for the person), it is spat out. Mental
metabolism cannot occur unless the person trusts
his or her own judgment, and his or her ability to
sense stimuli outside of him or herself.

• Regulation of boundary relates to maintaining a
permeable boundary between one’s self and the
external world. This boundary can be crossed
when it is necessary or advisable, but remains in
place to protect the person. (It is the basis of
much of the discussion of “boundaries” so preva-
lent in mental health today.) Disturbances in this
boundary—the inability to differentiate between
self and others—is referred to as “confluence”
(fusion). In “isolation,” the boundary has become
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background, the book was an introduction to child
psychology with a special focus on childhood learn-
ing. Koffka agreed with William Stern’s hypothesis
that when learning takes place, there is a melding or
“convergence” of outer conditions and inner (mental)
capability. He was a strong opponent of rote learning,
seeing it as the death of creativity. Equally, Koffka
believed that neither a reward system nor trial-and-error
were the reasons that humans learn, but rather that the
mind has an innate desire to learn, to experience “good
Gestalt.” In these ways, Koffka applied Gestalt psychol-
ogy to education, and the application of Gestalt ideas
has spilled over into many educational concepts,
including the Montessori method of education.

Research
Wertheimer’s apparent movement study Though
the tachistoscope Wertheimer used at the Frankfurt
Psychological Institute was more complex, the child’s
stroboscope he initially used in the hotel room demon-
strates the same function. If one looks into a box that
has two slits cut into it, and a source of light is placed
so that it alternates shining behind each of the slits,
the person looking into the box will perceive one
moving light even though there are two lights and no
movement. Whether the line between the two lights is
vertical or horizontal, the effect is perceived the same
way. The point of this, according to Wertheimer, is
that we do not “put things together” to produce a
certain stimulus. Apparent movement exists in our
minds exactly as it is perceived.

Köhler’s animal studies The previously described
experiments with chimpanzees on Tenerife in the
Canary Islands were one of Köhler’s research projects
using animals. He also studied chickens. Grain was
scattered on pieces of paper that were colored two
different tones of gray. The hens were trained to take
the grain from only one color of paper—the darker
gray paper—by allowing them to eat freely from the
dark gray paper and driving them away if they tried to
eat the grain on the lighter gray paper. This process
was repeated hundreds of times until the chickens “got
it right” and only pecked at grain placed on the darker
gray paper. Now a darker shade of gray paper was
introduced into the experiment. The idea behind this
research was that if the hens ate only from the same
shade of gray paper (now the lighter shade), they
would be responding to their training, to a specific
color of paper. If they pecked at the darker tone of
gray, it would indicate that they were making a judg-
ment regarding the situation, using a concept that
included a response as to which shade of gray was
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so impenetrable that it is impossible for the
person to connect with others at all.

• Retroflection is dissention or splitting within the
self, which can lead to mental health pathology
or, at times, be the appropriate action. For
example, if a person suppresses anger by “biting
his tongue,” it may be mentally unhealthy.
However, if growing angry is going to make a
problem worse, sometimes “biting one’s tongue”
is the better alternative to “biting the other
person’s head off.”

• Introjection is the undiscriminating intake of
external information without using any type of
assessment or evaluation. An example might be
how some people living in police states take in the
propaganda that is fed to them, without evaluat-
ing it for truth, morality, or appropriateness.

• Projection is little different from the Freudian use
of the word—the attributing to some external
source of qualities that in reality belong to the
person, i.e., “You made me do that.” Typical of
Gestalt and humanist psychology, “projection” is
considered to be possibly good if used in relation
to creating a work of art such as writing a novel,
painting a picture, or acting in a drama.

• Deflection is the evasion of contact or percep-
tion. This can be done by not making eye
contact, by talking about (rather than to) another
person, or by not expressing or addressing a
feeling. Like retroflection, deflection can be an
appropriate response when it helps to avoid a
severe argument.

• Organismic self-regulation is the process of learn-
ing and making choices holistically, and is
markedly similar to Carl Rogers’s “organismic
trusting.” Mind, body, thoughts, feelings, spon-
taneity, and deliberation are all integrated.

• Awareness is the only goal of Gestalt therapy. It
is also one of the therapy’s two primary tools. In
the Gestalt lexicon, awareness is the ability to
know and understand one’s own existence.
Awareness operates in a continuum that is forever
in motion, with differing awarenesses coming to
the forefront as their primacy becomes necessary.

• Dialogue is the other Gestalt tool. Gestalt thera-
pists are free to “be themselves.” They express
how they are feeling as they help the patient reach
awareness.

• Integration is the name given to the successful
outcome of psychotherapy. It refers to the identi-
fication and acceptance of all of mind’s func-
tions—ideas, actions, and feelings.

The object of Gestalt therapy is not the modifica-
tion of behavior. Its only goal is the above-mentioned
awareness. There are no “shoulds” in this mode of
treatment, and the most important thing to be achieved
is the patient’s autonomy and self-determination.
(This achievement would be a “preference” rather
than a “should.”) The therapist’s relationship to the
patient is warm, honest, and supportive. It focuses on
the present. In Gestalt therapy, it is considered appro-
priate to let the person know how she is perceived by
others, or to mention how her awareness process is
limited by the interactions between the patient and
therapist. It is made clear to patients in Gestalt therapy
that they are responsible for the choices they make.
Though Gestalt therapy will work with any patient
population, there are certain personality types who
apparently can benefit more from Gestalt therapy than
others. In the chapter on Gestalt therapy in Current
Psychotherapies, Gary Yontef notes that Gestalt
therapy is most effective for people “open to working
on self-awareness and for those who want natural
mastery over their awareness process.” Yet it has been
successfully used in situations as diverse as crisis
intervention, with people in a ghetto poverty program,
patients suffering from psychosomatic disorders, and
with people who have difficulty dealing with author-
ity. Gestalt therapists traditionally show very little
interest in psychiatric diagnoses. Gestalt therapy can
be done individually as psychotherapy or in group
experiences or workshops. The average frequency of
therapy sessions is once per week.

Case studies
The following case studies exemplify how Gestalt

therapy works. They are citations from Gary Yontef’s
chapter on Gestalt therapy in Current Psychotherapies.

The patient is a 45-year-old married man named
Tom. He is noted to be proud of his independence and
self-sufficiency. This has caused his wife to feel
unneeded and inferior. He is unaware of his own
dependency needs and rage about having these unmet
needs. He notes with pride to the therapist that when
he was a kid he had to learn to rely upon himself
because his mother was always so busy. The therapist
replies, “I appreciate your strength, and when I think
of you as such a self-reliant kid, I want to stroke 
you and give you some parenting.” Tom looks tearful
and replies that no one has ever been able to do 
that. The therapist observes that Tom looks sad, and 
the patient recounts more sad memories from his
childhood. The end result of this therapy is Tom’s
awareness that he felt shame as a child toward his
unavailable parents and in compensation, became 
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When she finishes recounting the dream, the
therapist makes no response regarding the dream.
Instead, Peg is immediately asked what she is doing
now. She replies, “Trying to stop my teeth from chat-
tering.” The therapist asks her what her objection is.
Peg speaks of not liking the feeling of anxiety and
fear that she is experiencing at that moment. The
discussion goes on to air Peg’s feelings of low self-
worth and fear of being ridiculed. The therapist asks
several questions about what Peg is good at, and with
prodding she is finally able to say that she is a good
cook, housekeeper, and baker. The therapist notes
that she would make someone “a good wife” and Peg
replies, “I was a good wife.” Ultimately she is able to
talk about her belief that she doubts that she will ever
“make anyone a good wife again.” There is no analy-
sis per se of her dream, simply a process of helping
her to discover what it is that she is anxious about and
getting her to talk about her imaginings of the ridicule
that she fears. (An interesting aside regarding this
case is that Peg, far from being ridiculous or worthy
of her own low self-esteem, had shown the strength
to start a crisis clinic in her home town. Despite her
belief that she would not marry again, Peg also met a
man at this Gestalt workshop whom she eventually
married.)

The following conversation between a Gestalt
therapist and patient gives some idea of what Gestalt
“dialogue” can be like:

• Patient: “Right now I’m feeling tense.”

• Therapist: “Who are you talking to?”

• Patient: “I was just thinking about this morning. I
was feeling very hostile. I still think I am some-
what hostile.” 

• Therapist: “I am aware that you are avoiding
looking at me.” 

• Patient: “Yes, because I feel that you are very
arrogant.”

• Therapist: “That’s true.” 

• Patient: “And as if I might get into a struggle 
with you.” 

• Therapist: “You might.” 

• Patient: “So the avoidance of eye contact is sort
of a put-off of the struggle. I don’t know whether
this can be resolved.” 

• Therapist: “Would you be willing to tell me what
your objections are to my arrogance?” 

• Patient: “Well, it’s not very comforting. If I have
a problem and I talk to you about it and you’re
arrogant, then that only makes me arrogant.” 

too-well able to take care of himself, to the exclusion
of his wife and others.

This following case study was part of a film called
“In the Now,” a Gestalt therapy motion picture
produced in 1969. A woman in her late thirties who
lives in California and is called “Peg” was initially seen
at a Gestalt workshop dealing with grief. At the work-
shop, she had been working on her grief and the rage
she felt toward her late husband, who had committed
suicide, leaving her with the care of their children. She
had found it necessary to return to work after being a
housewife for several years. In the film, as part of that
workshop, she talks about a recurring dream that she
has in which she is on a dirt road at Camp Pendleton, a
nearby military base, watching several tanks roll by in a
formation. She is holding a platter of cookies. She
suddenly sees a pair of shiny black shoes within the line
of tanks and discovers that the person in the shoes is her
best friend’s husband. She then wakes up, and finds that
she is laughing, but states that the dream always
becomes less funny once she awakens.

CHRONOLOGY
1880: Wertheimer born on April 15, 1880, in Prague.

1898: Begins studies at the University of Prague.

1902: Studies psychology at the University of Berlin.

1904: Receives his doctorate in philosophy at the
University of Würzburg.

1910: Discovers the phi phenomenon on a train ride
and published his groundbreaking paper “Ex-
perimental Studies of the Perception of Move-
ment” two years later.

1923: Marries Anna Caro, one of his students.

1934: Arrives in New York and begins teaching at the
“University in Exile” for the next 10 years.

1941: After Japan bombed Pearl Harbor, Wertheimer
immediately volunteers himself to the War
Department

1942: Begins work on his only book, Productive
Thinking.

1943: Dies at his home after suffering a heart attack.
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• Therapist: “You respond in kind is what you 
are saying. Your experience is that you respond
that way.” 

• Patient: “Yes. Right on. Then at this university I
feel that I must be arrogant and I must be defen-
sive at all times. Because I am black, people react
to me in different ways . . . different people. . .
and I feel that I have to be on my toes most of 
the time.” 
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BRIEF OVERVIEW
Wilhelm Max Wundt (1832–1920) opened an

experimental laboratory that has been called the first
of its kind in the history of psychology. By combining
the methods of physiological examination with
psychology theory, he created a whole new way to
understand human behavior. Wundt has become
known as the “founder of modern psychology,”
according to Thomas Hardy Leahey, author of the
book History of Psychology. In 1987, Leahey wrote
that Wundt “wedded physiology and psychology and
made the resulting offspring independent.” In 1875
Wundt was named a professor of physiology at the
University of Leipzig, and he immediately established
his innovative laboratory to empirically research his
theories of psychology.

According to the 1997 Biographical Dictionary of
Psychology, however, some of Wundt’s colleagues
disagreed with the designation of his laboratory’s as the
first of its kind. Two other experimental psychologists
and contemporaries of Wundt, William James and 
G. Stanley Hall, both argued that they and others had
employed similar experimentation methods in their labs.
Yet Wundt did play a crucial role in the field as science
was beginning to explore psychology in a new way. The
dictionary comments that, 

the study of psychology had remained in the
provinces of philosophy and the natural sciences.
From philosophy had come (theories of) interaction-
sim, empiricism and materialism, theories hypothe-
sizing the nature of the mind, mind–body interaction
and acquisition of knowledge.

1832–1920

GERMAN EXPERIMENTAL PSYCHOLOGIST,
UNIVERSITY PROFESSOR

UNIVERSITY OF HEIDELBERG, PhD, MD, 1856

Wilhelm Max Wundt
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Wundt’s early ideas were inspired by his colleague
Johannes Müller’s (1801–58) work in physiology.
Müller used a system of specific procedures in his
investigation of the human body that departed from the
methods many others had used. Wundt had published
his first book, Grundzuge der physiologische
Psychologie (Principles of Physiological Psychology),
in 1873–74, setting forth the premise on which all of
his work would be based. The book contained six
volumes and was republished in several later editions,
both during his lifetime and following his death. Wundt
believed that the core of an organism’s movement and
motivations was a psychosocial process. In other words,
the nature of any response in any organism, including
humans, was a product of both physiological and
psychological stimuli. His notion that mental occur-
rences could be objectively knowable and measurable
became a fundamental principle that would trigger
generations of psychological study and experimenta-
tion. Wundt was able to utilize the knowledge both of
the sense organs and the control they exerted over the
brain and consequently over control of movement. He
used introspection as a tool for unlocking the human
psyche. Wundt believed that no matter how compli-
cated mental processes might seem, they could be
broken down into a series of simple elements.

Wundt’s fourth edition of his Physiologi-
cal Psychology, published in 1893, presented his 

“tridimensional theory of feeling.” Wundt thought that
feelings could be classified as pleasant or unpleasant,
tense or relaxed, or excited or depressed. Furthermore,
any feeling could contain feelings from each of the
three categories. His approach eventually came to be
known as structuralism, a theory described by his
student, E. B. Titchener. Structuralism “sought to
describe the structure of consciousness, its basic
building blocks, by carefully observing conscious
experience,” through the use of introspection.

Wundt’s research findings laid the groundwork for
psychologists for many generations. He was best recog-
nized as having established psychology as a discipline
independent of philosophy, incorporating elements of
anatomy and physiology. He provided the scientific
method to investigate the mind, which had long been
believed to be unknowable. But even Wundt did not
think that the scientific method could uncover answers
to all of the questions in human psychology. “With
particular reference to language and its development,”
one Wundt biographer wrote, “he sought understanding
through the study of history and culture rather than
through experimental analysis.” Wundt would write
extensively on those matters during the last years of his
life. “His greatest strength was . . . the systematization
and synthesis of work that had preceded him, thus
preparing the foundation for experimental psychology.”

BIOGRAPHY
Wilhelm Max Wundt was born on August 16,

1832, in Neckarau, a suburb of Mannheim, Germany.
His father, Maximillian (1787–1846) was a Lutheran
pastor whom Wundt once described as a “jovial and
generous person, but generous to a fault.” Wundt’s
mother, Maria Friederike Arnold Wundt, (1797–1868)
was from a modestly wealthy family whose governess
had taught her French as a child. When Wundt was four,
his father accepted a position in Heidelsheim, a small
country village in stark contrast to the bustling port of
Mannheim. Being transferred to such a place indicated
that the senior Wundt was not an ambitious man, and
he showed few signs of promise or dynamic behavior.

Although Wundt did have siblings, he grew up as
an only child. One sibling died before he was born,
another he did not remember, and his brother Ludwig
was sent at the age of ten to live with an aunt in
Heidelberg when Wundt was only two years old.
Ludwig died in 1902. Though he had many cousins,
Wundt spent his Heidelsheim childhood without many
peers, except at school. He was usually surrounded 
by adults, including some who were kind enough to pay
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Wilhelm Wundt. (Corbis–Bettmann. Reproduced by permission.)



attention to him and guide his interests. A student of the
village school for only two years, Wundt was prepared
for a more disciplined academic career by his father’s
assistant pastor, Friedrich Müller, who tutored him until
he was sent to boarding school at the age of 13.
Müller’s time spent in hours of study brought him
closer to Wundt than the boy was to his own father and
mother. As a child, Wundt’s only real friend was a boy
described as “mentally retarded with defective speech”
who waited daily for him at the Wundt’s cottage door.
He became anxious when playing with other boys his
own age, usually preferring to avoid the experience.
Instead, he read voraciously from his father’s library.
Even before Wundt could write himself, he took on a
literary project of compiling a history of what was
common in all religions—aided in part not only
through his experience of being the pastor’s son, but by
his experiences visiting a local Jewish merchant family
and observing their prayer rituals in the synagogue and
in their home. He was just 10 years old when he first
read Shakespeare, and that pastime remained one of his
pleasures throughout his life. With so much time spent
alone, he also became a daydreamer whose studied
introspection would lead him into the course of his
professional life as a psychologist.

Wundt spoke little of his father or his paternal
relatives. Wundt’s daughter would later note that his
paternal grandfather was pastor of a church at
Wieblingen, a small town near Heidelberg where he
had been also been a professor at the university, teach-
ing about Baden’s history and geography. Wundt’s
father had entered the life of the ministry not by
choice, but because he was forced to replace the spot
that had been originally held for his older brother, who
had abandoned the study of theology. The family’s
long history in the pastoral life was important enough
for Maximillian to take his place in it as well. A great-
grandfather and two great uncles had also been
members of the university faculty; these predecessors
represented an honored status of academic and profes-
sional achievement which Wundt’s father could never
quite reach. Wundt recalled that his mother took the
active role in managing the family’s meager finances
and attending to her son’s education. He also remem-
bered receiving loving consolation from his father
after having been disciplined by his mother.

Wundt opened his autobiography with two excep-
tions to his fond memories about his father. “The first
was a traumatic tumble down a flight of cellar stairs,
and its recall was always accompanied by a vague
feeling that this had happened while he was attempt-
ing to follow his father into the cellar,” a Wundt bio-
grapher related. “In the other, Wundt was roused from

a classroom reverie by a blow on the ear and looked up
to see his father glowering over him.” That particular
day, his father’s pastoral duties had included the role of
school inspector—a person assigned to monitor the
students in order to maintain discipline and to make
sure that the classroom was being run properly—and
the elder Wundt had observed his son misbehaving.
The perception of his father as someone other than the
loving person he thought he knew probably influenced
Wundt negatively. Seeing his father as a source of pain
might have led the young Wundt, who had identified
so wholly with his father, to distrust himself.

Wundt also recalled two other public events that
had had a great impact on him. The first memory was
described by his biographer as follows,

In Heidelsheim, on the afternoon of the final day of
his first year’s schooling, he watched from his
doorstep as a crowd of peasants erected a “freedom
tree” in the public square. Then he saw the burgo-
master’s house set ablaze by the demonstrators and
later—while the local bailiff paced up and down
inside the Wundt cottage—he saw them dispersed by
a squadron of dragoons (soldiers armed with short
muskets for the purpose of persecution).

When Wundt was not yet 17, three years after his
father’s death, the Republic of Baden was established.
In June, Wundt witnessed the flashes of cannon fire in
the distance, as Prussian army troops set out to
suppress the young republic’s independence. During
the 1860s, Wundt became actively involved in the
Workers’ Educational League and served as a member
of the Baden diet, or governing body, probably due to
the influence of these experiences.
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PRINCIPAL 
PUBLICATIONS

• Principles of Physiological Psychology. 1873–74.
Reprint, Engleman, 1911.

• Outlines of Psychology. Translated by C.H. Judd.,
1896. Reprint, Engleman, 1907.

• Volkerpsychologie (Elements of Folk Psychology).
10 vols, Engleman, 1900–1920.

• Lectures on Human and Animal Psychology.
Translated by J.E. Crighton and E.B. Titchener.
Macmillan, 1984.



Upon his father’s death, his maternal uncles
assumed a prominent role in Wundt’s education. His
mother’s two brothers, Johann Wilhelm and Philipp
Friedrich, had both studied medicine at Heidelberg,
and they had also begun to teach at the university. His
uncle Friedrich had an especially illustrative career as
an anatomy and physiology professor, and his influ-
ence secured Wundt a position at Heidelberg in 1858.

Formal schooling and the university
A year before he left for boarding school, Müller

received his own pastorate in Münzesheim, not very far
from Heidelsheim. Wundt was not happy with the situa-
tion, and eventually his parents let him move in with the
younger pastor in order to continue his studies. When he
entered the Bruchsal gymnasium (a college preparatory
school), Wundt was sent to live with another Lutheran
pastor’s family there in what was a predominately
Catholic town. That year turned out to be a disaster for
him. He performed poorly at school, was homesick, and
was unable to make friends. Once he even ran away
back to his home. His mother took him back to school,
however, as she was determined that he should get a
proper education. At the end of the year, one of his
teachers suggested to his parents that perhaps he could
pursue a career in the postal service, since it was clear
that he was probably not cut out for a profession that
required any serious academic excellence.

His mother and her relatives ignored this advice
and decided that young Wilhelm deserved a second
chance. He was sent to his aunt’s home in Heidelberg
to join his brother Ludwig, who had become a very
studious young man and a student at the university. His
aunt enrolled Wundt in the Heidelberg gymnasium,
where he experienced a whole new life of making
friends and becoming active in extracurricular activi-
ties. His studies remained average rather than outstand-
ing—a fact that one biographer suggested may have
been due to his consuming interest in politics, espe-
cially the struggle for Baden’s independence and the
uprising of the Polish peasants in Heidelsheim.
Following his father’s death at the end of his first year
in Heidelberg, some historians have suggested that his
mother went to live in Heidelberg, too. If so, it is likely
that Wundt moved in with his mother, and continued to
live with her during the early years of his academic
career. Once he became old enough attend college,
Wundt was relieved that his mediocre grades were high
enough to obtain financial aid from the state to attend
the University of Heidelberg. As a young man who had
been so close to his family, he was ready to venture out
on his own, at least for a while. Because his mother’s
younger brother Friedrich was a professor at Tübingen,

Wundt was able to persuade his mother to allow him to
attend that school. His uncle’s influence transformed
Wundt into a serious student who developed a passion
for the study of cerebral anatomy. By that time, as well,
Friedrich Arnold had accepted the position as the
director of Heidelberg’s Anatomical Institute, and the
logical course for Wundt would have been to follow
him back to Heidelberg, now that he had proven
himself in his studies.

Wundt certainly was serious about his studies in a
way he had not been before. But he needed to make up
many courses in mathematics and science that he had
neglected while a gymnasium student. As a result, he
studied mathematics with a private tutor while complet-
ing lecture and laboratory courses in physics and chem-
istry. A newly arrived professor of chemistry, Robert
Bunsen (after whom the Bunsen burner was named)
had Wundt so enthused about the subject that for a brief
time he considered changing his major to chemistry
instead of working toward a medical degree. He stayed
with medicine, however, and in 1855 Wundt success-
fully passed his state exams, becoming a licensed
doctor. Even more remarkably, this once-marginal
student earned the highest scores on every separate test:
internal medicine, surgery, and obstetrics.

Professional career
Wundt had passed his medical examinations and

received his medical degree. That feat alone far
surpassed his and his family’s expectations. Still, he
was not completely convinced of his ability to sustain
a regular medical practice. His inclination was to
perform something of social consequence in his work.
He did not become a doctor in order to serve only the
wealthy people who could afford his professional
services. Wundt had even considered becoming a mili-
tary physician—an option that turned out to be
unavailable during that period of peace when no such
openings existed. When a friend who was working at
a local city hospital needed to take six months away to
study for his medical exams, he offfered Wundt the
temporary post. Relieved to have such a post available
to him, Wundt accepted. The hospital job presented
many challenges. He was responsible for treating
women in the public ward, and many of his patients
were peasants, servants, and prostitutes. He was often
on call for 24 hours at a time.

Two incidents during his tenure at the hospital
helped Wundt decide that he was better suited for an
academic career. Once, when he had been awakened
from a deep sleep, Wundt mistakenly administered
iodine to a patient in need of a narcotic for pain. Even
after the alert patient spit the iodine out into his face,
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Wundt did not fully awake. Thoughts about that near-
catastrophe haunted him the rest of his life; in the
short term, the error made him seriously question his
medical abilities. The other problem was described by
a biographer, who noted that the hospital often treated
paralyzed patients who had suffered leg injuries and
other accidents.

In checking on the course of recovery, Wundt made
fairly systematic observations on the impairment of
localization of touch sensations, and he came to the
conclusion that the results could not be harmonized
with Weber’s theory (E. H. Weber, 1846) that local-
ization is based on a mosaic organization of the
sensory innervation of the skin.

Wundt concluded that sensation alterations in these
patients had not only physiological, but also psycho-
logical, implications. That experience marked his first
foray into considering psychological issues, and he
knew he would not be satisfied unless he pursued the
matter. Without the support of his family, Wundt
managed to gather enough money to attend a semester
in Berlin where he studied simultaneously under
Johannes Müller and Emil Du Bois-Reymond.
Müller’s Handbook of Human Physiology, published
in 1833–1840, had already captured its place in history
as the standard text that recognized physiology as a
science. Du Bois-Reymond’s 1848 book, Researches
on Animal Electricity, had established him as the
expert in electrophysiology.

Wundt returned to Heidelberg in the spring of
1857. He became an instructor there, teaching a general
survey of experimental physiology in his first semester.
Shortly into his teaching career, however, Wundt
became seriously ill. Without warning, he began to
hemorrhage violently. What the doctors thought about
his potential for recovery had no influence on him. He
himself believed he was near death. Wundt related the
story by saying that it had brought him a “perfect tran-
quillity,” giving him an entirely different perspective on
his life. A biographer observed:

Whether or not these attitudes were ultimately trace-
able to this traumatic experience, as Wundt implied,
they were characteristic of much of Wundt’s later work,
and the reader must therefore be prepared to accept the
fact that Wundt’s empiricism, except in his earliest
period, had mystical as well as experimental aspects.

Wundt stayed at Heidelberg until 1874. During his
tenure there, he was promoted from the position of
instructor to associate professor. In 1858, the noted
physiologist, physicist, and psychologist Hermann von
Helmholtz arrived at the university; shortly thereafter,
Wundt began to serve as his assistant. His major proj-
ects at Heidelberg included the study of the neurological
and chemical stimulation of muscles. Wundt’s first 

writings, Beiträge zur Theorie der Sinneswahreneh-
mungen, were published in installments between 1858
and 1862, and also in a combined edition in 1862. This
book contained much of his teaching, along with an
overview of the work he would continue to pursue
throughout his career. In the 1984 Biographical
Dictionary of Psychology, the author stated, “In his
work, Wundt made the point that psychology, before
tackling metaphysical problems, should start by trying
to understand the simplest experiences, and that this
should be done using the methods of physiology.” His
most significant publication, Grundzuge der physio-
logischen Psychologie, (The Principles of Physiological
Psychology) first appeared in 1873. The sixth, and last,
revision of the work was completed in 1911.

At the age of 40, Wundt had still not received
significant professional recognition; he remained an
associate professor at Heidelberg. Although he had
been recommended for an opening at Zurich Univer-
sity, possibly as early as 1872 when the chair of induc-
tive philosophy was made vacant, he was not formally
offered the position until the following year. Wundt
delivered a memorable inaugural address when he
arrived, offering himself as the philosopher who had
come to fill the appropriate chair. He mentioned the
names of other notable philosophers—including
Aristotle, Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz, John Locke,
Georg Wilhelm Hegel, and Immanuel Kant. Wundt had
finally begun to gain some notoriety. The academic
world of physiology and psychology was finally begin-
ning to listen to him.

Leipzig
After a short tenure at Zurich, Wundt accepted the

chair of philosophy at the University of Leipzig in 1875.
He would stay in Leipzig for the rest of his life. In his
inaugural message there in 1876, Wundt said that:

The more we are inclined today, and rightly, to
demand that experience shall have an influence on
philosophy, so much the more is it in place to empha-
size that precisely in our time philosophy must assert
its old influence among the empirical sciences . . .
Nothing can be more mistaken than the widespread
opinion that these [empirical and materialistic] views
emerged from the development of natural science
itself. The standpoint of modern empiricism got its
foundation from philosophers . . . Perhaps the time
will not be far distant when the metaphysics which is
now so scorned by empirical investigators will again
be held in some measure of honor.

Soon after he was settled in Leipzig, Wundt set
up his first room for demonstrations in the field of
research that would come to be known as sensation
and perception. An American psychologist named
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William James, who had also studied under Helmholtz
and would remain at odds with Wundt’s approach, set
up a similar lab the same year at Harvard. By 1879,
with his experimental laboratory fully established,
Wundt would mentor his first American graduate

assistant, G. Stanley Hall, and a whole new era would
begin in the study of psychology (see accompanying
sidebar).

Students and psychologists from all over the world
worked in Wundt’s lab and eventually returned to their
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BIOGRAPHY:
G. Stanley Hall

G. Stanley Hall (1844–1924) was a young teacher
at Antioch College in Yellow Springs, Ohio, during the
early 1870s when he first read Wundt’s Principles of
Physiological Psychology. As a student of both Wundt
and Helmholtz, and later as a friend to William James,
Hall received the first Ph.D. in psychology to be
granted in the United States. Although he became
known as much for his work in education as he was
known for psychology, he remained devoted to both.
He also followed in the footsteps on Wundt and James,
establishing experimental labs at Johns Hopkins
University in Maryland in 1883, which was second
only to James’ lab in America, and at Clark University
in Massachusetts in 1889.

Granville Stanley Hall was born on February 1,
1844, in the small farming town of Ashfield,
Massachusetts. He was the son of Granville Bascom and
Abigail Beals Hall. When Hall graduated from Williams
College in 1867, he went to the Union Theological
Seminary in New York City. A grant of $500 the follow-
ing year gave him the means to travel to Bonn and
Berlin, where he studied theology and philosophy. From
1871 until 1876, he taught at Antioch before moving on
to Harvard to complete his Ph.D. on the muscular
perception of space. When he returned to Germany to
study with the famous physiologists Wundt and
Helmholtz, he gathered enough knowledge to pursue his
own path in psychology.

Hall joined the faculty at Johns Hopkins, where in
1883 he established his own laboratory. His facility was
regarded as the first working psychology lab in the
United States—James’s lab at Harvard was considered a
teaching laboratory. In 1887 he began to publish the
American Journal of Psychology. Hall founded other
journals as well, including the Pedagogical Seminary,
known currently as the Journal of Genetic Psychology,
1891; the Journal of Applied Psychology, 1915; and, the
Journal of Religious Psychology, which he published
between 1904 and 1914. One of his most impressive acts

was founding the American Psychological Association
on July 8, 1892, when he invited 26 of the world’s
leading psychologists to attend a meeting. Only James
and Dewey were unable to attend. By the end of the
twentieth century, more than half of the world’s psy-
chologists belonged to the association.

As a pioneer in developmental psychology, also
known as genetic psychology, Hall had been influ-
enced by British naturalist Charles Darwin and his
theory of evolution. Hall consequently began to reflect
on childhood development, and he played a key role
in the child study movement that grew for years in the
United States. The movement did not last in that form,
but it did provide the basis for the idea that studying
children was beneficial and established the need for
empirical work in that field. In 1909, Hall invited the
famous psychologists Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung
to lecture at the school. At the time of this conference,
even the professional community regarded the field
with suspicion. Hall was the pioneer who introduced
psychoanalysis to America.

His interest in the psychology of religion led Hall
to publish Jesus, the Christ, in the Light of Psychology,
in 1917. His other major works included, Adolescence:
Its Psychology and its Relations to Physiology,

Anthropology, Sociology,
Sex, Crime, Religion and
Education, published in
1904; and Life and Confes-
sions of a Psychologist, in
1923.

Hall was married 
to Cornelia Fisher in
September 1879; and to
Florence E. Smith, in 
July 1899. He had two
children. He died on April
24, 1924, in Worcester,
Massachusetts.

G. Stanley Hall. (Courtesy

of the Library of Congress.)



home countries to set up their own. A movement had
begun that continues today. By the winter term of
1883–84, Wundt’s laboratory had gained official status
as an institute of the Department of Philosophy at
Leipzig. Among his other contributions to his profes-
sion, Wundt founded the journal, Philosophische
Studien, as a publication venue for the results of his
experiments and those of his students. In 1903 the name
of the journal was changed to Psychologische Studien,
reflecting the new climate of acceptance for the serious
scientific study of psychology.

In addition to his methodical research methods,
Wundt was known for his quiet demeanor and diligence.
When lecturing, for example, he could go on for more
than two hours without using notes or pausing for ques-
tions. During the school year of 1889–90, he was elected
to the post of vice-chancellor of the university, and in
1902 he was made an honorary citizen of Leipzig. In
1915 he was named a professor emeritus. Social and
cultural psychology eventually occupied much of
Wundt’s time and study in his later years. He did not
believe that his experimental methods were applicable
to most areas of psychology. This shift in direction
returned him to his first loves of literature, arts, and the
ritualistic practices common among various ethnic and
cultural groups that he believed revealed the true essence
of cultural psychology. He published his 10-volume
series, Volkerpsychologie (Folk Psychology), between
1900 and 1920.

Wundt married Sophie Mau in 1872. The couple
had one daughter, Eleonore, who served as her father’s
personal secretary and assistant. She continued to
preside over his work even after his death, and she also
provided assistance to scholars who were studying her
father’s work. She was important enough, in fact, that
when Chiba Tanenari, the first chair of psychology at
Tokoku Imperial University, began to purchase the
Wundt collection, he visited with Eleonore in
Groábothen, the small town near Leipzig where the
Wundts had made their home. Most of Wundt’s personal
collection remains in Japan today, due to the skillful
negotiations and financing of Tanenari and his Japanese
colleagues, who respected Wundt’s work immensely
and had elevated him to an enormous stature. 

Wundt finished writing his autobiography, Erlebtes
and Erkanntes, in 1920, not long before he died. In
death as in life, Wundt would continue to have his disci-
ples as well as his detractors. James had said that he was
“only a rather ordinary man who has worked up certain
things uncommonly well.” Biographers Rieber and
Robinson offered their own perspective on the impor-
tance of studying Wundt nearly a hundred years after 
his death.

The contributors to this collection do not pretend to
cover every aspect of the vast work and complex
influence of Wundt on psychology. We also do not
speak with one voice. In fact, if you do not find argu-
ment and provocation in these pages, then we have
failed in our task. Early experimental psychology
was a complex enterprise, and the difficulties in
interpreting and understanding it do not seem to
lessen over time. So we agree on many things,
disagree on quite a few things, and discuss all our
ideas and readings in a spirit not only of mutual
respect, but of outright enthusiasm and love for the
productive argument.

THEORIES
The titles and headings that Wundt used in his work

were as much a part of understanding his work as the
theories themselves. In the case of his Principles of
Physiological Psychology, (1902 edition) the categories
he provided served as more than simply an outline. They
provided a direction, resonating with the significance of
organization that Wundt brought to psychology: Part I,
“The Bodily Substrate of the Mental Life;” Chapter I,
“The Organic Evolution of Mental Function;” and,
Section 1, “The Criteria of Mind and the Range of the
Mental Life.” His first paragraph for that edition
presented the guiding force, not only for this treatise, but
for his entire, lifelong investigation. He wrote that:

The mental functions form a part of the phenomena of
life. Wherever we observe them, they are accompanied
by the processes of nutrition and reproduction. On the
other hand, the general phenomena of life may be
manifested in cases where we have no reason for
supposing the presence of mind. Hence the first ques-
tion that arises, is an inquiry concerning the bodily
substrate [defined here as the foundation, or core
element upon which a force acts to cause change or
motion] of mentality, is this: What are the characteris-
tics that justify our attributing mental functions to a
living body, an object in the domain of animate nature?

Wundt was not the first scientist to begin such an
investigation, and he conducted his research at a time
when the destination of such an inquiry remained
unknown. He was like an engineer who tears down 
a building that he has analyzed from its pinnacle,
examining each piece of the demolished structure to
see how the whole had been created from the parts. In
the case of human beings and the state of their mental
life, Wundt began with the top of the pyramid—the
human—and worked his way down to the smallest
organism capable of sustaining life. His stated his
mission this way:

Here, upon the very threshold of physiological
psychology, we are confronted with unusual difficul-
ties. The distinguishing characteristics of mind are of
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a subjective sort; we know them only from the
contents of our own consciousness. But the question
calls for objective criteria, from which we shall be
able to argue to the presence of a consciousness. Now
the only possible criteria of the kind consist in certain
bodily movements, which carry with them an indica-
tion of their origin in psychical processes.

According to one biographical profile, Wundt’s
fame was “based principally on his having founded an
experimental psychological science.” Many critics and
historians have suggested that his views and research
were not as important as the methods he established
for psychological investigation. Even Helmholtz
declared that Wundt’s experiments were “sloppy,” and
not up to his standards. The question remains whether
Wundt has been represented fairly by observers and
critics throughout history.

Wundt’s basic tool of introspection became the
guiding force for his research as well as for others’
investigations. His ultimate goal was to understand
human consciousness and the mental processes that
composed the elements of it. His underlying approach
to testing would later become known as structuralism,
particularly under the American interpretation of
Wundt’s methods.

Main points
In theory, Wundt believed that the complexity of

the human mental experience could be broken down
into three main types: sensations, images, and feelings.

Sensations As Wundt explained them, sensations
were the basic forms of experience. They consisted of
a direct relationship between an excitation, or stimu-
lus, of the cerebral cortex (a center of intellectual
functioning in the brain) and a sensory experience.
These sensations could be placed into categories
including modality, vision, or audition, in addition to
describing such features as intensity and duration.

Images Images were basically the same concept as
sensations, though these were associated with a local
stimulus in the cortex rather than an external stimulus
outside the body.

Feelings The category of feelings represented what-
ever did not come from the sense organs or a “revival
of sensory experience.” The “tridimensional theory of
feeling” was Wundt’s premise that all feelings could
be categorized by three different sets of opposing
emotions—pleasant or unpleasant, tense or relaxed,
and excited or depressed. Any combination of one of
each of the sets could describe any feeling.

General principles of the central functions
In the 1902 edition of Principles of Physiological

Psychology, Wundt focused on the central functions, or
the central nervous system. In discussing the research
and experimentation that led to his conclusions, Wundt
presented what he termed, “General principles of the
central functions.”

The five general principles that Wundt 
explained were:

• the principle of connection of elements

• the principle of original indifference of functions

• the principle of practice and adaptation

• the principle of vicarious function

• the principle of relative localization

Principle of connection of elements
Explanation Wundt classified his approach to under-
standing the nervous system in three different ways:
anatomical, physiological, and psychological. In terms
of anatomy, the system was made up of many elements
that were closely connected to one another. The nerve
cells, or neurons, were controlled by the cell processes.
The results of the cell processes often provided clues as
to the directions in which the connections are made,
Wundt noted. This principle also indicated that every
physiological activity was also the sum of many func-
tions, even if the researcher is unable to separate those
functions from the whole and from the organism’s
complex behavior. Again, as with the other two
perspectives, Wundt’s described “physical” or psycho-
logical contents indicated that each of the complicated
nerve processes can be broken down into its basic
elements, all of which react in cooperation to create the
whole. The indicators of this structure are found in the
process of psychological observation itself, Wundt
noted, and the fact that any psychical process imagin-
able—no matter how simple—must have arisen from a
large group of interconnected pieces, or elements.

Examples As an example of the anatomical sense of
the connection element, Wundt offered that “the merit
of the ‘neurone theory’ to have shown how this princi-
ple of the connection of elements is exhibited in the
morphological relations of the central nervous system.”
The example that he used for the physiological aspect
was that every sensation or muscular contraction are
really complex processes that can be analyzed as the
activities of a lot of different parts—the act of standing
up out of a chair, for instance, is not one movement, but
the result of many different steps that produce the result
of standing. In the psychological view, Wundt noted
that the “arousal of light or tone,” is not simply the
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“action of stimulus upon the peripheral structures, but
also and invariably the processes of nervous conduc-
tion, the excitations of central elements in the mesen-
cephalic region, and finally certain processes in the
cortical centers.” As in the case of memory images,
Wundt explained, it is the coordination center that is
first involved in the activity, and subsequently the
peripheral region.

Principle of original indifference 
of functions
Explanation Just as he theorized that the structure of
functions could be broken down into their elements,
Wundt outlined all of these five principles with the
same understanding. Based on the “connection of
elements,” Wundt determined that the hypothesis of
“wherever the physiological functions of the central
elements have acquired a specific coloring (or peculiar
quality) this unique character does not come from the
elements themselves but rather from the connections.”
He offered evidence that this functional indifference
had long been the norm by pointing out two phenom-
ena existed to show that it was true. First, he stated that
the function of the peripheral organs must represent a
lengthy, continuous pattern in order for the sensations
to appear in a person’s consciousness. And, second, the
disturbances of the function caused by central lesions
could be “compensated [for] without disappearance of
the lesions themselves.”

Examples Wundt’s premise in support of the first
phenomena was that people born blind or deaf, or who
have lost those senses in early childhood, did not have
the sensations of light or sound. He concluded that the
complex interaction and relation of the sensory
aspects that are part of the “higher mental processes,”
meaning those more advanced, or complex, were a
part of a central nervous system that was comprised,
not of the origin of new specific qualities, but rather of
the “indefinitely” complex interrelation of specific
sensory elements of the mind.

Principle of practice and adaptation
Explanation Wundt used the word “practice” in the
standard meaning of the term—as in the repeated
performance of a function. With regard to the nervous
system, practice indicated that every key element would
get better as it went through the ongoing process of
being fitted to perform or participate in a particular
function. Adaptation would come with the practice and
it would cause changes along the way until a different
combination was born.

Examples When adaptation occurred with regard to
nervous functions, the resulting adaptations that would
become most important are those “newly practiced”
elements which would take the place of the older ones.

Principle of vicarious function
Explanation Following directly from the previous
principle, “vicarious function” was a special case of
practice and adaptation: namely, one with a limited
prospect. In other words, it involved a new structural
extension that would be required to perform a func-
tion new to the involved elements. The structure has
an inherent capability to perform the new task, even
though it has never been expressed before. This idea
can be broken down into two forms—a substitution by
“extension of the area of function” and a substitution
that happens by acquiring new functions. The first
substitution was a gradual “compensation” of the
disturbances. This occurred as a result of a significant
partial impairment due to the increased activity in
other areas that also shared in the function. Sometimes
these compensations would come from the “higher”
centers, and thus wipe out the trouble that was caused
by the lesions of the “lower” centers.

Examples In the first form of substitution, Wundt
used the example of what happened in certain cases of
brain injury that are centered in the cerebellum or in the
diencephalic and mesencephalic regions (part of the
forward part and the middle part) of the brain—at least,
as much as he knew in the latter part of the nineteenth
century. He noted that the disturbances will gradually
disappear in these cases of injury. The forms of vicari-
ous function that involved spatial connection were
different, according to Wundt. This difference could be
understood by imagining that the speech centers of the
brain just do not work. That they did not become atro-
phied could be a difficult concept to figure out, were it
not for a simple explanation: If every complex function
was based on the supposition that the central elements
cooperate in a very detailed and complex manner, then
the evidence suggested that more than just one area was
involved in such a function. If aphasia—the loss of the
ability to use or understand language that often accom-
panies an injury such as a stroke—occurred when the
centers for speech in the left side of the brain were
destroyed, the conclusion that these speech functions
were solely based in that left side of the brain would be
incorrect. Again, in this case, Wundt believed that
speech was a cooperative function, with some language
processing based in the right side of the brain, even if it
was the smaller part of the function. Even though one
side of the brain might be used more heavily in a certain
task, that side was not the only method the brain used.
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Because of that statement, substitution by using the
functions of the other side was possible.

Principle of relative localization
Explanation Wundt argued that even though the
central functions and peripheral organs had their own
distinct places, the central organ provided a way that
those functions could join together. Titchener’s trans-
lation of this text said that, “any absolute localization
of function” was impossible. Yet, considering the fact
that the central location of a system was not fixed, the
movements of the various functions would have to be
relative to environmental conditions, both internal and
external. Concluding his discussion of this concept,
Wundt explained that this principle included all of the
preceding principles, and that therefore the idea of
absolute localization contradicted all of them.

Examples Wundt offered as an example of relative
localization the understanding that a reference to the
“visual center” was not restricted to the visual cortex;
rather, nerve centers outside the brain also played an
important role in the function of vision.

Summary of the central function principles
These five principles, Wundt noted, were not easily

accepted with regard to the development of the central
functions theory. Many other researchers had opposing
views. Wundt’s defense of his principles failed to
dismiss that opposition. “Their progress was hindered,
from the outset,” Wundt wrote, “by the authority of
scientific tradition; in some measure, more particularly
in the domain of anatomical and physiological
research.” This body of the argument of Wundt’s five
principles offered a differing viewpoint, and in some
cases, antagonistic, of previously held ideas about
nerve physiology. Wundt did not intend for this theory,
or any other of his theories, to be the final word,
however. He simply wanted to foster continued experi-
mentation and exploration that was based in sound
scientific judgment.

Main points: Other key principles
Other theories grew out of Wundt’s basic premise

of critical introspection. These principles not only
guided Wundt in his research, but they also provided
Wundt’s students and critics with numerous premises
to examine. Five different key approaches emerged as
the foundations of his thought.

Actuality principle
Wundt believed in the notion of consciousness as

a natural reality. In order to track his system, the

student of his work must also accept that premise—
but methods of studying subjective experience were
problematic. Wundt understood the immense chal-
lenge of such a task. As he reviewed the trials of his
own personal life and growth, however, he believed it
could be solved. One biographer noted:

Wundt placed his subject matter in line to be another
level following upwards in the series of sciences,
physics, chemistry, and biology. Differences of
considerable substance, however, separate this next
level from the others. Physical sciences are about
objects and energies conceptualized by physical
scientists. Consciousness is not a thing–like physical
concept. Rather, it is an immediate and transient
process, the investigation of which amounts to no
less than the study of subjectivity. Consciousness is a
continuous flow, a constant unfolding of experience,
which according to Wundt’s findings cannot be sepa-
rated into discrete “faculties” as had been done in
ancient times.

This argument comprised Wundt’s principle of actuality.

Explanation Wundt and his researchers determined
that consciousness worked in a unique way, and they
believed that the elements of that operation could be
observed and described. That belief alone provided
motivation to push forward in defining the new science
of psychology. Included in their discoveries were veri-
fiable limitations of “mental capacities, on span, on the
timing of the temporal flow, on the nature of selective
attention and short-term memory,” as a biographer
stated. They found a limited number, usually six or
seven, “attentional fixations” that resulted from each
timing measure through which short-term memories
were stored. Any differences among those experiences
of sensation and emotion revealed a multidimensional
aspect. Behaviors were thus motivated by the urges and
tensions that had resulted from these combined experi-
ences. The observation of these phenomena also
revealed how these behaviors might fluctuate, which
ones resulted from self-control, which took effort to
manipulate, and which were automatically performed,
similar to natural reflexes.

Examples Emil Kraepelin, a student of Wundt’s,
proposed a theory of schizophrenia in 1917. It was
based largely on what was beginning to emerge as
Wundt’s theoretical system. Kraepelin utilized
Wundt’s details of what has been described as
“processes of central selective attention.” Kraepelin’s
theory of schizophrenia held the premise that it was a
result of the disintegration of attention, or the way
that attention became skewed in the mind of the
schizophrenic.
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Principle of “creative synthesis”
(Schöpferische Synthese)

This principle of creative synthesis would eventu-
ally become known as the principle of creative result-
ants. Wundt first referred to it in 1862, and it formed
the core of his ideas even to his death. This concept
states that such sensations as color, touches, musical
tones, and words of speech are subjective reactions of
the brain rather than either an interpretation of what
has been put into the brain by stimulus or the taking in
and storing of something brought into the brain from
outside. Such reactions are what he called creative
synthesis. One of Wundt’s biographers noted:

Sense organ and neural events may be described
endlessly in terms of physics and chemistry, but such
descriptions do not include (do not produce for us)
the actual psychological qualities known as “sweet,”
“sour,”  “heavy,”  “dark blue,”  “dazzling crimson,”
“sharp,”  “painful,”  or “meaningful.”  To get those
qualities you must have a living brain, one that is
awake, conscious, and attentive, i.e., a brain that is
reacting and having experiences.

Wundt continually expanded upon this principle
throughout his life.

Explanation In his autobiography, Wundt explained
the thought process that led him to the notion of
creative synthesis. He recalled that when he “first
approached psychological problems,” he “shared the
general prejudice natural to physiologists that the
formation of perceptions is merely the work of the
physiological properties” of the sense organs. And he
went on to say that:

Then through the examination of visual phenomena I
learned to conceive of perception as an act of creative
synthesis. This gradually became my guide, at the
hand of which I arrived at a psychological under-
standing of the development of the higher functions
of imagination and intellect. The older psychology
gave me no help in this.

Example Wundt’s theory of creative synthesis grad-
ually evolved during his first years in Leipzig. He
became more focused on emotions and motivation, as
well as on volition, since these issues challenged his
ideas of creative synthesis. He wrote in 1880 that “The
course of both general and individual development
shows that desires or urges (the German word, Triebe)
are the fundamental psychological phenomena from
which all mental processes derive.” As Wundt was
continually amending the principle to broaden its
scope, eventually Wundt and his researchers reached
their conclusion, which diverted from the conven-
tional wisdom; namely, that consciousness was not

simply the sum of its parts. Consciousness itself was
seen a process that had two different stages: 1) a large-
capacity short-term memory (at one time referred to
as “the Blickfeld”) and, 2) a narrow-capacity focus of
selective attention, sometimes known as apperception,
and manifested through effort. The latter travels
through short-term memory.

Principles of psycholinguistics
Wundt’s psychology found its greatest success and

acceptance within the field of language. As a conse-
quence, Wundt and his colleagues set forth a linguistic
theory that was very detailed and comprehensive and
resulted from their psychological principles. By the
beginning of the twentieth century, many linguistics
scholars and psychologists, especially in America, had
adhered to Wundt’s extensive writings on the subject.
He first presented his ideas on the psychology of
language in his initial lecture upon arriving in Leipzig
in 1875. In 1883, in his Logik, he wrote extensively on
language for the first time in publication. The first two
books of his Volkerpsychologie (Folk Psychology),
published in 1900, contained his treatise on linguistics
and language performance. The section, entitled, “Die
Sprache (Language),” was revised in 1904 and further
revised and expanded in 1911–12.

Explanation One biographer noted that the key to
understanding Wundt’s linguistic theories is the
concept that “syntax, the sound systems, and all struc-
tures in language are seen as taking their particular
form by virtue of the operating characteristics of under-
lying universal mental processes.” According to Wundt,
the mechanisms of attention, short-term memory,
cognitive time limits, and self-control formed the foun-
dation of language. Language’s basic unit was the
sentence, which served to identify a specific mental
state. It represented the way in which the central focal
attention process divides and subdivides mental impres-
sions, with an understanding of the relationship
between those divisions. No element of language—
words or any other building block—could have any
meaning except as it was connected to that relationship
with the mental sentence that provided the reason for it.

Example Based on his theory, Wundt and others
studied language, particularly that of children. Before a
child would begin to speak, the impact of emotional
gestures and sounds would have begun to form language
and the basis for it. As a child was able to increase the
focus of attention on emotional urges, the mental activ-
ity providing for the creation of sentences would have
begun to produce the elements necessary for language.
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Wundt contributed to another popular twentieth-
century focus of education, tree diagrams, which
became a standard form of diagramming sentences.
These diagrams formed a shape like a pyramid, start-
ing at the top, in order to show the distinction between
the subject and predicate of the sentence. Subject and
predicate could be further divided and subdivided into
other parts of speech. In his Sprachpsychologie,
Wundt explained this by noting that the sentence was

not an image running with precision through
consciousness where each single word or single
sound appears only momentarily while the preceding
and following elements are lost from consciousness.
Rather, it stands as a whole at the cognitive level
while it is being spoken.

His idea was that a sentence was not a “chain of words
or word concepts.”

The emotion system
Wundt offered his studied beliefs regarding the

emotions in contrast to other theorists of the day, all of
whom worked in the traditions of either romanticism or
rationalism. Wundt sided more with the principles of
romanticism, meaning that human beings fall into the
category of emotional beings rather than intellectual.

Explanation Contemporaries such as William
James, who were transforming such romantic tradi-
tion into a modern-day behaviorism, took exception to
Wundt’s approach. But Wundt noted,

First, the definite outer symptoms of emotions do not
appear until such time as the psychical nature of the
emotion is already clearly established. The emotions,
accordingly, precedes the innervation [a stimulation
that results in movement] effects which are looked
upon by these investigators as causes of emotion.
Second, it is absolutely impossible to classify the rich
variety of psychical emotional states in the compara-
tively simple scheme of innervation changes. The
psychical processes are much more varied than are
their accompanying forms of expression. Third, and
finally, the physical concomitants stand in no
constant relation to the psychical quality of the
emotions. This holds especially for the effects on
pulse and respiration, but is true also for the
pantomimetic expressive movements. It may some-
times happen that emotions with very different, even
opposite kinds of affective contents may belong to
the same class so far as the accompanying physical
phenomena are concerned.

When Wundt referred to “feelings,” “moods,” and
“emotions,” he was not specifying categories, only
intensity levels. He would later present his ideas about
sensory qualities, explaining affective and aesthetic
qualities of experience.

Example Wundt held to the idea that all mental
states were transported through constant fluctuations
of emotions, mood, or feeling. Sometimes these
would become intense enough to precipitate action.
Inherent in every mood, according to Wundt, was its
opposite. Other psychologists moved out of the
context of Wundt’s ideas to provided their own gener-
ation of his tri-dimensional feelings. The three dimen-
sions were ideas to which others basically adhered.
The aspects of “pleasure versus displeasure,” “high
versus low arousal,” and “concentrated versus relaxed
attention” were explained further by the notions of the
opposites of control, potency, and domination as
opposed to submission. An example he used when
discussing sensory qualities were a person’s reactions
to music and rhythms.

The volition system
Through the intensive reaction-time research

program Wundt established at Leipzig, he and his fellow
researchers were able to study what he called “decision
and choice.” Simply stated, they attempted to analyze
volition, or self-control. Kurt Danziger published the
first English account of the research in 1989, previously
published only by the philosopher Theodore Mischel,
who published in a philosophy journal and whose work
was not known to psychologists.

Explanation Wundt did not believe that emotions
were sensations, or caused by external stimulus activ-
ity. He was convinced that they were internal prod-
ucts of the central nervous system with no other 
influences. Emotional forces were internal forces,
ever-changing, and just features of consciousness.
Wundt used the terms “volition” and “motivation”
interchangeably with emotions. He thought that what
might have been the controlled or voluntary efforts 
in primal beings could have become automatic mech-
anisms as humans evolved. Wundt did believe that 
in such highly evolved creatures as modern humans,
“pure impulses or drives” could be contained by
attentional control, and consequently become con-
scious volitions. A biographer noted:

The automatization of actions, mental or otherwise is,
however, a double-edged sword. Rapid articulate
speech, for example, is a largely automatized process,
but when we focus too intently on some motive or
extraneous thought while speaking, we are in danger
of losing control of the articulation process.

Human beings must continually refocus in order to
keep control of the automatic control “wiring” that is
inherent. If it is not “tuned up” lapses occur, just as
short-term memory can fade without the appropriate
mental exercises.
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In discussing these automatic behaviors further,
Wundt wrote that,

It is not improbable that all the reflex movements of
both animals and men originate in this way. As
evidence of this we have, besides the above described
reduction of volitional acts through practice to pure
mechanical processes, also the purposeful character
of reflexes, which points to the presence at some time
of purposive ideas as motives.

Another biographer observed, “Like most of his
other theories, Wundt’s views on volition were subject
to periodic revision. However, once he had developed
the independent position of his mature years, these
revisions did not affect his fundamental views.”

Example The automatic behaviors can be witnessed
in considering the skills a person possesses when
heading into the study of advanced math. Had the
student not learned the basic rules of algebra so that its
operations were automatic, the more complicated steps
of higher mathematics would be virtually impossible.
The same is true in writing and forming grammatical
sentences. The mechanical aspect of language becomes
so automatic that the writer can simply focus on content
rather than the process—just as in conversations, when
a person does not have to stop and focus on each step of
the process, but rather only on what is being said. Still
another example of this concept is the pianist who has
developed the skill of playing well enough to talk or
sing simultaneously, focusing on that behavior rather
than the mechanics of playing. People experience such
behavior daily even as they lock their houses when they
leave, for instance, or do not stop to think how to open
their garage doors, instead, simply pressing the opener
automatically as they approach their house.

Apperception concept
Basically defined, apperception referred to the

process of focusing on a particular content in
consciousness. This term more specifically described
the psychological processes that explained what was
involved in patterns of deliberate, voluntary actions.

Explanation Within Wundt’s concept of the process
of mental functions was included, as in his other theo-
ries, the polar opposite to the main focus. In other
words, he described the point of focus as well as the rest
of the field of consciousness. The polarization is the
result of the process of apperception, which was a
manifestation of volition. Apperception was the princi-
ple that motivated and provided experience to both
direction and structure. It also indicated a “central”
process that could operate in two directions, on sensory
content that could result in more complex forms of

perception, and on the shaping of ideas. While that idea
was not so revolutionary, Wundt’s additional notion of
the opposite, that apperception also operated on the
motor apparatus, was more innovative. This idea meant
that not only was the mind constructed with regard to
focus and the field that surrounded it, but the actual
movement of the body and the skeleton also functioned
in the same way, by selectively controlling movements.

By the third edition of his Principles of
Physiological Psychology, Wundt revised his concept of
apperception even more. He offered the distinction
between what he termed “impulsive” apperception,
involving the motor direction of apperception; and
“reproductive” apperception, indicating cognitive direc-
tion. Impulsive apperception, the controlling process,
directly affects the motor apparatus. One of Wundt’s
biographers explained that during the process of devel-
opment, “movement images are eventually formed by
the differentiation and recombination of movement
sensations.” In reproductive apperception, those move-
ments can be recalled. It involves only the memory of
the movement, and not the movement process itself.

Examples The sucking of an infant on the mother’s
breast would be just one such impulsive movement.
Such “primitive” activities indicated that the central
stimulus would immediately and directly result in
particular patterns of motor behavior. The biographer
noted, “But such motor activity leads necessarily to
the formation of motor images (no matter how rudi-
mentary) which can be recalled by reproductive
apperception.” With the way these activities can blend
together, or fuse, and with the activities of analysis
and consequent recombination, as Wundt saw it, new
movements can be created.

Summary
In an 1894 autobiographical statement reflecting

on his life’s work, Wundt wrote that

If I were asked what I thought the value for psychol-
ogy of the experimental method was in the past and
still is, I would answer that for me it created and
continues to confirm a wholly new view of the nature
and interrelations of mental processes. When I first
approached psychological problems, I shared the
general prejudice natural to physiologists that the
formation of perceptions is merely the work of 
the physiological properties of our sense organs.
Then through the examination of visual phenomena I
learned to conceive of perception as an act of creative
synthesis. This gradually became my guide, at the
hand of which I arrived at a psychological under-
standing of the development of the higher functions
of imagination and intellect. The older psychology
gave me no help in this. When I then proceeded to
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investigate the temporal relations in the flow of
mental events, I gained a new insight into the devel-
opment of volition . . . an insight likewise into the
similarity of mental functions which are artificially
distinguished by abstractions and name—such as
“ideas,” “feelings,” or “will.” In a word, I glimpsed
the indivisibility of mental life, and saw its similarity
on all its levels. The chronometric investigation of
associative processes showed me the relation of
perceptual processes to memory images. It also
taught me to recognize that the concept of “repro-
duced” ideas is one of the many fictions that has
become set in our language to create a picture of
something that does not exist in reality. I learned to
understand that “mental representation” is a process
which is no less changing and transient than a feeling
or an act of will. As a consequence of all this I saw
the old theory of association is no longer tenable. It
must be replaced by the notion of relational
processes involving rudimentary feelings, a view that
results in giving up the stable linkages and close
connections of successive as well as simultaneous
associations.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
Wundt’s life spanned 88 years. The world into

which he was born in 1832 was certainly very differ-
ent from the world in which he died—a post-World
War I Germany. Europe was undergoing enormous
political and physical changes. The landscape of what
had been a continent of small kingdoms and tiny
countries had evolved into a Europe of fewer countries
and more deadly wars. Greece had become an inde-
pendent state. Prince Otto of Wittlesbach became
King of Bavaria before that nation joined a unified
Germany. The medieval cannon-and-sword warfare
had evolved into the airplanes, bombs, and the battles
of a new century. Medical and scientific advances
were slowly making the world a place with increasing
life expectancy, wider opportunities for travel, and
more accessible education to a class of people who
could not have hoped for such intellectual adventures
just decades earlier. The industrial revolution had
swept through Europe first, and then the United
States, bringing about technological capabilities that
few had ever dreamed possible. The year Wundt was
born, Michael Faraday’s laws of electrolysis were
made public. In 1839, when Wundt was only seven
years old, Louis-Jacques-Mand Daguerre developed
the first photographic images. By the time of Wundt’s
death, the average person could operate handheld
cameras and view motion pictures. This period of
significant social change caused a shift in in human
consciousness as well—people began to view them-
selves as living within an ever-changing context.

Although Wundt spent a great deal of time alone
throughout his childhood, he could not ignore the
significance of what was going on in the world around
him. Those events affected him and helped to shape
the path he would follow into his profession. Just as
his own personal life and development gave cause to
his life of research and experiment, so did the chang-
ing world around him, especially in academia, medi-
cine, and politics. While serving on the faculty at the
university, Wundt also served as an elected represen-
tative from his district in Heidelberg, for the Baden
diet (governing body), beginning on April 26, 1866.
He would resign about 18 months later because he did
not believe the life of his research would be compati-
ble with the necessary demands of political life. He
would become a champion for German unification.
Wundt gave a speech to the Heidelberg branch of the
Workers’ Educational League in 1864, the text of
which was found among his papers after his death.
One of his biographers documented

Wundt stated that the goal of the entire working-class
movement was the freedom and independence of the
working class and its salvation from mechanization,
but that this goal was indissolubly linked to German
unity and freedom. German workers must therefore
rise above their class interests, to fight with a sense
of duty for the honor of the nation. Strength in
warfare and soundness of character are independent
of privilege, Wundt said, and they have more value
than gold or possessions.

In his professional life, Wundt was first and fore-
most an innovator who followed no other trends. He
was influenced by such great thinkers as Dutch philoso-
pher Benedict de Spinoza—especially his idea of
psychophysical parallelism that stated every physical
event has a mental counterpart and vice versa—and 
his teachers and mentors such as Johannes Müller, 
Du Bois-Reymond, and Hermann von Helmholtz.

As Wundt was beginning his career at Heidelberg
as an assistant to Helmholtz, an other great thinker,
Gustav Theodor Fechner (1801–87) was finishing his
work, Elemente. The Prussian-born scientist, who had
studied medicine followed by mathematics and physics,
was credited with presenting the formal beginning of
experimental psychology. In Serendip, in a discussion
entitled, “Mind, Brain, and the Experimental Psy-
chology of Consciousness,” the author stated that

While the philosophical message of the Elemente
was largely ignored, its methodological and empiri-
cal contributions were not. Fechner may have set out
to counter materialist metaphysics; but he was a well-
trained, systematic experimentalist and a competent
mathematician and the impact of his work on 
scientists such as Helmholtz, Ernst Mach, A.W.
Volkmann, Delboeuf, and others was scientific rather
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than metaphysical. By combining methodological
innovation in measurement with careful experimen-
tation, Fechner moved beyond Herbart to answer
Kant’s second object regarding the possibility of
scientific psychology. Mental events could, Fechner
showed, not only be measured, but measured in terms
of their relationship to physical events. In achieving
this milestone, Fechner demonstrated the potential
for quantitative, experimental exploration of the
phenomenology of sensory experience and estab-
lished psychophysics as one of the core methods of
the newly emerging scientific psychology.

Wundt was ready to explore this changing climate. He
agreed with Fechner, noted a biographer, that “the
availability of measurable stimuli (and reactions) could
make psychological events open to something like
experimental methodology in a way earlier philoso-
phers such as Kant thought impossible.”

While he was assistant to Helmholtz, Wundt actu-
ally conducted most of his experiments at home, on
his own time. Though psychology and psychiatry
were both required medical school courses, Wundt
first used the word psychology, in a course title in
1862. That would mark the true beginning for him of
what would become a prolific writing career as well
as that of experimental psychology. When he set up
his first makeshift lab in 1875 for his demonstrations
of sensation and perception, Wundt was sharing a
stage only with William James at Harvard, who had
embarked upon a similar path. On March 24, 1879,
Wundt formally requested funds from the Royal
Saxon Ministry of Education in order to set up and
support a lab with psychophysical apparatus. Wundt
was not granted the allocation. But two of his
students, American G. Stanley Hall and fellow
German Max Friedrich, nonetheless began their scien-
tific investigations in a small classroom that had once
been given to Wundt for storage. Until that time,
psychology had no prominent place in the academic
or scientific world. It had been relegated to either the
philosophy or the natural sciences departments. 

Wundt was influenced by German philosophical
thought of the era. At the time, German philosophy
held to the idea that sensations were psychological
events, and thus internal to the mind. But sensation
related to something that was external to the mind.
With that disposition, Wundt’s introspection was what
modern-day philosophers or psychologists might call
observation. A biographer wrote that Wundt’s
psychology was a “major occupant of that relatively
brief period when the shape of modern psychology
was still wide open.” Contemporary to Wundt, and
influencing his approach, were the British association-
ists and the German Herbartians (followers of philoso-
pher Johann Friedrich Herbart). He concluded, along

with them, that all psychology began in the conscious
experience of individual human subjects. He gave the
British the credit for being the first to develop a
psychological system based on that premise. Yet, the
same biographer noted that although Herbart had
made some changes to the British system, “the very
achievements of both these earlier forms of psychol-
ogy had led to a new set of problems.” He went to say
“Their contributions had been indispensable in demol-
ishing the legacy of faculty psychology, but the theo-
retical constructions with which they replaced the
latter were base on fundamental errors and illusions.”

In his psychology journal, Philosophische
Studien, which he founded in 1881, Wundt again
proved to be a pioneer. The journal was the first of its
kind. If Wundt built on the foundation of what a few
others had established, he also became the starting
point for generations of other, world-famous psychol-
ogists, and many more people for whom experimental
psychology would set the trends for a new century.

CRITICAL RESPONSE
The immediate critical response to Wundt’s work,

Grundzuge der physiologischen Psychologie, was
strongly favorable. The reviews of the book appeared
everywhere, and the discussions it prompted were
dynamic. Students throughout the world who began to
read it were immediately captivated—from Germany,
from the United States, from England—and they all
rushed to Wundt’s classroom and the early versions of
his laboratory. Following the initial fascination and
praise, as time progressed the inevitable ideological
battles arose. Cultural differences altered the unified
voice of interest. Perhaps the most profound tribute
would eventually be that so many branches of his
theories spawned new fields of study—of both digres-
sion and support. In this way, Wundt played the vital
role of beginning discussions that continued into the
twenty-first century, debates that hinged on the under-
standing of valid scientific study.

Wundt was presenting a new science of psychol-
ogy, ready to take its place among physics, chemistry,
and biology. That reality often was lost, however,
amidst the overwhelming number of his publications.
A biographer noted,

Certainly not the least reason for neglect of the whole
Wundtian corpus is the challenge of sheer quantity.
Wundt’s academic career was huge—sixty years of
productivity, 17,000 students, the all-time winner in the
academic ritual of “publish-or-perish.” Who could be
surprised that the later recollections (Wundt memorial
publications), appearing in several countries shortly
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after his death, suggest the fable of the blind men
feeling different parts of an elephant? One need
mention only those dozens of American college boys
who sailed off for a year or two at Leipzig in the late
nineteenth century. They were armed merely with a
semester of two of college German and an American
small-college degree—hardly a match for the formida-
ble academic preparation of German Gymnasium
students.

Especially with some of these young Americans, as
well as those other non-German speaking students, the
debate over Wundt’s work and what it was or was not
grew particularly heated in the early years of World
War I (1914–18).

Some of the criticism leveled at Wundt accused him
as a representative of his nation’s “evil” culture. Even
American journalist H. L. Mencken (1880–1956)
weighed in on the matter. He observed in the mid-1920s
about the challenges of Americans translating German,
and said that

The average American professor is far too dull a fellow
to undertake so difficult an enterprise. Even when he
sports a German Ph.D. one usually finds out on exami-
nation that all he knows about modern German litera-
ture is that a Mass of Hofbrau in Munich used to cost
27 Pfennig downstairs and 32 Pfenning upstairs. The
German universities were formerly very tolerant of
foreigners. Many an American, in preparation for
professoring at Harvard, spent a couple of years
roaming from one to the other of them without picking
up enough German to read the Berliner Tageblatt. Such
frauds swarm in all our lesser universities, and many of
them, during the war, became eminent authorities upon
the crimes of [philosopher Friedrich] Nietzsche and the
errors of [historian Heinrich von] Treitschke.

Any interpretation or criticism of Wundt must be
mindful of this American attitude.

Also at the time of Wundt’s first major publica-
tion of the Physiological Psychology, a review in the
Literarisches Centralblatt in 1874 said that the book,
“corresponds exactly to the need created by recent
developments in physiology and psychology and the
[consequent] lively demand for a specialized scientific
treatment of the actual relations between body and
consciousness.” British psychologist James Sully in
1876, unlike William James, would write that he did
accept the fact that Wundt had “defined the bound-
aries of a new department of research in Germany.”
He also complimented Wundt for “putting into
systematic form the results of a number of more or
less isolated inquiries.” His colleague Friedrich Lange
found Wundt’s work so impressive that he recom-
mended Wundt for the chair of inductive philosophy
at Zurich University, even when Wundt’s academic
career had otherwise been undistinguished and lacked
the fame that others in his field were enjoying.

One observer agreed with the perspective that
provided an important clue in how to approach
Wundt’s critics, both contemporary and modern. He
noted in 2000 that the world was beginning to notice
Wundt again, and his work was beginning a new surge
in popularity. Boeree reflected:

Over 100 years after his work, we have finally caught
up with him . . . Actually, he was massively mis-
represented by poorly educated American students in
Germany, and especially a rather ego-driven
Englishman named Titchener. Wundt recognized that
Titchener was misrepresenting him, and tried to
make people aware of the problem. But Boring—the
premier American historian of psychology for many
decades—only knew Wundt through Titchener.

Much of the problem lay in the mistranslation, or the
lack of translation of his works, especially for the
English-speaking audience. The title itself of his
Principles of Physiological Psychology, gave first
witness to the issue. “Physiological” was a term that
originally meant “experimental” but that used the
methods of the physiology laboratory. Especially upon
the advent of the behaviorists in the twentieth century,
the confusion over the essence of Wundt’s psychologi-
cal theories would only increase before the real
message of his work would be made clear.

This problem continued with various biographical
profiles that inevitably list his greatest achievement as
the establishment of experimental methods rather than
his theories themselves. For instance, Zusne wrote in
1984 that Wundt’s “systematic views are of lesser
importance and constitute largely a descriptive system.”
Indeed, his work in establishing his lab alone was a
significant achievement that would serve as a tribute to
Wundt throughout the rest of history. Zusne was
mistaken when he noted in his biographical profile of
Wundt that “Wundt’s elementism and the method of
introspection did not survive the death of his truest disci-
ple, E. B. Titchener.” But even Zusne agreed that the
path leading away from Wundt’s laboratories into those
of pioneering psychologists throughout the world found
a basis in his theories. In establishing branches of
applied psychology, others would use his theories to
grow into branches from the seed Wundt planted, even
though he did not believe in applied psychology himself.

Wundt’s theory of emotions and creative synthe-
sis would provide a cornerstone for the Gestalt school
of psychology. His student Emil Kraepelin would use
the basic tenets of Wundt’s actuality principle and its
descriptions of processes of central selective attention
to form his own theory of schizophrenia in 1917.

Another biographer offered a different analysis 
of Wundt and the interpretations of his work. He 
wrote that:
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But the difficulties of Wundt scholarship are not
entirely a matter of translation. Some of them are
intrinsic to the original texts. Wundt was virtually
encyclopedic in his writings with the result that he
would often discuss topics in different contexts and
therefore arrive at somewhat different formulations.
That can make it difficult to extract the definitive
Wundt position on specific issues.

Wundt’s long life and career complicated matters as
well. Throughout the course of his work, some of his
opinions changed due to the evolution of his own theo-
ries and experimentation methods. He was known to
be sometimes reluctant to admit he had changed his
mind, and the result was ongoing confusion about what
he believed.

James, Hall, and the American school
As a group, the hundreds of young Americans who

studied with Wundt were only part of the consideration
of the impact he made in America. Certain Americans,
professors and scholars such as William James and G.
Stanley Hall, merited a closer study. These people were
the movers of thought in the United States, and far more
significant in the debate about Wundt. In his own
review of Wundt’s first work, James was very favor-
able. He welcomed it as a book “indispensable for
study and reference,” even if it did have many short-
comings, in his opinion. “But, they [the shortcomings]
only prove how confused and rudimentary the science
of psycho-physics still is,” he added. Only later would
James come to criticize Wundt for those shortcomings,
as well as the different courses their philosophies took
them (see accompanying sidebar).

Because James and Wundt were contemporaries
who had studied with some of the same giants in the
early years of physiological and psychological
research, contrasting their views is essential to study-
ing the arguments of Wundt. G. Stanley Hall’s
perspectives on Wundt are also useful, since not only
had Hall studied with Wundt, but he also had taken
what he knew back to America to begin a similar
research path.

Often the focus of the debate between Wundt and
James centers on the structuralist approach of Wundt
compared to the functionalism of James. A writer noted
that the two schools of thought were actually more
similar to each other than to the rest of mainstream
psychology. Both, he pointed out, were engaged in the
principle of free will and opposed to the materialistic
philosophy. Even their ideas of what made psychology
worth studying, as well as the nature of its essence, did
not differ much.

In comparing their ideas, it is helpful to consider
the following points made by that writer. For Wundt:

“Mind,” “intellect,” “reason,” “understanding,” etc. are
concepts that existed before the advent of any scien-
tific psychology. The fact that the naive consciousness
always and everywhere points to internal experience
as a special source of knowledge may, therefore, be
accepted for the moment as sufficient testimony to 
the right of psychology as a science. “Mind” will
accordingly be the subject to which we attribute all the
separate facts of internal observation as predicates.
The subject itself is determined wholly and exclu-
sively by its predicates.

What James offered to make a similar point was that,
“There is only one primal stuff or material in the
world, a stuff of which everything is composed, and
we call that stuff, ‘pure experience.’”

Neither Wundt nor James were proponents of 
the Hegelian system of rationale, however, or other
such philosophical ideas. They were similar, too, in
the way they viewed materialism and reductionism.
Wundt wrote:

If we could see every wheel in the physical mecha-
nism whose working the mental processes are accom-
panying, we should still find no more than a chain of
movements showing no trace whatsoever of their
significance for mind. All that is valuable in our
mental life still falls to the psychical side.

The doctrine of materialism was equally distasteful to
James, a follower of pragmatism, and a student of
Charles Sanders Peirce, who had founded that philoso-
phy. But James did not give credence to Wundt’s intro-
spection of consciousness. His own thoughts led him to
focus on behavior in outer environments, though James
would scarcely have believed that behaviorist psychol-
ogy evolved from his own philosophy.

G. Stanley Hall commented in one paragraph
about Wundt, in 1920, the year of Wundt’s death, that

Wundt has had for decades the prestige of a most
advantageous academic chair. He founded the first
laboratory for experimental psychology, which
attracted many of the most gifted and mature
students from all lands. By his development of the
doctrine of apperception he took psychology forever
beyond the old associationism which had ceased to
be fruitful. He also established the independence of
psychology from physiology, and by his ency-
clopaedic and always thronged lectures, to say
nothing of his more or less esoteric seminary, he
materially advanced every branch of natural sciences
and extended its influence over the whole wide
domain of folklore, mores, language, and primitive
religion. His best texts will long constitute a
thesaurus which every psychologist must know.

In the next paragraph, however, he went on to offer
harsh criticism, saying that Wundt had suffered from a
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narrow approach in his attempt to understand the
human mind. In his discussion of what was on the
horizon with Freud as compared to Wundt, Hall added
that, “We cannot forebear to express the hope that
Freud will not repeat Wundt’s error in making too

abrupt a break with his more advanced pupils like
Adler or the Zurich group.” Hall believed that, had
Wundt spent more time studying biology and less time
studying physics and physiology, he might have looked
in greater depth at the theory of evolution or the role
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BIOGRAPHY:
William James

As a contemporary of Wilhelm Wundt who
studied physiology with many of the same people,
including Helmholtz at the University of Heidelberg,
William James (1842–1910) was considered the
founder of American psychology. Even into the
twenty-first century, he has retained his reputation as
America’s foremost psychologist. James was also
known as a member of the pragmatist movement,
which was founded by philosopher Charles Peirce.
James held little respect for Wundt, however, and he
challenged the claim that Wundt’s experimental labo-
ratory was the first of its kind. James established his
lab at Harvard in 1875, although his research did not
generate the intense interest that Wundt’s did.
Historical records have placed the opening of Wundt’s
famous Leipzig lab in 1879; he joined the Leipzig
faculty in 1875, however, and began conducting his
first experiments there.

William James was born a child of privilege on
January 11, 1842, in New York City, the eldest son of
Henry James, Sr. and Mary R. Walsh James. His
grandfather, also named William James, had been a
successful land speculator; he amassed a significant
fortune, estimated at approximately 3 million dollars
when he died in 1832. Henry, Sr. was well known for
his salon for intellectuals and his somewhat renegade
theology as a Swedenborgian, practitioners of
Protestant Christianity who were very much caught up
in religious mysticism. His brother Henry would even-
tually become famous in his own right as a novelist
who chronicled the lives of wealthy Americans at
home and abroad. James and his siblings enjoyed trav-
eling to Europe, spoke both German and French, and
were well-versed in artistic pursuits.

James enrolled at Harvard at the age of 19 as a
chemistry student. He changed his major to medicine
within a very short time, even though his real interest
was science. When he was 21, in 1865, James had the
opportunity to study along the Amazon River, traveling

with the famous biologist Louis Agassiz, who was
collecting samples of new species. In 1867 he traveled
to Germany to study physiology. During his studies in
Germany, he showed his first signs of serious depres-
sion, even harboring thoughts of suicide, as well as
suffering from other health problems. He returned to
the United States in 1869 to complete his medical
degree. Reading a French philosopher named
Renouvier helped James become a believer in the
power of free will. As he adopted this belief to address
his own problems, he thought his life and health might
be improving.

James received his M.D. from Harvard in 1869; his
Ph.D. and Litt.D., from Padua (Italy) in 1893; and an
LL.D. from Princeton in 1896. His professional career
was based at Harvard, where he began working in 1872
as an instructor in physiology. He taught physiology,
psychology, and philosophy at Harvard—eventually
becoming a professor—until 1907. He was a professor
emeritus at Harvard from 1907 until his death in 1910.
His major work was, Principles of Psychology, a book
that James wrote over a 12-year period. A key theory
he espoused therein would eventually become known
as functionalism—his opposition to the structuralism of
such psychologists as Wundt. Among his many other
writings are The Will to Believe, published in 1897;
Varieties of Religious Experience, 1902; Pragmatisim,
1907, which popularized the theory as a practical way
to lead a useful life; and The Meaning of Truth, 1909.
That same year he published, Pluralistic Universe,
which contained some additional ideas of pragmatism.
While recognized more for being a teacher and
celebrity, rather than for the substance of his beliefs,
James solidified his prominent reputation in American
psychology.

James married Alice Gibbens in 1878, and the
couple had five children. He died on August 26, 1910,
at the family home in Chocorua, New Hampshire,
after several years of suffering from heart problems.



that genetics played in “psychic powers and activities.”
Hall’s criticisms of Wundt came much later in his life,
however; he had been very complimentary during most
of his career.

The real breakdown between Wundt and his
structuralism, and the Americans and their functional-
ism, was mostly due to the way Wundt’s and others’
theories were melded into the American culture. 
A 1969 book described the controversy by noting that:

Functionalism did make its appearance as a psychol-
ogy of protest. Its leaders did oppose the school that
was then the establishment in American psychology:
the classical experimentalists, essentially Wundtian
in outlook, who saw as their basic and immediate
scientific task the introspective analysis of conscious
experiences under experimentally controlled condi-
tions. These were its psychologists, who, during the
ensuing controversy, came to be called structuralists.
And the functionalists did place more emphasis on
the study of behavior than the classical experimenta-
tion has accorded it. Without denying introspection a
legitimate and useful role, the functionalists in their
own researches drew heavily on behavioral data.
Influenced as they were by Darwinian theory, they
undertook investigations that required that most, and
in some cases all of the empirical data be obtained
from the study of behavior—researched in develop-
mental psychology, in educational and other forms of
applied psychology, and in animal psychology, to
mention a few examples.

Another observer’s view of the debate and antag-
onism between the Americans and Wundt was that it
was “no confrontation at all in one aspect and a
misfired polemic [argument] in another.” Again, this
writer criticized Titchener, among others, as a factor
in the debate when he went on to say that:

It [the functionalist/structuralist debate] was begun by
a humanist, who found the Newtonian interpretations
of science brought to this country by Wundt’s students
lacking in something vital to [man’s] conceptualiza-
tion. Titchener lost the totality (the one) in the constitu-
tive total of basal elements (the many), and yet this 
self-organizing principle of mental life is most charac-
teristic of the human experience. Rather than a full
airing of the introspective-versus-extraspective theo-
retical slant implied, what developed was a temporary
quibble over the rules of methodological procedure.

Other Americans who had once praised Wundt
would eventually criticize him. These included James
Mark Baldwin, who constantly referred to Wundt in
his 1889 Handbook of Psychology, but barely
mentioned him in his 1913 History of Psychology,
except to criticize his “tendency to abstract classifica-
tion and schematicism,” in Volkerpsychologie.

Wundt’s American loyalists One former student of
Wundt, an American named Edward Wheeler Scripture,

would eventually Americanize some of Wundt’s
methods enough to use them for application with time-
and-motion studies in industrial psychology and clinical
applications for work with communication disorders.
Scripture worked at the Yale Psychology Laboratory
under the supervision of George T. Ladd. The two men
were in continual conflict due to their philosophical
conflicts. Scripture was to a great extent loyal to
Wundt’s teachings; Ladd apparently was not.

Charles Herbert Judd, one of the German psychol-
ogy professor’s American students, was named by one
author as “by far the most loyal American student of
Wundt.” Judd took over control of the Yale lab when
Scripture and Ladd were both fired for their conflict.
But, again, with the Americanization process occurring
in the form that application was taking in the United
States, especially in the educational psychology—a
field that with Hall’s help was beginning to boom by
the early years of the twentieth century—even a loyalist
like Judd would eventually fall in line with the applica-
tion theorists.

In 1912, Hall wrote about Wundt, again showing
the conflicts that his former students had felt about the
changes that experimental psychology had effected.
Hall pondered:

Perhaps what is now needed is another Wundt with
another life . . . perhaps it is a bold synthetic genius
who will show us the way out . . . It would seem as if
laboratory psychology in this country was now suffi-
ciently developed so that it should be less dependent
upon the new departures made in Germany. The
present impasse is the most challenging opportunity
ever presented to psychologists. In this crisis our need
is a new method, point of view, assortment of topics
and problems. These, I believe, geneticism is very
soon to supply. Meanwhile, we may have at least for a
time to follow Wirth’s call to go back to Wundt.

Wundt influenced many European contemporaries
such as Belgian phenomenologist Albert Michotte
(1881–1965). In much the same roles Wundt and
James had played in their respective countries,
Michotte was considered the founder of Belgian exper-
imental psychology. He had studied with Wundt in
Leipzig during the 1905–06 academic terms, inspired
to pursue the issue of voluntary choice. Eventually he
would become known especially for his research into
the “perception of causality,” and the direction he
would provide to the later Gestalt psychologists.
Michotte’s work would also be an important stepping
stone to the birth of the field of social psychology.
Another Belgian, George Dwelshauvers (1866–1937)
was a strong advocate of experimental psychology. He
worked at Wundt’s Institute in Leipzig after he
received his doctorate in Brussels. He returned there in
1889, intending to open a psychological institute. 
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He wrote to Wundt, explaining that in doing so he
would “let the true way of experimental psychology
rescue his ‘extremely unphilosophical country’ from
the ‘ridiculous masquerades’ of the ‘spiritualists, posi-
tivists, and materialists’.”

Wilhelm Wirth (1876–1952) took a position as an
assistant to Wundt at Leipzig in 1900. He would even-
tually become known for his work in psychophysics.
But after his arrival, he became one of Wundt’s fore-
most defenders through his experimental work. The
results he obtained supported Wundt when his critics
were mounting the case against his methods and theo-
ries. That was also the time when his reaction-time
studies had begun a resurgence. Following Wundt’s
retirement in 1917, however, Wirth left to pursue his
own work in psychophysics. He would no longer carry
much influence at Leipzig, especially in psychology,
in the way his director once had.

Interest in Wundt experienced a serious revival in
the 1970s, after his large contribution in psycholin-
guistics was rediscovered. A 1979 profile of Wundt
for the American Psychological Association’s
Contemporary Psychology, series was entitled the
“The founding father we never knew.” The debate the
review inspired led to the revised view of Wundt taken
by twenty-first century psychology.

Scholars have continued to examine Wundt’s work
a century after his death. The intricacies of understand-
ing he brought to the study of human consciousness
might not ever be totally decipherable. But it is clear
that his significance continued, as advancements in
technology brought an entirely new direction in the
study of the human brain and how it works.

THEORIES IN ACTION
Important beginning

The significance of Wundt’s work and his place as
a pioneer cannot be overstated. One observer wrote
that, “The reaction-time studies conducted during the
first few years of Wundt’s laboratory constituted the
first historical example of a coherent research program,
explicitly directed toward psychological issues and
involving a number of interlocking studies.”

Another author stated:

One very important endeavor in Wundt’s scientific
work was to study the facts pertaining to the nature
of the human organism, to isolate these facts by
observation, and to measure them in terms of inten-
sity and duration, that is to say, to study the psychic
compounds formed by and revealed to us by our
“introspective experience.”

Wundt was an experimental psychologist. That meant
that he was not sitting in a room listening to a client’s
problems, for instance, or helping direct a changed
path in a client’s life following some childhood
trauma. It was Wundt’s business to try to take apart the
human psyche in the same way a mechanic might
dismantle an automobile’s engine and operating
system. An explanation of Wundt’s research and
experiments serves as a necessary component to the
observation of the theories that might have evolved
from those experiments.

Research
Psychology historian Edwin G. Boring offered

readers a description of what went on in Wundt’s labo-
ratory. Boring was able to classify 109 experimental
articles from Wundt’s journal, Philosophische Studien,
into four categories.

The four categories, along with the percentage of
the body of work they represented, were:

• Sensation and perception, over 50%.

• Reaction times (mostly before 1890), less 
than 20%.

• Attention and feeling (mostly in the 1890s), 10%.

• Association, less than 10%.

In the first category, the study of vision predomi-
nated the studies of sensation and perception,
followed by auditory perception. Tactile sensation,
although a crucial study area in the history of
psychophysics, was the topic of only a few of the
research studies. No articles were published on the
sense of smell, and only a few on the sense of taste.
Three researchers studied what Boring referred to as
the “sixth sense” or the “time sense,” in their experi-
ments on the perception, or estimation of time inter-
vals. Another historian explained that:

As a specialist in sensory perception, Boring strongly
identified with the Wundtian experimental tradition.
Although he suggested that reaction–time experi-
ments were part of the core of the work of the early
Institute, he concluded that this line of research ulti-
mately failed when it proved impossible to measure
separately the times required by discrete mental
functions. The failure was by no means total, as
Metge (1983) has argued [Anneros Metge, “The
experimental psychological research conducted at
Wundt’s Institute and its significance in the history
of psychology,” in the book, Advances in historiog-
raphy of psychology.] and Boring neglected to
emphasize how important this “failed” program” was
to the development of laboratory psychology.

In this case, the importance of Wundt’s work was
born of unexpected consequences, and it was not even
his original intention. As the historian continued:
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When Wundt came to Leipzig, studies of sensation
and perception were primarily identified with physi-
ology, and Wundt would change that identification
only partially. Research on sensation and perception
in the Leipzig Institute, in the large picture, was
preliminary or ancillary to investigations of complex
central-nervous processes. Reaction-time experi-
ments sought to measure those processes directly.
Leipzig researchers worked in hot pursuit of the
parameters and laws of mental chronometry, and
Wundt’s theory of mental processes implied that
reaction-time experiments could serve as the model
for investigating many mental phenomena, including
attention, will, association, feeling, and emotion.

But the so-called failure, however, led to an entirely new
way of psychological experimentation, an outgrowth
from the problems of these early experiments.

Wundt was not the first researcher to study reaction
times. Early nineteenth-century astronomers, for
instance, had continually encountered the phenomenon
of the human factor in their quest to gain increasingly
accurate simultaneous measurements of position and
time for certain celestial events. This human factor
would often cause variations of as much as a half-second.
Wundt was curious about that difference—enough so
that he wanted to explain why such differences existed
and provide some standard measurement of reaction
times. Thirteen years before he opened his laboratory at
Leipzig in 1879, Wundt was credited for his discovery
that the “observed time of a reaction was significantly
greater than the time required for a nervous impulse to
travel from sense organ to the brain plus that required to
travel back to the reacting muscle,” one biographer
observed. That meant the central nervous processes were
consuming a lot of the reaction time. Wundt still had to
prove it with experimentation, however.

Wundt’s instruments and reaction-time experiments
A Swiss precision mechanic named Mathias Hipp
(1813–1901) developed a measuring instrument for
Swiss astronomer Adolph Hirsch (1813–93) who
wanted to measure, as one writer reported it, “the
speed of thought.” The chronoscope, which was a
highly precise time clock, could register time intervals
to the one–one-thousandth of a second. The instrument
remained a laboratory standard for 50 years. In addi-
tion to Hirsch, a Dutch psychologist named Franciscus
Cornelis Donders (1818–89) had devised the “subtrac-
tion method,” which utilized the instrument to deter-
mine the difference in reaction times from a simple
task to a more difficult task. Donders’ experiments
would help lead Wundt to measuring the focus of his
own research—conscious mental actions. The founda-
tion of his work would begin in the reaction-time
experiments. American psychologist James McKeen

Cattell, who worked in Leipzig on these experiments,
helped to clarify the crucial distinction between
psychometry and psychophysics in regard to these
experiments. In 1888, he wrote that, 

We are naturally glad to find it possible to apply
methods of measurement directly to consciousness;
there is no doubt but that the mental processes take
up time, and that this time can be determined. The
measurements thus obtained are not psychophysical,
as those which we have been recently considering,
but purely psychological.

Throughout his research and experimentation,
Wundt used a variety of instruments. Ten of those
instruments, or similar copies, are housed in the
Museum of Psychological Instrumentation at Montclair
State University in New Jersey. Edward J. Haupt has
copyrighted the captions that accompany their illustra-
tion; his basic descriptions are made available on the
Web site PsiCafe, published by the University of
Portland (Oregon) psychology department.

Those particular 10 instruments that are designated
as Wundtian, and described in Haupt’s words, are:

• Beat (making) apparatus—A drum rotated by
weights, and turned in a complete circle in four
seconds, with pins on the drum set in row at
different distances so that placing the contact on
the slider can select different time intervals and
thus different intervals between contact closures.

• Eye-motion detector—Demonstrates the action of
the extraocular muscles to move the eyeball.

• Pendulum apparatus—The tool of Wundt’s “com-
plication” experiment, with the subject required to
visually track the pointer moving across a large
dial; it was run with either a visual set or an audi-
tory set, and was a response to an auditory signal;
reaction time was longer with the visual set and
demonstrated Wundt’s “voluntary” action.

• Perimeter—Allowed the presentation of visual
stimuli in all parts of the visual field and at a
constant distance from the subject’s eye; was used
to examine visual field for defects and to plot
visual acuity and color acuity; an instrument
credited to have originated from Helmholtz.

• Rotary apparatus—The “improved” apparatus for
the complication experiment, as described in 1902
in one of the last issues of Philosophische Studien,
with Wundt observers puzzled by his emphasis of
the voluntarist or anti-mechanistic conclusions
due the fact that no other psychologist or scholar
seemed to be interested in that at the time.

• Sound interpreter (pulse generator)—Produced
pulse of a certain tone which came through a tube
to a rotating disk with 15 precisely-sized holes
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that each could be filled with a stopper; the speed
of the disk was calibrated through a rotation
counter; it was a measure of the auditory system.

• Wundt-style tachistoscope—Presented visual
stimulus for a very short adjustable exposure time
by using a gravity-operated falling shutter; the
onset of the shutter’s drop was controlled by a
solenoid, for vision experimentation.

• Wundt-style chronograph—Claimed time mea-
surements to one–one-thousandth of a second.

• Wundt-style kymograph for experimental plethys-
mography (measurement to record bodily func-
tions such as the velocity of heart rate, blood flow,
and breathing with subsequent changes in the size
of limbs and organs)—A soundless instrument up
to 100 mm/second in order to determine plethys-
mographic signal.

• Wundt-style stroboscope—Suitable for exact
psychological research, has eight image holders
mounted by spring-held clips on eight radial pipes
that can be place from 21 to 51 centimeters from
the central axis around which the images revolve.

Case studies
As mentioned above, Wundt did use Donders’

experiment with the subtraction method, but preferred
to do it by means of the Hipp chronoscope rather than
the chronograph when he set about his reaction-time
studies at Leipzig. Not only did he employ a technical
change, Wundt acted on a different concept as well.
He believed that a stricter definition between choice
and discrimination was vital.

Donders’ experiment According to one historian,
Donders’ experiments relied on “the assumption that
each part of the reaction (sensation, perception, discrim-
ination, choice, reaction movement) took a specific
amount of time.” Speech sounds were the stimulus and
the reactions, recorded on a chronograph that was made
up of a kymograph, or moving drum, with a tuning fork
that marked the drum with the regular vibrations. In this
method the differences of the time measurements would
be small. The first, or “a” reaction was the simple
response to the stimulus; the “b” reaction was that
involved with discrimination of the sensory functions,
followed by motor selection in telling the researcher
what choice had been made; and the “c” reaction held to
the discriminatory function but not the motor.

Only five syllables— possible examples would be
“ka, ke, ki, ko, ku,”—with particular choices of one of
those syllables would comprise a particular reaction.
In the case of the simple reaction, both the stimulus

and response was “ki;” for the “b” reaction, the stimu-
lus was any of the five syllables with the respondent
giving back that same syllable used in the stimulus; in
the “c” reaction, the stimulus was any of the five sylla-
bles but the respondent was told only to react if hearing
the sound of “ki.” The last choice indicated that the
response involved sensory discrimination but neither
motor selection nor choice.

The average reaction time of the results were:

• “a” reaction: 197 milliseconds

• “b” reaction: 285 milliseconds

• “c” reaction: 243 milliseconds

Wundt liked such quantitative results when exam-
ining mental processes. Buthe decided that the
Donders experiment needed an adjustment. He added
a “d” reaction—discrimination without choice. What
he was actually proposing here was a true psychologi-
cal experiment. It was a thought experiment with no
external measure as to when such a recognition would
occur. Wundt would define a whole new way of exper-
imental psychology with this. His techniques were
those of self-observation, inner observation, and inner
experience. Wundt held to a model for mental reaction
that had five parts.

The five parts were:

• sensation, the movement of the nerve impulse
from the sense organ into the brain

• perception, the entry of the signal into the field of
consciousness (Blickfeld des Bewuátseins)

• apperception, the entry of the signal into the focus
of attention (Blickpunkt des Aufmerksamkeits)

• act of will, in which the appropriate response
signal is released in the brain

• response movement, or more precisely, the move-
ment of the response signal from the brain to
where it initiates muscular movement

Steps one and five, Wundt suggested, were
purely psychological. The three middle steps were
psychosocial because they had both a physiological
and a psychic side. All five steps might be contained
in a mental reaction. While the middle steps could
not be measured, or timed separately, using the
subtraction method would provide estimates of the
times for apperception, and for an act of will, termed
“discrimination time” and “choice time,” respectively.
For such experimentation, the subjects involved had
to be trained in the self-observation that Wundt
required so that they could properly report these
psychic events.

Wundt’s first doctoral students conducted 
experiments using this method. They followed the
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discrimination reaction time as it was laid out in his
theory. One of the studies that used the visual stimuli
had respondents press a key when they perceived a
flash of light. Another reaction, the “d” reaction,
provided two different images that were suddenly illu-
minated in front of the subject: either a white circle on
black background, or a black circle on white back-
ground. As soon as the subject determined what was
displayed, he would press a key. The first illumination
triggered the Hip chronoscope to run, and pressing the
key stopped the dial. The time that elapsed was given
as the time of reaction. It is essential to note that
Wundt carried out these experiments with his doctoral
students Max Friedrich and Ernst Tischer. One acted
as the subject, another initiated the reaction, and the
third recorded the time. They took turns in different
roles. Wundt utilized this model that was representa-
tive of the method he preferred to use: a subject, an
experimenter, and an observer. The continued this
particular experiment until they received an extremely
short average time. It turned out to be similar to the
result found by Donders: a range of 132 milliseconds
(ms) to 226 ms. The “recognition” time added approx-
imately 50 ms, which was Friedrich’s average, to 
79 ms, which was Wundt’s. Using four different
colors, the recognition time increased—Tischer’s
average was 73 ms and Friedrich’s was 157 ms.

The results for the first experiment can be
summarized as:

• simple reaction: 132–226 ms

• discrimination, two stimuli: 50–79 ms longer

• discrimination, four stimuli: 73–157 ms longer

The results for the second experiment can be
summarized as:

• reaction with discrimination, but no choice:
185–303 ms

• simple choice—152–184 ms longer

• multiple choice—188–331 ms longer

Wundt’s experimental lab hosted hundreds of
experiments utilizing various methods. Even from the
initial experiments of the first doctoral students, prob-
lems had already arisen with some of Wundt’s early
theories. Tischer’s dissertation on the discrimination
of sounds, for instance, posed the already recognized
situation that auditory stimulus involved a much
shorter reaction time than visual. At times, the
discrimination time appeared to be zero, with the time
necessary to react to a sound stimulus the same as the
time necessary to react when the stimulus was “recog-
nized.” Kraepelin revealed in his article, also in the
first volume of Philosophische Studien, that discrimi-
nation time was particularly unreliable when the

subject was influenced by drugs or alcohol. The
American student Cattell, who had once been a
devoted follower of Wundt, initially brought many
improvements to the theory in his reaction-time exper-
iments, only to abandon the pursuit later. His mea-
surements lessened reaction times to such a degree
that he was having a hard time keeping enough slack
time to distinguish accurate discrimination time.
Another student, Gustav Berger, shared the distrust of
the “d” reaction, deciding that there was no definitive
method for determining false reactions or to say with
certainty that an apperception has occurred.

Wundt’s reaction-time experiments were met
with great interest in the first decade of his lab. By the
end of the second decade, however, that interest had
begun to wane and the experiments were rare. The
new trends started focusing on emotions, and behav-
ior theorists began to multiply. But by 1905, as was
evident by the publications in his second journal (then
known as the Psychologische Studien), the reaction-
time studies had become prominent again. Some of
them featured the sensory reaction that used the
subtraction method and incorporated Wundt’s theory
of emotions. As previously noted, Wundt’s assistant at
Leipzig, Wilhelm Wirth played a key role in bringing
reaction-time studies back into focus.

Relevance to modern readers
Due to the complexity of Wundt’s work, and the

sheer magnitude of it, the impact that it has on twenty-
first century humans might not be as quantifiable has
Wundt himself would have liked. Reaction-time
studies will certainly continue to shed the light on
research into human performance. Rather than as
Wundt used them, to test for his theories, modern
psychologists are more likely to continue using them
as a tool to understand human capabilities, or the chal-
lenges that face human potential.

Wundt did lay the groundwork for what modern
psychologists do and how they practice their science.
He has provided at least six generations of investiga-
tors into the human psyche with the solid basis for their
existence. The question remains whether Wundt
contributed anything more than historical value with
regard to relevance for the modern student. One histo-
rian attempted to answer that question by commenting:

prejudging the value of what history has led to always
results in bad history. It also results in redundant
history; for if the past merely represent imperfect
stages along the path to the achievements of the
present, why bother with it? But if we suspend judg-
ment on whether the path taken by the majority was the
right one or the wrong one, or more likely something in
between, then the work of those who, like Wundt, took
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another path becomes much more interesting. For it is
possible that it may open up perspectives that have
been closed off by the biases of the present.

In fact, Wundt has provided all humans with a
method by which to continue to examine themselves,
and the state of their consciousness. In the early
twenty-first century, the issue of dementia—usually
appearing in the form of Alzheimer’s disease—haunts

medical and psychological research. Americans and
other members of modern cultures throughout the
world have a lifespan longer than any in the history of
humankind; thus, the incidence of Alzheimer’s
disease is increasing rapidly. As researchers work furi-
ously to uncover the mystery of a genetic link, those
who work daily with those who have the disease face
another issue: What sort of communication is possible
as the patient retreats further into a vacant memory?
Some research has begun to show that the sensations
such as sound and touch, as well as visual stimuli of
lights, can often spark some memory. A response such
as the squeeze of a hand could give recognition to
someone outside the patient’s own confused mental
state. Wundtian psychology represents the underlying
strength than can motivate research in such areas as
Alzheimer’s, or even in studying the recovery from
strokes or other “accidents” of the brain as well as
other forms of mental illness.

Understanding Wundt’s premise for glimpsing
the human mind serves as a vital lesson. Opportunities
for scientific discoveries must continually expand. No
matter what the cause or reason, human sensations
remain as relevant in the modern world as they did for
Wundt in the laboratory. Wundt offers the experience
that what is known about humans provides enough of
a mystery for several lifetimes of research.
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CHRONOLOGY
1832: Born in Neckarau, Baden, Germany, outside of

Leipzig, on August 16.

1856: Receives a medical degree from the University
of Heidelberg.

1857: Begins a seven-year position as lecturer in physi-
ology at Heidelberg. During this time, serves as an
assistant to renowned psychologist, physicist, 
and physiological psychologist Hermann von
Helmholtz who arrived at Heidelberg in 1858.

1864: Appointed associate professor in physiology at
University of Heidelberg.

1872: Marries Sophie Mau.

1873–74: Publishes first edition of Principles of
Psychology.

1874: Appointed fellow professor of philosophy at
Zurich University.

1875: Appointed one of two fellow professors at
Leipzig University, focusing on practical-scien-
tific theories.

1879: Establishes the laboratory for experimental
psychology.

1883–84: Wundt’s laboratory receives official status
at Leipzig as an institution of its department of
philosophy.

1896: Publishes Outlines of Psychology.

1900–20: Publishes Volkerpsychologie (Folk Psy-
chology). 10 volumes.

1920: Publishes autobiography entitled Erlebtes und
Erkanntes.

1896: Dies in Groábothen, German, near Leipzig,
August 31.
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BRIEF OVERVIEW
Robert Mearns Yerkes was a leading figure in

comparative psychology, a branch of psychology that
studies animal behavior and often makes comparisons
from species to species. The ultimate goal is to find
general principles that may sometimes shed light on
human behavior. Yerkes published several books on
the subject. Among them was The Great Apes: A
Study of Anthropoid Life, an influential book he coau-
thored with his wife, Ada Watterson Yerkes. He also
started the first U.S. scientific journal devoted solely
to the study of animal behavior. In 1929, Yerkes
founded the Yale Laboratories of Primate Biology, the
first laboratory for nonhuman primate research in 
the United States. The laboratory was later renamed
the Yerkes National Primate Research Center.

Early in his career as an animal researcher, Yerkes
also worked with John Dodson to develop the Yerkes-
Dodson law. This law originally related the strength
of a stimulus to the speed of avoidance learning in
mice. It has since been used, however, to explain the
effect of arousal on human performance. The basic
idea is that there is an optimal level of arousal for the
best performance on any task, and this level depends
upon the task’s difficulty.

In addition, Yerkes played a major role in the rise
of human intelligence testing. During World War I, he
headed a committee that developed the first group
intelligence tests, which were used to assess Army
recruits. These tests, known as the Army Alpha and

1876–1956

AMERICAN COMPARATIVE PSYCHOLOGIST,
RESEARCHER
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Beta tests, captured the public’s interest. After the
war, when Yerkes and others promoted the use of
group tests in the general population, they found a
ready market. Their tests became the forerunners of
standardized tests such as the SAT.

The Alpha and Beta tests had been given to some
1,750,000 Army recruits during the war. Afterward,
this huge trove of data was studied intensely. Yerkes’s
own analyses led him to controversial conclusions
about apparent racial and ethnic differences in intelli-
gence. They also raised alarms about a supposed
decline in the nation’s brainpower. These conclusions
have since been refuted on several grounds; at the
time, however, they fueled much social debate and
helped lead to laws limiting immigration.

BIOGRAPHY
In an autobiographical essay written in middle age,

Yerkes recalled that he had been a “moody, strong-
willed, unsuggestible child, difficult to control.”
Throughout Yerkes’s career, a stubborn streak in his
personality sometimes led to conflicts with other scien-
tists. Yet it also gave him the tenacity to hold onto his

dream of building a primate research center, where both
his name and his scientific legacy live on to this day.

Early life
Yerkes was born on May 26, 1876, in Breadysville,

Pennsylvania. He was the oldest child of Silas Marshall
Yerkes and Susanna Addis Carrell Yerkes. Growing up
on a farm, he developed a lasting interest in the domes-
ticated and wild animals that were all around him:
cows, horses, mules, sheep, hogs, chickens, turkeys,
ducks, pigeons, rabbits, dogs, cats, rats, mice, snakes.
The bond Yerkes probably felt such a strong bond with
these creatures in part because of his lack of human
playmates. His sister, born four years after Yerkes, had
died at the age of three from scarlet fever. His other
sister and two brothers were even younger, so Yerkes
spent much of his time playing alone.

Yerkes, stricken with scarlet fever at the same
time as his sister, only narrowly escaped her fate. The
family’s doctor was an older cousin, whose caretak-
ing of Yerkes during the crisis made a deep impres-
sion on him. As he later wrote in an autobiographical
essay, “Ever since, in my daydreams, I have imagined
myself as physician, surgeon, or, in other guise, alle-
viator of human suffering.” Yerkes set his sights on
becoming a doctor.

In the essay, Yerkes described his mother as “a
woman of rare sweetness of disposition and unusual
ability” as well as the most important influence in his
early life. His father was a different matter, however.
Yerkes later recalled that he and his father “had little
in common intellectually, and more often than not we
disagreed in practical matters.” This tension was just
heightened by the fact that the father wanted his sons
to stay on the farm, while Yerkes had big dreams of a
medical education.

Nevertheless, Yerkes’s formal education got off
to a slow start. When he first began attending the local
country school at the age of eight, he was unable to
read well and too shy to make friends easily. Yerkes
soon adapted, however, and even found that he
enjoyed the lessons. He particularly liked “arithmetic
and algebra, because I found them stimulating, inter-
esting, game-like . . . and physiology and hygiene,
because their objectives, information, and principles
impressed me as particularly important.”

Yerkes attended the ungraded local school for
seven years. At age 15, he and a cousin were sent to
the West Chester State Normal School, a school for
training teachers. This was Yerkes’s first experience
with living away from home and his introduction to
higher education. He planned to study at the normal

Robert Yerkes. (Courtesy of the Library of Congress.)



leader in applied psychology, which looks for practical
uses for psychology in settings such as business, indus-
try, health care, education, and government. Applied
psychology later became an interest for Yerkes, too,
when he set out to solve practical problems with intel-
ligence tests. Another professor was biologist Charles
Davenport, a leader in the eugenics movement, which
held that the human race could be improved through
selective breeding. Like Davenport, Yerkes later
became an outspoken supporter of eugenics.

Harvard University
In 1902, Yerkes received his Ph.D. in psychology,

along with an offer to stay on at Harvard as an 
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school, then transfer to the Jefferson Medical College
of Philadelphia. After only a few months, however,
Yerkes found himself back home. The family was
having trouble paying for his education. There were
heavy debts on the farm and three younger children to
feed and clothe.

College years
At this point, a kindly uncle came to his rescue.

The uncle was a homeopathic physician in Collegeville,
Pennsylvania, home of Ursinus College. He offered
Yerkes a chance to earn his way through college by
doing chores around the uncle’s house and stable.
Yerkes jumped at the opportunity. In 1892, he entered
Ursinus Academy, a preparatory school where he
studied ancient languages. A year later, he was admitted
to the college program.

At Ursinus College, Yerkes majored in chemistry
and biology. He also took pre-med classes in human
anatomy and physiology. In addition, he performed
the chores at his uncle’s house. Despite the busy
schedule, however, Yerkes later remembered this as a
happy time. He also never forgot the generosity of his
uncle, describing him as “a wise, broad-minded,
generous gentleman, a beloved physician, and a
staunch, dependable friend.”

In 1897, Yerkes graduated from Ursinus College.
His plan all along had been to go straight to medical
school after graduation. Once again, however, fate
intervened. Yerkes was unexpectedly offered a loan of
$1,000 to do graduate work in psychology, biology,
and philosophy at Harvard University. At age 21, he
made a decision that shaped his whole future when he
chose to attend graduate school at Harvard instead of
medical school in Philadelphia. As he recalled, 

Readily I convinced myself that I was young to enter
medical school and might better devote at least a year
to special work in Harvard before completing my
medical training. It was my earnest desire to work
with pre-eminently able investigators and teachers.

That fall, Yerkes entered Harvard, although not as
a graduate student. Instead, he first had to take some
undergraduate classes and prove his fitness for gradu-
ate study. In 1898, he was awarded the A.B. degree and
granted graduate status. Yerkes by this point already
knew that he was keenly interested in both psychology
and zoology. He decided to combine these interests by
studying the new field of comparative psychology.
Encouraged by his teachers, he set his sights on a
psychology degree rather than a medical one.

At least two professors, who became Yerkes’s
colleagues and friends, had a lasting influence on him
during his student days. One was Hugo Münsterberg, a
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instructor. There was just one catch: The job, which
involved both teaching comparative psychology and
doing research, did not pay well. Yerkes had borrowed
heavily to finance his education, so taking the job would
be a hardship. When asked by Münsterberg whether he
could afford to accept the position, Yerkes later recalled
that his response was, “No, but I shall, nevertheless.”
Yerkes taught at Harvard for the next 15 years, first as
an instructor, and then as an assistant professor.

While at Harvard, Yerkes married botanist Ada
Watterson. Their two children, Roberta and David,
were born during this period as well. Years later, Ada
teamed up with her husband to write The Great Apes,
which proved to be one of Yerkes’s most important
books. In an autobiographical essay penned around the
same time as the book, Yerkes noted that his marriage
to Ada had “perfectly blended our lives and incalcula-
bly increased our professional and social usefulness.”

Yerkes’s early animal research addressed such
topics as sensory function, instinctive behavior, learn-
ing, and problem solving. In 1907, Yerkes published a
classic book titled The Dancing Mouse: A Study in
Animal Behavior, in which he explored the genetics
and behavior of mutant house mice. The next year,
Yerkes and Dodson coauthored a paper that presented
what became known as the Yerkes-Dodson law. In
1911, Yerkes founded the Journal of Animal Behavior,
the first U.S. journal devoted specifically to animal
behavior research.

That same year, Yerkes bought a farm in Franklin,
New Hampshire, which he planned to use as both a
summer home and a location for studying primates.
During 1914–15, he also studied primate behavior on
an estate in Montecito, California. In 1916, he
published an article in the journal Science, in which
he made the case for establishing a laboratory espe-
cially for this type of research.

Yet, despite these successes, he faced several
challenges. Research in comparative psychology was
seen as a low priority at Harvard. Yerkes was advised
to switch to educational psychology if he wanted to
get ahead. Although he later claimed that he had disre-
garded the advice, he did begin to venture into areas
outside animal behavior. Among other things, he
wrote a psychology textbook and coauthored a book
about self-psychology.

In 1913, Yerkes started working half-time as a
psychologist in the Psychopathic Department at
Boston State Hospital. While at the hospital, Yerkes
became aware of the urgent need for practical tests
that could be used to assess the mental abilities of
patients. Here was a problem that combined aspects of
both educational and applied psychology.

The Binet-Simon scale, the first useful test of intel-
ligence, had recently been imported to the United States
from France. In its original form, the test assessed intel-
ligence in terms of age levels. Other researchers had
suggested that the results could be turned into a score
called an intelligence quotient (IQ), which involved
dividing mental age by chronological age. Yerkes and
his colleagues at the hospital devised their own method
for converting the test into a point scale. Using this
method, the test could now be scored simply by tabulat-
ing the number of points earned on a wide range of
items. Their method removed the need to link results to
the subject’s age.

By 1917, Yerkes had built a reputation solid
enough to get himself elected as president of the
American Psychological Association (APA). Still,
Harvard declined to promote him to a position as full
professor. When the University of Minnesota asked
him to head up the psychology department there,
Yerkes accepted. As soon as Yerkes made plans to
move to Minnesota, however, he got sidetracked by
America’s entry into World War I.

World War I
When the United States entered the war, Yerkes

was 40 years old. He was eager both to serve his
country and to advance his career. Beyond that,
however, he also wanted to show the nation just how
valuable the young science of psychology could be. As
APA president, he convinced the association’s council
to form 12 committees that would explore possible
military applications for psychology. Yerkes named
himself head of the committee that was charged with
studying possible applications of intelligence testing.

To form his committee, Yerkes called on all the
top U.S. intelligence testers of the day. They included
Henry Goddard, who had introduced the Binet-Simon
scale to the United States, and Lewis Terman, who had
just developed an Americanized version of the scale
called the Stanford-Binet. From the outset, Yerkes had
big ambitions. He aimed to greatly expand intelli-
gence test methods within a very short period of time.

The first version of the Binet-Simon scale had
been published by French psychologist Alfred Binet
and his associate, Théodore Simon, in 1905. Binet’s
original goal for the scale was relatively modest and
very practical: He wanted to identify mentally
retarded schoolchildren who might benefit from
special education programs. The test was designed
specifically for children, and it was meant to be given
on an individual basis.

Any test Yerkes devised for the military would
have to differ from this model in several key ways.

R o b e r t  M e a r n s  Y e r k e s

P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s4 7 6



First, it would have to be designed for adults rather
than children. Second, given the huge number of
recruits, it would need to be given in a group rather
than individually. Third, Yerkes was not satisfied with
the idea of a test that would merely weed out mentally
unfit recruits. Instead, he wanted to develop a test that
could also identify those recruits with superior ability
who might make good officers.

Yerkes managed to convince the U.S. Army to
give his idea a try. His committee quickly put together
two prototype tests: one for recruits who could read
English, and another for those who could not. Results
from a trial on 80,000 men were promising enough that
the Army authorized testing of all new recruits by the
beginning of 1918. Yerkes told the newspapers that
psychology was now in a position to help win the war.

The tests were promptly revised and renamed
Army Alpha, for literate recruits, and Army Beta, for
illiterate ones. Soon, the tests were being given at a rate
of 200,000 per month. By the war’s end in November
1918, about 1,750,000 men had taken one of the tests—
an incredible logistical feat. Many corners had been cut
to accomplish this feat, however, rendering the data of
questionable value. In addition, the trial period had
been too brief to draw any firm conclusions about the
usefulness of the test. Army commanders themselves
were divided in their opinions. Nevertheless, Yerkes
had succeeded in placing group intelligence testing 
on the map.

National Research Council
Yerkes had been elected to membership in the

National Research Council in 1917. After the war, he
had to choose between working with the council in
Washington, DC, or belatedly assuming his post at the
University of Minnesota. Yerkes chose the National
Research Council, in part because he wanted to
oversee publication of a lengthy report about the
wartime testing program. Beyond that, however, he
hoped that taking this job would help him to find
financial support for a long-time dream: to establish a
laboratory for studying nonhuman primates. No such
lab existed in the United States at the time, yet Yerkes
was determined to see his dream become a reality.

First, though, he would have to attend to several
other projects for the council. Yerkes founded and
chaired the Committee on Scientific Problems of
Human Migration. At the same time, he chaired the
Committee for Research in Problems of Sex. In 1921,
Yerkes also served as editor for a massive report titled
“Psychological Examining in the United States
Army,” which detailed findings from the Army Alpha
and Beta tests.

Yerkes never lost sight of his goal of doing
primate research, however. In 1923, he began raising
two apes in his home. Chim was later recognized as a
bonobo, which resembles a chimpanzee but is more
slender, while Panzee was a common chimpanzee.
Yerkes described his research on the pair in a book
titled Chimpanzee Intelligence and Its Vocal
Expressions. The following year, Yerkes spent the
summer in Havana, Cuba, where he was able to
observe a large primate colony. This work led to yet
another book, titled Almost Human.

Yale Laboratories of Primate Biology
In 1924, Yerkes returned to the academic world.

He joined the faculty at Yale University as a professor
of psychobiology, the study of mental functions and
behavior in relation to other biological processes. In
1925, he received funding for four years of primate
research in New Haven, Connecticut, the home of
Yale. While this was certainly a step in the right direc-
tion, Yerkes continued to push for a primate research
center located in a warmer clime. Finally, in 1929, the
Rockefeller Foundation provided the funds he needed
to set up the Yale Laboratories of Primate Biology in
Orange Park, Florida, not far from Jacksonville.

Yerkes had been waiting for such an opportunity
all of his professional life. Building and running the
facility would prove to be huge undertakings,
however. These duties kept Yerkes so busy, in fact,
that he had relatively little time to do research of his
own. According to Donald Dewsbury, a comparative
psychologist who has studied the history of the field,
Yerkes’s most fundamental accomplishment during
this time may have been “the demonstration that
chimpanzees could be kept successfully, bred, and
studied in captivity. Much later progress was possible
only because Yerkes invested heavily in housekeeping
and developing methods of keeping and caring for
chimpanzees.”

Yerkes served as director of the laboratory until
1941. Although he was often preoccupied with admin-
istrative tasks, other researchers made good use of the
facility. Nearly 200 articles from research conducted
at the laboratory were published while Yerkes was
director there. The most notable studies covered topics
such as the role of the brain’s frontal lobe, by Carlyle
Jacobsen; learning, by Kenneth Spence; morphine
addiction, by Shirley Spragg; and mating behavior in
chimpanzees, by Yerkes and James Elder.

Yerkes’s time at the laboratory was not without
controversy, however. As 1939, the renewal date for
the Rockefeller Foundation grant approached, the
foundation asked several leading scientists to review
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the laboratory’s progress. The reviewers issued a report
that criticized many of the laboratory’s policies and
practices. First, the foundation had wanted to make
sure that researchers from around the country had
ready access to the facility. Yerkes preferred to rely on
permanent staff, however; many of the reviewers saw
this as a sign that he wanted to control the research
done there. Second, the scientists took issue with
Yerkes’s insistence on using the facility to study chim-
panzees, which are classified as apes. Chimpanzees are
closer relatives of humans than monkeys, but they are
also rather difficult to study in captivity. The reviewers
felt that monkeys would have been less expensive to
raise and equally appropriate for many research
purposes. Third, they cited Yerkes’s style of observa-
tional research, which was out of vogue at the time. In
addition, some reviewers were offended by Yerkes’s
personal style, especially what they interpreted as his
need to dominate others.

Eventually, the Rockefeller Foundation did renew
its funding, but with a decreasing budget each year.
Just when it looked as though the laboratory’s days
might be numbered, the dean of the Yale Medical
School worked out a deal to save the facility. Part of
the deal, however, was that Yerkes would retire.
Yerkes, who was in his sixties, realized that he had no
choice but to comply. Upon his retirement in 1941,

Yale renamed the facility the Yerkes Laboratory of
Primate Biology in his honor.

After Yerkes’s death, Yale officials decided that
the long distance between the university and the
Florida laboratory did not allow for the best use of the
facility. Emory University, located in Atlanta, took
over ownership of the lab. In 1965, the facility was
moved to the Emory campus. In 2002, the facility was
renamed once again as the Yerkes National Primate
Research Center. Today, it is one of eight national
primate research centers funded, in part, by the
National Center for Research Resources of the
National Institutes of Health.

Life after Yale
In 1944, Yerkes also retired from his position as

professor at Yale University. The next several years were
spent working on an autobiographical book, which he
called “The Scientific Way.” Unfortunately, the 425-
page manuscript was rejected by several publishers,
including Yale University Press, where his daughter
Roberta was an editor. The book was never published.

Despite this final setback, Yerkes was able to look
back over a long and highly productive career. He had
received numerous honors, including honorary
degrees from Ursinus College and Wesleyan

Robert Yerkes with young chimps. (Archives of the History of American Psychology—The University of Akron. Reproduced by permission.)



University and the Gold Medal of the New York
Zoological Society. He had also been elected to the
National Academy of Sciences, and he had served as
president of the American Society of Naturalists.
Yerkes died of a heart attack on February 3, 1956, at
the age of 79.

THEORIES
In a 1996 article, Dewsbury wrote that Yerkes

was “arguably the most important comparative
psychologist and psychobiologist of the [twentieth]
century.” Yerkes is, first and foremost, remembered
for his success in establishing the study of nonhuman
primates as a field of scientific research. He also made
other important contributions to psychology, however,
two of which are the Yerkes-Dodson law and major
advances in intelligence testing.

Yerkes-Dodson law
Main points The Yerkes-Dodson law, as originally
stated, relates the strength of a stimulus to the speed
of avoidance learning. In their research with mice,
Yerkes and Dodson used three levels of task difficulty:
easy, medium, and hard. They also used three levels of
stimulus strength: weak, intermediate, or strong. They
found that, if the task was easy, it was learned most
quickly when the stimulus was strong. If the task was
difficult, however, it was learned most readily when
the stimulus was weak.

Specifically, the mice in Yerkes and Dodson’s
experiment were placed in specially designed boxes.
Soon, the mice became cornered; in order to escape,
they had to choose between entering either a black
passageway or a white one. If they chose the white
passageway, they were always allowed to pass
through, and they would return to a roomier nest box.
If they attempted to enter the black passageway,
however, they would always receive an unpleasant
electric shock. In this case, then, the stimulus varied
with the strength of the shock, and the task difficulty
varied depending on how much the two passageways
differed from one another in brightness. Each mouse
was tested a number of times. The researchers then
measured how quickly the mice learned to pick the
white passageway every time.

If it was easy to tell the difference between the two
passageways, the mice learned to avoid the shock most
quickly when the shock was strong. If it was hard to tell
the difference, however, they learned fastest when the
shock was weak. Yerkes and Dodson concluded that
“the relation of the strength of electrical stimulus to

rapidity of learning or habit-formation depends upon the
difficultness of the habit, or, in the case of our experi-
ments, upon the conditions of visual discrimination.”

Explanation Yerkes and Dodson’s findings lan-
guished in relative obscurity for several decades. In the
1950s, however, psychologists introduced the concept
of general arousal. They noted that the relationship
between arousal and performance tends to take the
shape of an upside-down U. A certain amount of arousal
is thought to produce the best performance; too much or
too little arousal, on the other hand, is detrimental.

Proponents held that the optimal level of arousal
varies depending on the difficulty of the task at hand.
The level tends to be relatively high for easy tasks and
low for difficult ones. Some researchers pointed to
Yerkes and Dodson’s research as an early demonstra-
tion of this principle. It is certainly possible to see
getting an electric shock as something that might lead
to general arousal. Yerkes and Dodson, however,
never used the term arousal in their writings; psychol-
ogists applied it to their findings many years later.

Researchers have since tried to study arousal
theory in a wide variety of ways. “Arousal” has been
correlated with the level of electric shock, threats,
incentives, and even as the amount of caffeine in
someone’s system. Not surprisingly, these diverse
studies have yielded mixed results. Some have found
the predicted effect on performance, but others have
not. Many psychologists now believe that the concept
of general arousal is overly broad, since it fails to
distinguish between such states as stress, anxiety, fear,
motivation, and attention. This limitation does not
necessarily reflect poorly on the Yerkes-Dodson law,
however. The law can still be taken the way Yerkes
and Dodson intended: simply as a description of the
relationship between the strength of a stimulus and the
speed of avoidance learning.

Examples Over the years, researchers have tried to
use arousal theory to predict people’s performance on
many kinds of tasks. One example is eyewitness
memory. Using the modern restatement of the Yerkes-
Dodson law, many researchers have predicted that an
increase in emotional arousal from low to moderate
levels should improve memory. If arousal increases
even more, however, going from moderate to high,
memory should start to decline again. This prediction
raises an interesting question: Does arousal theory
mean that eyewitness testimony is unreliable in situa-
tions where emotions run high, such as when someone
is the victim of a violent crime or involved in a terrify-
ing car crash?
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It might seem logical that high emotion would inter-
fere with memory, but research has shown that this is not
necessarily the case. In fact, studies have found that
people often remember the details of very emotionally-
charged events quite well. While there may indeed be
some differences in how emotional events are remem-
bered, the relationship between emotion and memory
seems to be more complex than previously thought. It
appears to depend on a host of factors, including the
nature of the event, the type of details being recalled, the
amount of time that has passed, and whether or not 
there are any cues to jog the person’s memory. Overall,
there is little reason to believe that emotional arousal
automatically impairs the ability to store a memory.

Intelligence testing
Main points Most of Yerkes’s research was done in
animals. A detour from this path, however, led to a
lasting achievement: the development of the first tests
of mental ability designed to be given to large groups
of people. This accomplishment paved the way for the
mass intelligence testing that is still a very common
practice in American schools.

America’s entry into World War I was a turning
point, not only for the nation, but also for psychology.
In The Mismeasure of Man, American paleontologist
and author Stephen Jay Gould noted that Yerkes

was a superb organizer, and an eloquent promotor of
his profession. Yet psychology still wallowed in its
reputation as a “soft” science, if a science at all.
Some colleges did not acknowledge its existence;
others ranked it among the humanities and placed
psychologists in departments of philosophy.

Yerkes wanted to show that psychology could be not
only practical, but also as rigorous as chemistry or
physics. The new field of intelligence testing seemed
to be a fast track to both of these goals.

Yerkes had some background in the field. He and
his colleagues had just devised a method for converting
the Binet-Simon test into a point scale. He also bene-
fited from the assistance of several leading experts on
intelligence testing. Nevertheless, the task he took on
was Herculean. In very short order, he and his commit-
tee devised two new tests for use with Army recruits.
Unlike previous intelligence tests, these assessments
would be given to large groups of men at one time,
rather than to each person individually.

The Alpha test was designed for men who could
read and write. It included arithmetic problems, word
pairs to be rated as synonyms or antonyms, number
sequences to be completed, scrambled sentences to be
unscrambled, analogies, and multiple-choice questions
that drew on general knowledge or “common sense.”

The Beta test, in contrast, was intended for men who
could not read and write English. This group included
not only recruits with learning problems, but also recent
immigrants and those with a limited education. Men
who took the Beta test were asked to trace the path
through mazes, find the missing element in pictures,
imagine how pictured shapes might be fitted together,
and substitute symbols for numbers in a code. Each test
took less than an hour to complete and could be given
to a large group all at once.

Test scores were reported using letter grades from
A to E, including pluses and minuses. The grade of A
was said to indicate “a high officer type when backed
up by other necessary qualities.” B indicated “splen-
did sergeant material,” and C indicated a “good private
type.” On the other hand, men who scored D, while
usually fair soldiers, were thought to be unsuited for
tasks requiring much skill, planning, or alertness.
Those whose scored E were deemed unfit for regular
Army service.

The tests had been cobbled together very quickly,
with little time for refining the tasks and procedures.
The rushed development may well have reduced the
tests’ accuracy and reliability. Aware of this problem,
Yerkes and his colleagues said that men who received
low scores on the Alpha test should be retested on the
Beta. Those who got low scores on the Beta should be
retested using an individual intelligence test. When this
policy was followed, test scores tended to rise on each
retesting. Given the realities of wartime mobilization,
however, the policy was ignored more often than not.
Most men were hurried through a single testing session,
the results of which stayed with them for the rest of
their military careers.

It is unclear just how much the Army actually
relied on Yerkes’s tests. There seems to have been some
skepticism about the results. There also was some
resentment of the testing program, which took up valu-
able space and time. According to Gould, “Yerkes’s
corps encountered hostility in some camps; in others,
they suffered a penalty in many ways more painful:
they were treated politely, given appropriate facilities,
and then ignored.” In addition, a second Army testing
program headed by psychologist Walter Dill Scott
divided the available resources. Some observers
claimed that Scott’s program was more useful.

Explanation In the decades since the war, Yerkes’s
testing methods have continued to draw criticism. For
one thing, several items on his tests seemed to be
biased toward members of the majority American
culture. Men taking the Alpha test were expected to
know that Overland cars were made in Toledo, Crisco
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was a food product, and Christy Mathewson was a
famous baseball player. Those taking the Beta test
were asked to notice the missing details in pictures of
a tennis court, a person bowling, and a phonograph.
Clearly, anyone from outside mainstream, middle-
class America might have been at an unfair disadvan-
tage on such items.

Another problem was the difference in the way
directions were given for the Alpha and Beta tests. Men
taking the Alpha test were given a clear verbal explana-
tion about the purpose of the testing. Relatively
complete written directions were also printed on the
Alpha test forms. In contrast, men taking the Beta test
were told nothing about test’s purpose. The directions
for various tasks were barked out in very brief
commands. The intent was to overcome the language
barrier for recent immigrants. The real effect, however,
was probably that many recruits felt totally bewildered.

The instruction manual for the tests was quite
detailed. As a result, it is possible to very closely
reconstruct the suggested test procedures. The clipped
commands and gestures used when giving the Beta test
sometimes seem to border on slapstick. For example,
Gould has cited these instructions given for a picture
completion task: “ ‘This is test 6 here. Look. A lot of
pictures.’ After everyone has found the place, ‘Now
watch.’ Examiner points to hand and says to demon-
strator, ‘Fix it.’ Demonstrator does nothing, but looks
puzzled. Examiner points to the picture of the hand,
and then to the place where the finger is missing and
says to the demonstrator, ‘Fix it; fix it.’ Demonstrator
then draws in finger. Examiner says, ‘That’s right . . .’”
After a few more demonstrations, the examiner says,
“‘All right. Go ahead. Hurry up!’ During the course of
this test the orderlies walk around the room and locate
individuals who are doing nothing, point to their pages
and say, ‘Fix it. Fix them.’” After three minutes, the
examiner announces that time is up.

While the Beta test did not require reading, it did
require the ability to use a pencil and a knowledge of
numbers. For people with no formal education, these
requirements were often a big hurdle. In addition,
different Army camps seemed to use different criteria
for deciding which men would take the Alpha test and
which would take the Beta. Finally, although the
Army was supposed to provide an adequate building
at each camp for the testing, this was not always real-
istic. Often, the tests wound up being given in
cramped rooms in which the men sitting in the back
had difficulty seeing or hearing the examiner.

It seems likely that many recruits did not perform
their best under such stressful conditions. To demon-
strate this point, Gould tried giving the Beta test to a

modern group of 53 students at Harvard University. He
stuck to Yerkes’s procedure as closely as possible. These
students had a couple of advantages over the World War
I recruits, however: They knew what was happening,
and they did not have the pressure of real-life conse-
quences riding on their results. Nevertheless, more than
10% of students from one of the world’s leading univer-
sities scored just a C, meaning they would have been
seen as mentally fit for no higher a rank than private.

For actual World War I soldiers, scores on both
the Alpha and Beta tests did tend to agree overall with
officers’ ratings of their men’s intelligence. There was
also a lower but still moderate association between
test scores and actual military performance. What is
true for a whole group of men, however, is not neces-
sarily so for any particular individual. The tests proba-
bly underrated the intelligence of many men who
simply did not understand what was expected of them.
In general, the tests seem to have been most accurate
for literate, native-born Americans.

The end of the war brought Yerkes’s testing
program to an abrupt halt. Yerkes claimed that his test
had helped to win the war, but not everyone agreed.
Some critics argued that there were too many flaws in
the tests for the results to be meaningful. But while the
tests may not have won the war, they certainly helped
Yerkes score a victory. If nothing else, he had intro-
duced the idea of intelligence testing on a large scale.

Examples After the war, Yerkes began to sort
through the mountain of data that had been collected.
He soon reached some questionable conclusions that
led to much public debate. The first dealt with the
average mental age for Army recruits; Yerkes claimed
it was shockingly low: just over age 13. This mental
age was thought to be barely above the cutoff for mild
mental retardation. The supposed decline in national
intelligence became a rallying cry for eugenicists.
They argued that the nation’s declining intelligence
was due to unfettered breeding by the poor, the feeble-
minded, non-whites, and immigrants. It became all
too easy to twist such “science” into bigotry.

Of course, Yerkes himself might have helped to set
the record straight. He could have pointed out that prob-
lems with the hastily thrown-together tests could have
led to faulty data. In fact, there were clear signs that this
was true. For example, an unusually large number of
men scored zero on parts of the Army intelligence tests,
indicating that they simply did not understand the
instructions.

Instead, Yerkes adopted the eugenicist view.
Gould quotes Yerkes as saying that an average mental
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age of 13 only confirmed “that the average man can
manage his affairs with only a moderate degree of
prudence, can earn only a very modest living, and is
vastly better off when following directions than when
trying to plan for himself.” Furthermore, Yerkes
believed that this low level of intelligence was due to
genetics and therefore unchangeable. Trying to help
the average man improve his lot in life was just a
wasted effort. As Yerkes put it, “much of our effort to
change conditions is unintelligent because we have
not understood the nature of the average man.”

Yerkes reached two other controversial conclu-
sions. He noted that blacks and recent immigrants
tended to score lower on the Army intelligence tests
than native-born whites did. Once again, it might have
been sensible to conclude that the tests were biased
toward members of the majority culture. In fact, there
were strong hints that group differences in test scores
reflected differences in life experiences. For example,
there were many more black recruits than white ones
who had not attended school. Looking back, it seems
logical that social conditions—such as racial discrimi-
nation and poor conditions in black schools—may
have led to fewer educational opportunities for blacks.
Less education, in turn, probably hurt black recruits’
performance on the tests.

Yet Yerkes chose to put a eugenicist spin on the
numbers. He believed that less schooling among

blacks simply meant that they were not as inclined
toward education as whites. Critics such as Gould
have since noted that Yerkes ignored his own data on
this point. There were regional differences in school-
ing, with evidence of wider educational opportunities
for blacks in the northern states than in the southern
ones. In turn, black recruits from some northern states
tended to score higher on the Army tests than either
southern blacks or southern whites.

Some of Yerkes’s conclusions about the test scores
of recent immigrants now seem equally dubious. When
Yerkes broke down the test results by country of origin,
he found that recruits whose ancestors came from the
“Nordic” countries of northern Europe tended to score
higher than those of “Slavic” or “Latin” ancestry. This
finding suited the views of racial supremacists quite
well, since they believed in the superiority of Nordic
peoples. But Yerkes glossed over one key fact: Most
immigrants from the Slavic and Latin countries of
eastern and southern Europe had arrived in the United
States only recently. Many, therefore, did not speak
English well. In contrast, the main wave of immigra-
tion from northern Europe had passed years before.
Most recruits from those countries were already fluent
in English, an obvious advantage when taking the tests.

Yerkes also found that the average test scores for
foreign-born recruits rose the longer they had lived in
the United States. This result held true regardless of
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their country of origin. In hindsight, this seems to be a
clear sign that test scores were tied to people’s knowl-
edge of the English language and familiarity with
American culture. In other words, it was strong
evidence for an environmental influence on intelligence
test scores. Yerkes himself acknowledged the possibil-
ity when he wrote, “At best we can but leave for future
decision the question as to whether the differences [in
scores] represent a real difference in intelligence or an
artifact of the method of examination.”

Yet many eugenicists chose to see the same data as
evidence for a genetic difference in intelligence among
groups of people. They used this viewpoint to argue for
restrictions on immigration. Gould is one of many later
critics who have decried the eugenicists’ misuse of
scientific data. In The Mismeasure of Man, he wrote:

The army mental tests could have provided an
impetus for social reform . . . Again and again, the data
pointed to strong correlations between test scores and
the environment. Again and again, those who wrote
and administered the tests invented tortuous, ad hoc
explanations to preserve their hereditarian prejudices.

Comparative psychology
Main points Yerkes’s work on the Army intelli-
gence tests had considerable impact on society at
large. In the context of Yerkes’s career, however, this
work was really a sidelight. His main area of interest
was always comparative psychology. In this area,
Yerkes made his most important contributions to
science. Today, he is remembered mainly for his
research on nonhuman primates. Early in his career,
though, he also studied learning in mice, turtles, green
crabs, frogs, and crawfish.

Comparative psychology is a branch of psychol-
ogy that studies animal behavior and frequently makes
comparisons among species. Beyond that, however,
there have never been clear-cut boundary lines
between comparative psychology and other kinds of
animal research. In common practice, the study of
learning, motivation, and memory in animals—espe-
cially rats, monkeys, and pigeons—is now often cate-
gorized as experimental psychology. The study of
physiological aspects of behavior in humans and other

BIOGRAPHY:
Konrad Lorenz

Konrad Lorenz (1903–89), an Austrian naturalist,
was one of the founders of ethology. This field, which
has sometimes been described as the biological study
of behavior, sprang up in Europe in the first half of the
twentieth century. Its emphasis was on observing
animals in natural surroundings, although Lorenz
worked largely with captive animals.

Lorenz’s father was a physician who wanted his
son to follow in his footsteps. While young Lorenz
obediently earned a medical degree, he soon realized
that his true love was animals. He returned to school,
and in 1933, he received a Ph.D. in zoology from the
University of Vienna.

Soon thereafter, Lorenz began the work for which
he is best known. At his family’s home in Altenberg,
Austria, he spent summers studying the behavior of
greylag geese. Lorenz observed that the geese lived a
family existence that was in many ways similar to
human family life. Lorenz also identified the process
of imprinting, in which a young animal that is exposed
to a foster “mother” in place of its real mother during
a critical period in development will become attached

to the substitute. Lorenz raised goslings that, removed
from their real mother, accepted him as their mother
figure. The scientist was often seen walking down a
path or rowing a boat with a line of goslings following
behind. Lorenz also found that mallard ducklings
would imprint on him, but only if he squatted down
and quacked.

Lorenz theorized that animals have fixed-action
patterns, genetically programmed behavior patterns
that remain dormant until a specific stimulus triggers
them. In birds, fish, and insects, such critical behaviors
as courtship, nesting, and caring for the young are, to a
large extent, fixed-action patterns. In mammals, and
especially in humans, behavior is more modifiable and
dependent on learning. Nevertheless, Lorenz believed
that fixed-action patterns still play a role. In 1973,
Lorenz received the Nobel Prize in Physiology or
Medicine. He shared the prize with two other founders
of ethology: Nikolaas Tinbergen, a Dutch-born zoolo-
gist who helped develop the theory of fixed-action
patterns; and Karl von Frisch, an Austrian zoologist
who studied the communication system of bees.



animals is often categorized as physiological psychol-
ogy. Other kinds of psychological research on animal
behavior have traditionally fallen under the heading of
comparative psychology.

In the 1930s and 40s, ethology sprang up as
another new discipline. This closely related field also
studied animal behavior, but from a more biologically
oriented point of view. Ethologists tended to be
trained in zoology and based in Europe (see accompa-
nying sidebar). Their research—focused mainly on
birds, fish, and insects—was conducted in the field,
where they could observe animals in their natural
environment. Ethologists were typically focused on
studying instinctive behavior and the evolution of
behavioral patterns. Comparative psychologists, on
the other hand, tended to be trained in psychology and
based in North America. Their research—focused
mainly on mammals—was done in laboratories or
research centers, where the psychologists could
control experimental variables and gather data for
statistical analysis. Comparative psychologists were
often interested in developing general theories of
behavior and learning.

Yerkes played a big role in shaping the prevailing
view of what comparative psychology should be. He
always believed strongly in the importance of doing
experiments under controlled laboratory conditions.
He also believed however, that it was critical to under-
stand an animal’s natural habits and instincts.
Therefore, when ethology began to emerge as a new
field, Yerkes welcomed it enthusiastically.

For Yerkes, the study of animal behavior was only
a means to the end of understanding human psychology.
Over the years, he became fond of some of the chim-
panzees he studied. Yet for him, animals were always
just stand-ins for humans. He believed that any knowl-
edge gained from studying animals should be used to
serve humanity through better education and breeding—
a policy he referred to as “human engineering.”

Explanation Early in his career, Yerkes helped
break new ground in comparative and experimental
psychology. For example, his book The Dancing
Mouse: A Study in Animal Behavior was one of the
earliest studies of behavioral genetics. Yerkes also
studied sensory function, learning, and problem
solving in several species. In addition, he collaborated
with John B. Watson, the father of behaviorism, to
develop new methods for the study of color vision.
Later, he studied sexual, social, and maternal behavior
in primates. Beyond that, Yerkes was an extraordinary
organizer, administrator, and promoter of large-scale
research projects. In a book titled Comparative

Psychology in the Twentieth Century, Dewsbury
concluded that “no one made a more substantial or
more sustained contribution to comparative psychol-
ogy than Robert Mearns Yerkes.”

Yet Yerkes also had significant failings as a scien-
tist. His later research with chimpanzees, in particular,
was often colored by his personal biases—especially
his research on family groups and gender roles. For
example, Yerkes interpreted the social groups formed
by captive chimpanzees at the Yale research facility as
evidence of unchanging family bonds. Later
researchers studying chimps in the wild, however,
such as noted English zoologist Jane Goodall, have
found a different pattern. Under natural conditions,
chimpanzee clusters tend to break apart and then
regroup on a regular basis. This fact was not known
until after Yerkes’s time, however. Working without
benefit of such knowledge, Yerkes seems to have
imposed his own sense of family values onto what he
observed among the chimpanzees.

Yerkes’s opinions about gender roles also seem to
have affected his research. In experiments with chim-
panzees, Yerkes concluded that males were normally
dominant over their female partners. Males granted
special privilege to females during estrus, however,
the phase of the chimpanzee menstrual cycle when
females are most receptive to mating. Thus male
dominance was seen as natural, and any special 
privilege that a female might gain was bestowed on
her by the male only in return for sex.

Examples The studies that Yerkes conducted to
find this supposed effect have not held up well to
scientific scrutiny. In a so-called food chute test,
Yerkes put male-female chimpanzee pairs into a cage.
He then dropped pieces of banana into the cage
through a chute. The experimenter recorded which
chimpanzee got the food and observed how the
animals interacted. Yerkes reported that the males
usually got the food. When the females were in
estrus, however, the males allowed the females to
have the food. As Yerkes explained in his book
Chimpanzees: A Laboratory Colony:

The behavioral picture is clear-cut. A male who previ-
ously has completely controlled the situation and
taken the food time after time as if it were a matter of
course yields without protest, although possibly
somewhat reluctantly, to the female when, at the
beginning of genital swelling and willingness to mate,
she claims the food. Thereafter as long as she is sexu-
ally receptive and also acceptable to her mate, she
may if she so desires continue to control the food-
getting situation without competition or conflict. But
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the very day detumescence [the subsiding of genital
swelling] begins, the behavior of the males changes
. . .

Despite Yerkes’s claim, however, the results do not
seem to be clear-cut at all. Critics have pointed out
several weaknesses in the design and analysis of the
food-chute study. For one thing, Yerkes chose to use
menstrual cycles rather than pairs of chimpanzees as
his unit of statistical analysis. From a statistical point of
view, this choice was problematic. From a theoretical
point of view, it showed a tendency to see the animals
as interchangeable parts rather than distinct individuals.

An even bigger problem may have been the way
Yerkes tended to ignore any results that did not confirm
his ideas. Although Yerkes used several chimpanzee
pairs in his study, he focused mainly on the results
from one pair, Jack and Josie, who showed the
expected pattern in their relationship. Yerkes found
reasons to discount the findings from other pairs that
showed the relationship less definitely and completely.

Such selective use of data—using those results
that support the researcher’s hypothesis and throwing
out the rest—goes against the basic principles of
science. In a 1998 article, Dewsbury noted that some
modern primate researchers have come to refer to the
practice jokingly as the “Yerkes transformation.” Yet
there is no evidence that Yerkes himself thought he
was doing anything wrong. To the contrary, he
presented a full account of his results as well as his
reasoning for ignoring most of them. Given the similar
problems with Yerkes’s intelligence test work, it seems
possible that he simply failed to keep pace with new
developments in statistical analysis. It is also possible
that his personal biases were so strong that he deluded
himself about the appropriateness of his methods.

Later scientists still have not settled some of the
issues raised by Yerkes. For example, Goodall
observed that females were indeed groomed more
often and were more successful at begging food
during the estrus phase. Other scientists, however,
have found no difference in male-female food sharing
during estrus compared to other times. Dewsbury
concluded that “recent data do not resolve either the
issue of dominance reversals [during estrus] or the
replicability of the effect described by Yerkes.”

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
The informal observation of animal behavior is as

old as humanity. Animals have been the subjects of
systematic study since at least the time of the ancient

Greeks. During the early years of the twentieth
century, however, the study of animal behavior
became more experimental in nature. Rather than just
observing animals in the field, psychologists were
now researching their behavior in laboratories, where
conditions could be precisely controlled. It was a
heady time for comparative and experimental psychol-
ogy. Yerkes was one of the pioneers who helped map
out this new direction.

Birth of a new discipline
Yerkes was a college student during the 1890s,

the same decade in which comparative psychology
first emerged as a separate discipline. In 1894,
German philosopher-psychologist Wilhelm Wundt
published his Lectures on Human and Animal
Psychology, which helped establish animal research
as a respectable field of study. That same year, British
psychologist C. Lloyd Morgan published An
Introduction to Comparative Psychology, which
helped to set the agenda for animal studies to come.
Among other topics, Morgan discussed habit forma-
tion and instinctive behavior.

In the late 1890s, at Clark University, Linus Kline
and William S. Small began work that led to the first
psychological studies of rats navigating mazes. Around
the same time, at Harvard University, Edward L.
Thorndike produced his classic thesis, “Animal
Intelligence: An Experimental Study of the Associative
Processes in Animals.” Most of Thorndike’s thesis dealt
with learning in dogs, cats, and chicks. During this
decade, then, the groundwork was laid for the kind of
research on animal learning that would become so
important in future decades.

By 1899, courses in comparative psychology
were being taught at the University of Chicago and
Clark University. Both Clark and Harvard University
also had laboratories devoted to the field. The stage
had been set for a period of rapid growth and progress,
and Yerkes was poised to help lead the charge into the
twentieth century.

The first years of the new century were a golden
age in comparative psychology. In an article in
American Psychologist, Dewsbury outlined three core
issues that were explored during this period: the evolu-
tion of instinctive behaviors, the relationship between
behavior and development, and the nature of intelli-
gence and other higher mental processes. These issues
are still at the heart of comparative psychology today.
In fact, according to Dewsbury, “one might argue that
all of 20th-century comparative psychology is but a
footnote to this period and a series of attempts to
resolve issues that were brought into focus at this time.”
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By the early 1900s, a whole generation of compar-
ative psychologists was being trained at universities
around the country. Early on, comparative psychology
appeared to be headed for a central role in the still-
young science of psychology. The leading psycholo-
gists of the day were eager to show that psychology
was every bit as scientific as chemistry or physics.
Comparative psychology, with its close ties to biology,
seemed to be custom-made for this purpose. Soon,
however, the tide began to turn. Psychologists started
to focus on proving their usefulness by finding practi-
cal applications for their work. As Yerkes himself
found during his tenure at Harvard, applied psychol-
ogy became the surest path to job advancement.
Comparative psychology suddenly seemed much less
appealing to ambitious young psychologists.

Comparative psychology survived the crisis. For
several decades, it served as a training ground for
psychologists who went on to work in other fields. By
the 1930s, comparative psychology had re-established
itself as a separate discipline, although it never recov-
ered the brief prominence it had enjoyed at the turn of
the century. Today, it remains a relatively small
specialty; it does overlap considerably with other fields,
however, such as experimental psychology, physiologi-
cal psychology, neuroscience, and ethology.

Key issues in comparative psychology
In the field’s infancy, comparative psychologists

needed to choose their ultimate goal. Should they
study animal behavior for its own sake? Or should the
overriding goal always be to shed light on human
behavior? Early comparative psychologists quickly
took sides on this issue, and some even kept one foot
in both camps. For example, in the late 1890s, Kline
designed a laboratory course at Clark University
where the students studied animal instincts and habits,
regardless of any relevance to humans. At the same
time, however, Kline studied other animal behaviors
from a decidedly human point of view. For example,
he studied “the migratory impulse vs. love of home”
in both humans and nonhuman animals.

Yerkes came down on the side of using animal
research to reach insights into human psychology. This
approach has sometimes come under attack, however.
Some critics have argued that it blinds scientists to the
true nature of other species, encouraging them to see
animals merely as convenient stand-ins for humans.
Others have argued that it may obscure the true essence
of humanity, since it makes it harder to see which
behaviors humans really do share with other animals
and which are uniquely or primarily human.

Another critical issue in the early days of compar-
ative psychology was deciding which species to study.
Early comparative psychologists tended to study a
wide range of animals. For example, Kline’s course
covered amebae, earthworms, slugs, fish, chicks, rats,
and cats. By the 1920s, however, laboratory rats had
become by far the most popular subjects. Fairly or not,
comparative psychology earned a reputation as rat
psychology. This reputation has proved hard to shake,
despite the efforts of psychologists, including Yerkes,
who extended their research to other species.

Yet another issue that needed to be settled was
whether comparative psychology would be conducted
in a laboratory or in the field. Laboratory studies had
the advantage of offering greater control, although it
was hard to say how the artificial setting might affect
the results. Field studies offered a glimpse at more
natural behavior, but the uncontrolled circumstances
made it hard to sort out causes and effects. Laboratory
research has largely won out in psychology. The labo-
ratory studies of comparative psychologists have been
complemented over the years, however, by the field
observations of zoologists.

Evolution of instinctive behaviors
At the dawn of the twentieth century, the new field

of comparative psychology was being heavily influ-
enced by British naturalist Charles Darwin’s theory of
evolution. In 1872, Darwin had published a book titled
The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals
that was a forerunner of later writings on comparative
psychology. In this book, Darwin suggested that many
expressions of emotion are genetically based rather
than learned. As such, they are the product of evolu-
tion, and their roots can be traced back to humankind’s
shared past with other animals. Therefore, neither
emotions nor their expression are uniquely human.
Darwin believed that other animals may experience
some of the same emotions as humans. These animals
also may display those emotions in ways that resemble
the facial expressions and gestures of people.

Today, scientists are divided on whether Darwin
was right about this matter. Some prefer to consider
the expressions of animals strictly as communication
signals. Others have no qualms about attributing
emotions to animals. Even among the latter group of
scientists, however, there is no clear agreement about
which emotions animals feel, and whether the 
animals experience those feelings in the same way as
humans do.

Whatever the final verdict on emotions in animals,
Darwin’s ideas raised a crucial question: Should
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humans be seen as just one species among many? Or
should they be seen as unique and distinct from other
animals? Many comparative psychologists, who
wanted to draw parallels from animal to human behav-
ior, took the first position. Wundt, for instance, wrote
that “the mental life of animals shows itself to be
throughout, in all its elements and in the general laws
governing the combination of the elements, the same as
the mental life of man.” Others, however, cautioned
against anthropomorphism—ascribing human thoughts
and feelings to nonhuman animals.

Darwin also wrote about the process of natural
selection, in which the fittest members of a species
tended to survive longer and produce more offspring
than other members. In the post-Darwin era, scientists
began to look for genetically programmed behavior
patterns that might aid survival. Such patterns, which
develop without the need for learning, are known as
instinctive behaviors. For example, Morgan studied
newborn chicks and ducklings hatched in an incuba-
tor. He found that pecking, walking, scratching, preen-
ing, stretching up and clapping the wings, scattering
and crouching when alarmed, and making a danger
sound were all inborn behavior patterns. Chicks and
ducklings arrived in the world already programmed to
display such behaviors, although they sometimes
needed practice to reach a high level of skill.

The evolution of behavior remains a core concept
in comparative psychology to this day. While most
psychologists now accept that some behaviors are
instinctive, they also stress that the way these behav-
iors are expressed can be affected by development and
experiences.

Animal learning as lab science
Morgan also studied the way animals learned

brand-new behavior patterns that, like instinctive
behaviors, became automatic and unconscious. He
called this process habit formation. Morgan was
mainly interested in answering two questions: how a
new behavior pattern was learned in the first place and
how it became automatic afterward. He broached a
number of topics that later became central to compar-
ative psychology. These topics included the role, if
any, of consciousness in guiding animal behavior, the
effect of imitation on learning, and the process of
learning by trial and error.

Inspired by Morgan, turn-of-the-century scientists
such as Thorndike, Small, and Kline began transfer-
ring the study of animal learning into the laboratory. In
his groundbreaking thesis on animal intelligence,
Thorndike defined intelligence in terms of an animal’s

ability to form new mental associations. He also
described ingenious devices for studying animal learn-
ing and showed how they could be used in controlled
research. For example, he constructed puzzle boxes for
cats and then studied their behavior as they attempted
to escape.

Earlier psychologists, writing about human
thought and learning, had also focused on associations.
For them, however, this meant the association of ideas
or mental processes with one another. In contrast,
Thorndike viewed associations as links between the
situation in which an organism found itself and the
organism’s impulse to act. This view was an important
step toward the behaviorists’ concept of learning as the
association between a stimulus and a response.

Around the same time, Russian physiologist Ivan
Pavlov was studying the digestive systems of dogs. He
noticed that dogs would salivate when they saw their
keeper, apparently in anticipation of being fed. This
observation led him to perform a classic series of
experiments. Pavlov showed that, by repeated associa-
tion, a previously neutral stimulus (such as a bell)
could be substituted for a natural stimulus (such as
food) to produce a natural response (such as saliva-
tion). This process became known as classical condi-
tioning. Pavlov’s work was first published in his native
Russian. In 1909, Yerkes and Sergius Morgulis coau-
thored a paper that brought Pavlov’s ideas to an
English-speaking audience.

Thorndike’s and Pavlov’s theories laid the
groundwork for the behaviorist revolution, led by
Watson starting in 1913. Watson wanted to remove
consciousness from the realm of psychology. Instead,
he believed that psychology should focus strictly on
behavior. Watson held that most behavior was the
direct result of stimuli in the environment. In a
nutshell, behavior that led to positive consequences
was rewarded and continued, while behavior that led
to negative responses was eliminated.

Later in his career, Watson began to focus more
on the implications of behaviorism for humans. In the
early years, however, he was concerned mainly with
animal behavior, including behavior that was instinc-
tive as well as learned. With Yerkes, Watson devel-
oped new methods for the study of color vision in
animals. With psychologist Karl Lashley, he collabo-
rated on studying terns, a type of sea bird, found on a
cluster of islands off the coast of Florida.

As behaviorism took a more extreme turn in the
coming decades, it branched off from comparative
psychology. Eventually, the radical behaviorism of
B.F. Skinner became so popular that behaviorist-based
experimental psychology eclipsed its comparative
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cousin. It is worth noting, though, that the two disci-
plines grew up side by side in the first decades of the
twentieth century. In fact, when the Journal of Animal
Behavior was founded in 1911, Yerkes became the
journal’s editor, and Watson became the editor of an
associated monograph series. Watson himself cham-
pioned Yerkes for the editor’s position, saying “there
is no one else to do it who has the courage, the order-
liness, and the persistence.”

CRITICAL RESPONSE
Yerkes won many accolades over the years. He

also received his share of criticism, however. The most
serious charge was that he let his personal beliefs and
feelings override his objectivity. In work on group
intelligence testing during World War I, Yerkes was
criticized for the racial and ethnic bias that seemed to
distort his analysis. In research on primate behavior,
he was taken to task for the gender stereotypes that
seemed to sway his findings.

Group differences in intelligence
Yerkes reached three controversial conclusions

based on data gathered with the Army intelligence tests.
First, he claimed that the average mental age in the
United States was a mere 13 years. Second, he said there
were genetically based racial differences in intelligence,
with whites outperforming blacks. Third, he said there
were also genetically based ethnic differences in intelli-
gence within the white population, with individuals
whose ancestors came from northern Europe surpassing
those from southern or eastern Europe. In an article
quoted by Dewsbury, Yerkes wrote:

If we may safely judge by the army measurements
of intelligence, races are quite as significantly
different as individuals . . . Almost as great as the
intellectual difference between Negro and white 
in the army are the differences between white 
racial groups.

Yerkes published his massive report on these
findings in 1921. Two years later, Carl Brigham, a
young psychologist who had been one of Yerkes’s
assistants, published his own book on the subject.
Titled A Study of American Intelligence, Brigham’s
book repeated many of the same claims made by
Yerkes. Brigham also noted that immigration from
southern and eastern Europe had been increasing in
recent years. Based on the eugenicist views that he
and Yerkes shared, and that were common at the time,
Brigham warned that growing numbers of presumably
inferior immigrants would further taint the gene pool

in the United States. He urged that immigration
restrictions be imposed before it was too late.

The next year, Congress passed the Immigration
Act of 1924, which limited the number of immigrants
who could enter the country. Strict quotas were set for
each national group. Since the quotas were based on
the makeup of the U.S. population in 1890, before the
recent wave of immigration from southern and eastern
Europe, the quotas for those areas were quite low.
Public sentiment against immigration was strong
enough that the bill probably would have passed in
any case. Nevertheless, the support of respected
psychologists such as Yerkes and Brigham certainly
bolstered the cause.

Even at the time, however, their conclusions did
not go completely unchallenged. Walter Lippman, a
columnist for New Republic magazine, wrote a series
of articles in which he ridiculed Yerkes’s claim that
the average intelligence of recruits was on par with
that of a typical 13-year-old. At the same time, several
reviews published in psychology journals commented
on Brigham’s tendency to neglect or dismiss data that
did not agree with his interpretations. They also noted
statistical oddities that called into question the valid-
ity of the data.

The strongest challenge, however, came from
psychologists who embraced the views of Franz Boas,
the leading American anthropologist of the time. Boas
argued that many racial and ethnic characteristics were
passed down from generation to generation not by
heredity, but by culture, through shared values,
language, and childrearing customs. One of the first
researchers to apply this culture concept to group differ-
ences in intelligence test scores was Otto Klineberg, a
graduate student in psychology who happened to study
anthropology with Boas.

In 1926, Klineberg began working on his disserta-
tion. While giving intelligence test items to Yakima
Native American children in the state of Washington,
Klineberg noticed that the children were almost
completely unaware of time. Even when urged to
hurry, they still took their time, but they also made
relatively few mistakes. Here was a clear example of a
cultural, rather than genetic, difference that would put
the Yakima children at a disadvantage on any timed
intelligence test. Yet it was unrelated to any real differ-
ence in mental ability. Instead, it was rooted in cultural
values that equated speed with carelessness.

This experience attuned Klineberg to cultural
factors affecting intelligence test scores. Soon, he
followed up on his dissertation with studies of the
psychological characteristics of African Americans and
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Native Americans. His 1935 book Negro Intelligence
and Selective Migration argued that it was superior
cultural and environmental advantages that caused
northern blacks to score higher on intelligence tests
than their southern black counterparts. He found that,
when black students moved from racially segregated
schools in the South, which usually were poorly
funded, to integrated schools in the North, their intelli-
gence test scores tended to improve. In fact, their scores
rose to the level of northern-born blacks once they were
in the integrated schools.

By the 1930s, most psychologists had conceded
that culture and environment played a major role in
causing group differences in intelligence test scores.
Brigham even admitted that he had overstated the case
for genetic differences. He acknowledged that the tests
of the day assessed not only pure intelligence, but also
knowledge of language and culture. In Brigham’s own
words (as quoted by Gould): “Comparative studies of
various national and racial groups may not be made
with existing tests. . .One of the most pretentious of
these comparative racial studies—the writer’s own—
was without foundation.”

Gender roles
Yerkes also had firmly traditional views on

gender roles. In his unpublished autobiographical
book, quoted by Dewsbury, Yerkes wrote that “women
are more deeply concerned with the perpetuation of
the species than are men; more wrapped up in the
problems and chores, privileges and satisfactions of
housekeeping.” He also believed that, because of
innate differences between women and men, “from
birth educational practices should be adapted to sex as
well as to individual characteristics.”

Yerkes’s views seem to have influenced the way he
ran the Yale Laboratories of Primate Biology. There
were no female scientists or students at the facility
during his entire time as its director. In the 1930s, a
female graduate student named Eleanor Gibson
approached Yerkes about working with his chimpanzee
colony. Yerkes told her that he did not allow women in
his laboratory. This response was undoubtedly his loss,
since Gibson went on to do important research on
perceptual learning and development.

Critics have charged that Yerkes’s ideas about
gender roles also may have affected the way he inter-
preted the results of his chimpanzee studies. In studies
of chimpanzee pairs where food was dropped into the
cage through a chute, Yerkes claimed that males ordi-
narily controlled access to the food due to dominance.
Females only got to take control when the males

granted them that privilege in return for sex. In
Chimpanzees: A Laboratory Colony, Yerkes wrote that
“the patterns of dominance and privilege differ
notably. In the former, action tends to be prompt, clear-
cut, decisive, commanding or demanding, while in the
latter it more often is delayed, tentative, questioning,
or suggestive of inhibition.” Yerkes saw the males as
naturally more active, and the females as more passive.

In Yerkes’s anthropomorphic descriptions of the
animals’ behavior, the females often sound rather silly,
while the males come across as patronizing. Consider
this description of Jack and Josie, in which both chim-
panzees are trying to gain access to the food chute:

Presently he came to the chute ready for the experi-
ment. She came also and attempted to take control,
but he gently shouldered her to one side . . . Jack did
not seem irritated by Josie’s assumption of right to
take control; instead, by playful, gentle, and good-
natured tactics he managed to dominate and have his
own way.

Several feminist authors have taken Yerkes to task
for his choice of language. They have also objected to
the implied message that his findings reveal a broader
truth about primate (including human) relationships;
namely, that males are naturally dominant and females
naturally submissive. For example, in her 1948 book
Adam’s Rib, Ruth Herschberger wrote satirically:

On March 15, 1939, as Josie stood resolutely beside
the food chute, she little realized that she had become
representative of all womanhood, a model upon
which personnel directors and police captains could
in the future base their decisions and argue their case.
Nor did her cage-mate, Jack, as he elbowed her
gently aside, realize that he was from that moment
the incarnation of the dominant male, an inspiration
to all humans who sought “friendly masculine ascen-
dancy” over their womenfolk.

THEORIES IN ACTION
Yerkes helped establish comparative psychology

as a scientific discipline in its own right. Beyond that,
the Army intelligence tests that his committee devel-
oped during World War I became the model for future
group tests of mental ability. In addition, his studies of
chimpanzee behavior laid the groundwork for modern
research at nonhuman primate laboratories.

Group tests of mental ability
Research The Army Alpha and Beta tests opened
the floodgates to a host of other group tests of mental
ability. Today, most U.S. students are assessed with at
least one of these tests at some point while in school.
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The SAT is just one familiar example. This sort of test
is typically given to a whole class of students or group
of individuals at once. The test often consists of
numerous multiple-choice questions, which are
answered on a special answer sheet that can be scored
by a machine.

One of the big advantages to such tests is that they
are standardized. This means that the tests themselves
have undergone extensive testing before ever being
used in an actual classroom or other real-life situation.
During the development phase, a test is given to a repre-
sentative sample of individuals under clearly spelled-
out conditions, and the results are scored and inter-
preted according to set criteria. The goal is to establish
a standardized method of giving, scoring, and interpret-
ing the test in the future. This helps ensure that as much
as possible of the variance in scores will be caused by
true differences in ability, and not by differences in the
testing procedure.

Norms are also provided to help with the interpre-
tation process. These are the test results gathered from
a particular group of test takers during the development
phase. The norms can then be used as benchmarks for
interpreting individual test scores in the future.
Depending on the test, different kinds of norms may be
provided. For example, age norms and grade norms
indicate the average scores of a group of test takers who
are of a certain age or in a particular grade.

The other major advantage to group tests is their
efficiency. It might take hundreds of hours for a skilled
examiner to administer 100 individual intelligence
tests. In contrast, it might take just a few hours to give a
group test to an entire roomful of people. Clearly, group
testing is much less expensive and time-consuming. In
fact, without the development of group tests, intelli-
gence testing would never have become the large-scale
industry that it is today.

Group tests also have some disadvantages,
however. The group setting makes it impossible to take
into account individual factors—such as being sleepy,
sick, uncooperative, or anxious—that might affect a
person’s score, but that have nothing to do with his or
her intelligence. The group format also does not allow
an examiner to note why a particular answer was
chosen or question was skipped. It simply scores how
many correct answers were chosen. No distinction is
made between questions that were missed because the
person simply did not know the answer and those that
were missed because the person could not read them,
did not understand them, or simply was taking his or
her time in an effort to avoid careless mistakes.

Another drawback relates to the multiple-choice
format that these tests favor. Multiple-choice questions

may call for the use of different psychological strategies
than the open-ended questions often found on individual
tests. For one thing, multiple-choice questions, which
are based on the assumption that there is one right
answer, may penalize creative thinkers, who often see
the same problem from many different angles.
Nevertheless, research has shown that scores on the best
group tests are generally highly correlated with those on
individual tests. In other words, a person who gets a
certain score on a group intelligence test is likely to also
get a similar score on an individual intelligence test.

The mass testing of mental abilities remains contro-
versial. Yet many organizations have concluded that the
pros outweigh the cons. Group tests assessing various
mental abilities have become a fixture in American
society. These are just a few common examples:

• Multidimensional Aptitude Battery. This is a test
of general thinking ability, designed to be given to
groups of adolescents or adults. It is an adaptation
of the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale–Revised
(WAIS–R), the most widely used individual test
of adult intelligence.

• Cognitive abilities tests. These are two distinct
group tests designed to assess the general mental
ability of schoolchildren.

• SAT. This is a test of general scholastic ability
that is used to help colleges make decisions about
which students to admit.

• Graduate Record Examinations (GRE). These
scholastic ability tests are used to make graduate
school admission and placement decisions.

• Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery.
This is an example of a test that attempts to
measure several specific aptitudes. It is used to
screen military recruits and help place them in
appropriate jobs.

• General Aptitude Test Battery. This test also
assesses several aptitudes. It was developed by
the U.S. Department of Labor and is currently
used by the U.S. Employment Service to help
guide job placements.

Certainly, a huge amount of data has been
amassed over the years on the validity and reliability
of various group intelligence tests. In addition, great
strides have been made in the way such tests are stan-
dardized and normalized. Nevertheless, the underly-
ing philosophy and basic procedures for most group
tests still bear a strong family resemblance to their
ancestor: Yerkes’s World War I Army tests.

The SAT While all group intelligence tests owe a
debt to Yerkes, one test has a more direct link to him.
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The original version of the modern SAT was devel-
oped by Brigham, Yerkes’s junior colleague in the
Army testing program. Soon after the war, Brigham
began adapting the Army Alpha test for use in screen-
ing college applicants. In the 1920s, Brigham first
tried out his new test on freshman at Princeton
University and applicants to the Cooper Union, an all-
scholarship college in New York City.

Several years earlier, in 1900, the College
Entrance Examination Board had been founded. The
board was set up by the presidents of a dozen leading
universities, who sought to simplify the application
process for the benefit of both prospective students and
admissions officers. In order to do that, the board
wanted to devise a common entrance exam that could
be used by all the universities. That way, an applicant
would have to take only one entrance exam, rather than
a separate test for each school to which he or she
applied. At first, the exam consisted of essay tests in
specific subject areas. When the board heard about
Brigham’s research, however, they put him in charge
of a committee, which was asked to develop a test that
could be used by a broad range of colleges as an objec-
tive measure of academic potential. The test also
needed to streamline the admissions process and level
the playing field for students from a wide variety of
backgrounds.

In 1926, Brigham’s test, which later came to be
known as the SAT, was given to high-school students
for the first time. Then, in 1933, officials of Harvard
University set out to find a way of evaluating candi-
dates for a new scholarship program. The program
was intended to help academically gifted young men
who had not graduated from the elite Eastern board-
ing college preparatory schools that supplied most of
Harvard’s students. The officials settled on Brigham’s
test, because they thought it measured pure intelli-
gence rather than the quality of a student’s high-
school education. By the late 1930s, the SAT was
being used as a scholarship test by all of the presti-
gious Ivy League schools.

Use of the SAT soon spread beyond its Ivy
League roots, and the test remains very widely used
today. In fact, in 2003, a record 1.4 million high
school seniors took it. Yet, in spite of—or perhaps
because of—the SAT’s popularity, the test has been a
lightning rod for controversy over the decades. Critics
have charged that the test systemically underestimates
the academic ability of females, applicants over age
25, and those whose first language is not English. In
addition, some studies have shown that the SAT does
not predict college performance—such as freshman
grades, undergraduate class rank, college graduation

rates, or attainment of a graduate degree—as well for
black students as it does for white ones.

In general, studies have shown that high school
grades are better predictors of college grades than SAT
scores are. The SAT still does a fair job of predicting
how well a college freshman will perform, however.
When SAT scores and high school grades are both
used, their combined predictive ability is slightly better
than that of grades alone. One problem with using
grades alone is that they are less comparable, since
they may reflect not only a student’s ability, but also
the difficulty of the courses the student has taken and
the standards of the school. On the other hand, SAT
scores alone can not reveal anything about a student’s
motivation or work habits. Therefore, most psycholo-
gists currently recommend that, if SAT scores are used
at all, they should be combined with grades, portfolios,
or other evidence of academic potential.

As an interesting aside, it is worth noting that a
version of the SAT introduced in 2005 includes a new
essay-writing section. In part, then, the test has come
full circle. Yerkes and his followers introduced the
idea that large groups of people could be tested and
compared quickly using objective methods. Many
people still believe that group tests can be quite useful
as an efficient screening tool. Even advocates of this
approach recognize that it has its limits, however. To
fully assess any individual’s capabilities, it is neces-
sary to look at other dimensions besides a test score.

Case studies Several colleges and universities have
studied the validity of the SAT. The aim of such studies
is to measure the predictive power of SAT scores for
that particular college’s student body. The College
Board (the current name for the College Entrance
Examination Board) encourages such research through
its Validity Study Service. The service itself has come
under fire in recent years however. Critics claim that it
encourages the use of flawed research methods that
overstate the SAT’s benefits.

Nevertheless, validity research at individual insti-
tutions has generally found that the SAT has relatively
weak predictive ability. The National Center for Fair
and Open Testing (nicknamed FairTest), an organiza-
tion that opposes the misuse of standardized testing, has
documented some of the less encouraging results. For
example, researchers at the University of Pennsylvania
looked at high-school class rank, scores on the SAT I
(the main test), and scores on the SAT II (optional
subject area tests). They compared all these factors to
students’ cumulative grade point average (GPA) in
college. The researchers found that the SAT I was the
poorest predictor of all, explaining a mere 4% of the



variation in college grades. The best predictor was
high-school class rank, but it still explained just 9% of
changes in cumulative GPA. Even when SAT scores
and class rank were combined, they accounted for only
11% of the variation, failing to explain almost 90% of
the variation in college grades.

Relevance to modern readers High-stakes tests are
tests that are used to make major decisions about a
student, such as promotion to the next grade, gradua-
tion from high school, or admission to college. The use
of standardized tests for such purposes started with
Brigham’s SAT, and it has grown to massive propor-
tions over the decades. The No Child Left Behind Act
of 2001 promised to spur even more growth in the mass
testing movement. The act required that each state give
standardized tests of language arts and mathematics to
all third- and eighth-graders by 2005. In 2007, stan-
dardized tests of science were to be added to the mix.

Some psychologists and educators oppose such
mass testing on principle. Others, however, believe the
tests could be beneficial, but only if they are well
designed and fairly used. According to the APA’s
Code of Fair Testing Practices in Education, profes-
sionals are obliged

to provide and use tests that are fair to all test takers
regardless of age, gender, disability, race, ethnicity,
national origin, religion, sexual orientation, linguistic
background, and other personal characteristics . . .
Fairness implies that every test taker has the opportu-
nity to prepare for the test and is informed about the
general nature and content of the test, as appropriate to
the purpose of the test. Fairness also extends to the
accurate reporting of individual and group test results.

Such issues are obviously very important to
students, whose lives may be negatively affected by
unfair or misleading test scores. Another concern for
students is the possibility that high-stakes group
testing may produce “teaching to the test.” In other
words, schools and teachers may start focusing on the
narrow range of skills assessed by the test in order to
raise scores, while neglecting other equally important
areas of study. When this happens, it is students who
are the ultimate losers, since they may miss out on the
benefits of a well-rounded education.

The flip side of this issue is the question of whether
students who take test preparation classes can substan-
tially raise their test scores. Experts differ in their esti-
mation of how much such classes really help. FairTest
claims, however, that a good coaching program can
raise an individual student’s scores by 100 points or
more. Since many such programs offered by private
companies are quite expensive, FairTest believes that
this adds an element of income bias to the SAT. It also
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CHRONOLOGY
1876: Born on May 26 in Breadysville, Pennsylvania.

1897: Graduates from Ursinus College in Pennsylvania.

1898: Earns an A.B. degree from Harvard University.

1902: Receives a Ph.D. in psychology from Harvard.

1902–1917: Teaches comparative psychology at
Harvard.

1908: Publishes the Yerkes-Dodson law, developed
with John Dodson, which related the strength of a
stimulus to the speed of avoidance learning.

1911: Founds the Journal of Animal Behavior, the first
U.S. scientific journal devoted solely to animal
behavior research.

1913–1917: Works half-time as a psychologist in the
Psychopathic Department at Boston State Hospital.

1915: Introduces a point scale for measuring intelli-
gence, developed with J.W. Bridges.

1917: Elected president of the American Psychological
Association. Became a member of the National
Research Council.

1917–1918: Chairs a committee that developed the
Army Alpha and Beta intelligence tests during
World War I.

1919–1924: Works for the National Research Council.

1923–1924: Raises a bonobo and a chimpanzee in his
home.

1924–1944: Holds a post as professor of psychobiol-
ogy at Yale University.

1929: Publishes The Great Apes: A Study of Anthropoid
Life, coauthored with his wife, Ada Watterson
Yerkes.

1929–1941: Founds and directs the Yale Laboratories
of Primate Biology, the first laboratory for nonhu-
man primate research in the United States.

1956: Dies on February 3.
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implies, however, that use of a test preparation
service—whether it is a pricey class or a free tutoring
program—may give students an edge on the test.

Primate research
Research While group intelligence testing was an
important sidelight in Yerkes’s career, animal research
was really his central focus. In particular, Yerkes broke
new ground by establishing the first U.S. laboratory
exclusively for the study of nonhuman primates. 
This accomplishment opened the door to future psycho-
logical and medical research in apes and monkeys.

Today, the Yerkes laboratory is one of eight
National Primate Research Centers funded by the
National Institutes of Health. The goal of these centers
is to establish nonhuman primate models of human
health and disease for biomedical research. All of the
current centers are affiliated with academic institu-
tions. They are devoted to primate research related to
major human diseases, such as AIDS, cancer,
Alzheimer’s disease, Parkinson’s disease, and cardio-
vascular disease. At the Yerkes National Primate
Research Center, current research interests include
aging, AIDS, drug addiction, malaria, Parkinson’s
disease, transplantation, and vision disorders. They
also include primate evolution and social behavior—
two subjects that have long been at the core of
comparative psychology.

The evolutionary studies currently being done at
the Yerkes center make use of the latest tools and tech-
niques to compare humans with chimpanzees. Some
studies use modern technologies that would astonish
Yerkes, including sophisticated brain imaging tech-
niques and computer-based tests of learning and
memory. The center also makes use of genomic
mapping to identify differences in DNA among
primate species. It turns out that human nuclear DNA
is 98.4% identical to that of chimpanzees.

Some studies of social behavior use advanced
neuroscientific techniques to study behavior at the
molecular and cellular level. The goal is to learn more
about the nerve cell mechanisms underlying social
behaviors. Conversely, the researchers also hope to
understand how social experience may affect the
anatomy and physiology of the developing brain.

As valuable as these techniques are, however,
they will never replace careful observations of animals
under more natural circumstances. Observational
studies are still a cornerstone of comparative research.
Yerkes’s scientists are also conducting studies of the
complex social structure of ape society. It appears that
apes and humans have a lot in common when it comes

to their social psychology, including their tendency
toward both aggression and social cohesiveness.
Chimpanzees even have their own version of “you
scratch my back, and I’ll scratch yours.” Scientists
have noted that one chimpanzee will sometimes do a
favor for another in exchange for favors received, a
process known by researchers as reciprocal exchange.

Case studies Among the most fascinating published
case reports are studies of apes born at the Yerkes
Field Station. For example, American psychologist
Sue Savage-Rumbaugh has studied language ability in
bonobos. She is best known for her work with Kanzi,
the first ape to learn language in the same manner as
human children.

Kanzi was born in 1980. He was raised by a female
bonobo named Matata. The pair came to the Georgia
State University Language Research Center when
Kanzi was six months old. For the next two years,
researchers worked every day with Matata, trying to
teach her to communicate with lexigrams, symbols that
were composed of shapes and lines presented on a
keyboard. Kanzi was always with his mother, but he did
not seem particularly interested in the lessons.
Meanwhile, Matata was making very slow progress,
and the researchers were becoming discouraged.

When Kanzi was two-and-a-half years old, the
Yerkes center requested that he be weaned from his
mother so that Matata could be returned to the field
station for a brief visit. While his mother was gone,
Kanzi unexpectedly began using the lexigrams on her
keyboard. Although he had never before shown any
sign of interest in the lexigrams, he had apparently
learned to connect them with both the objects in his
world and the spoken English words that the symbols
represented. This was the first time that an ape had
ever been shown to match specific words spoken by a
trainer to corresponding symbols. The fact that Kanzi
had accomplished this without specific training was
quite remarkable.

Kanzi’s keyboard originally had just 10 lexi-
grams. Gradually, however, the researchers began
adding new symbols and using them in conversations
with Kanzi. Gestures, pictures, videotapes, and activi-
ties were all used to help the animal learn to associate
the right words with the lexigrams. The researchers
claim that Kanzi eventually learned to understand 500
words and use more than 200 lexigrams on his
keyboard. These claims are backed up by studies done
under controlled conditions.

Yerkes would undoubtedly have been very gratified
by such innovative primate research. His own contribu-
tion has by no means been forgotten. In a tribute to the
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FURTHER ANALYSIS:
Harlow’s monkey infant experiment

Harry Harlow (1905–81) was an American
comparative psychologist who made his mark by
studying mother love in monkeys. In 1930, Harlow
joined the faculty at the University of Wisconsin,
where he established the Psychology Primate
Laboratory. At the time, it was widely believed that
humans and other social animals lived in organized
groups mainly for the purpose of regular sexual
contact. Harlow had a different idea: that mother love
and social ties might also be important.

In 1957, Harlow began working with rhesus
monkeys, which are more mature at birth than human
infants, but which nonetheless are similar in develop-
ment. In a series of landmark studies, Harlow sepa-
rated young rhesus monkeys from their natural
mothers, giving them instead two artificial substitutes:
one made of wire, and the other made of cloth. Even
when the wire “mother” was outfitted with a bottle for
feeding, the infant monkeys showed a clear preference

for cuddling with the softer cloth “mother,” especially
when they were scared. In related studies, Harlow
showed that monkeys who were deprived of maternal
contact and comfort as infants grew up to be poor
mothers themselves.

Harlow also showed that young monkeys who
were raised with real mothers and young peers natu-
rally learned to play and get along with other
monkeys. Those that were raised with real mothers but
no young playmates were often fearful or inappropri-
ately aggressive, while those raised without either real
mothers or peers were socially inept and often unsuc-
cessful at mating as adults. Taken as a whole, Harlow
concluded that his studies showed that society was not
based on sex alone. He also found that mother love by
itself was not enough to help a youngster grow up to
be socially competent. Instead, normal parenting and
mating behavior as adults depended on both healthy
maternal and peer contacts early in life.

Harry Harlow holding a rhesus monkey. (UW Harlow Primate Laboratory—The University of Wisconsin. Reproduced by permission.)
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center that bears his name, Savage-Rumbaugh and her
colleagues have dubbed the lexigram language
“Yerkish.”

Relevance to modern readers Nonhuman primates
are humans’ closest relatives in the animal world. As
a result, they share many characteristics with humans,
including complex communication systems, long-
lasting social relationships, and the use of tools.
Studying the psychology of nonhuman primates can
teach people about their own psychological nature
(see accompanying sidebar).

Humans and nonhuman primates also share a
similar physiology. By studying the brains of monkeys
and apes, researchers have gained insight into how the
human brain works. In addition, primate research has
been crucial to understanding biological processes,
such as reproduction, and medical conditions, such as
AIDS and addiction. Over the years, primates have
also been used in Nobel Prize-winning research; some
of these studies have resulted in a yellow fever vaccine
(1951), a polio vaccine (1954), and key discoveries
about visual processing in the brain (1981).

One continuing concern is the ethical treatment
of animals used for research purposes. Several safe-
guards have been put in place to help prevent abuses,
however. Four federal government agencies—the U.S.
Department of Agriculture, the U.S. Public Health
Service, the National Research Council, and the Food
and Drug Administration—regulate different aspects
of animal research. In addition, the APA has issued its
own Guidelines for Ethical Conduct in the Care and
Use of Animals. According to these guidelines,
“psychologists should conduct their teaching and
research in a manner consonant with relevant laws and
regulations. In addition, ethical concerns mandate that
psychologists should consider the costs and benefits
of procedures involving animals before proceeding
with the research.”

When these high standards are met, primate
research can be of great benefit to both psychology
and society at large. No single individual has had a
greater impact on primate research in the United
States than Yerkes. It is fitting that his namesake labo-
ratory continues to carry on the work that was dearest
to his heart. In an autobiographical essay written
around the same time that his primate lab opened,
Yerkes wrote:

It is as if I am now on the threshold of a great 
undertaking which from the first was dimly envis-
aged and later planned for with increasing definite-
ness and assurance . . . It promises the fulfillment of
my persistent dream for the progress of comparative
psychology and the enhancement of its values to

mankind through the wise utilization of anthropoid
apes and other primates as subjects of experimental
inquiry.
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A
accommodation: one of Piaget’s two poles (with

assimilation) of an adaptive interaction between
the organism and the environment to incorporate
new knowledge. Accommodation is the action
that bends the organism to the successive
constraints of the environment, modifying exist-
ing schemes to fit new experiences.

active imagination: a method used in Jungian 
analysis to help patients integrate material from
the personal and collective unconscious through
art, writing, or similar forms of self-expression.

actualizing tendency: in Rogerian theory, a life-
force common among all living things to do good
things. Also called “core tendency.”

adaptation: one of the two (with organization) basic
invariants of biological and intellectual function-
ing. Adaptation has two interrelated parts, assimi-
lation and accommodation. Adaptation occurs
whenever an organism-environment interchange
modifies the organism in a way favorable to its
preservation.

anal stage: the second stage in Sigmund Freud’s
theory of psychosexual development character-
ized by concerns over elimination, usually taking
place around two years of age.

analytical psychology: Jung’s name for his clinical
approach to psychotherapy, which focuses on
achieving psychological wholeness by coming to
terms with the personal and collective unconscious.

anima/animus: the contrasexual part of a person’s
psyche, personified as a woman in a man’s
psyche or a man in a woman’s psyche.

animism: attributing notions of life, will and
consciousness to inanimate things. Characteristic
of the preoperational child, according to Piaget. 

archetypes: fundamental patterns or templates
arising from the collective unconscious that
organize human experience into images or mythic
expressions. In classical Jungian analysis, the
archetypes are personified as heroes, magicians,
gods or goddesses, and other universal images.

artificialism: notion that human beings have made
the natural world of mountains, lakes, trees, the
moon and the sun, etc.

assimilation: process of changing elements in the
environment in such a way that they can be incor-
porated into the existing biological or intellectual
structure or scheme. It is one of Piaget’s two poles
(with accommodation) of an adaptive interaction
between the organism and the environment.

associationism: the view that mental processes can
be explained in terms of the association of ideas.

attachment: the bond between an infant in the first
year of life and the mother, or other primary 
caregiver. 

attribution theory: a term used to describe how
people explain the causes of behavior, both their
own and those of others.
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authoritarian personality: a personality pattern
characterized by rigidity, dependence on author-
ity, conformity to group values, and intolerance
of ambiguity.

autohypnosis: the ability to hypnotize oneself
without the aid of another person.

avoidance learning: an individual’s response to
avoid an unpleasant or stressful situation; also
known as escape learning.

B
behavior modification: a treatment approach, based

on the principles of operant conditioning, that
replaces undesirable behaviors with more desir-
able ones through reinforcements.

behavior therapy: a goal-oriented, therapeutic
approach that treats disorders as maladaptive
learned responses that can be replaced by health-
ier ones.

behaviorism: a theory of human development initi-
ated by Edward Thorndike and developed by
John Watson and B.F. Skinner, emphasizing the
study of measurable and observable behavior.

Bender-Gestalt test: diagnostic assessment test to
identify learning disability, neurological disor-
ders, and developmental delay.

Binet-Simon test: intelligence test created by Alfred
Binet and Theodore Simon, for European
subjects. 

C
castration anxiety: the fear of losing one’s penis. In

Freudian terms, this fear causes the boy to
abandon his incestuous attachment to his mother
and begin to identify with his father.

catharsis: the release of repressed psychic energy.

centering: the way a child views an object only in
relation to its particular function, and focuses
only on one aspect at a time. Characteristic of
Piaget’s preoperational stage.

circular reactions: the repetitive mechanism by
which a scheme is developed.  The child performs
an action, is interested in the result, and repeats
the same action again. Characteristic of Piaget’s
sensorimotor stage.

classical conditioning: the process of closely associ-
ating a neutral stimulus with one that evokes a

reflexive response so that eventually the neutral
stimulus alone will evoke the same response.

client-centered therapy: Rogerian method of
psychotherapy in which the client, not the thera-
pist, controls the direction of therapy. Also called
people-centered therapy.

clinical psychology: the application of psychological
principles to diagnosing and treating persons with
emotional and behavioral problems.

cognition: a general term for the higher mental
processes by which people acquire knowledge,
solve problems, and plan for the future.

cognitive behavior therapy: a therapeutic approach
based on the principle that maladaptive moods and
behavior can be changed by replacing distorted or
inappropriate ways of thinking with thought
patterns that are healthier and more realistic.

cognitive dissonance: inconsistency between attitude
(or belief) and behavior.

cognitive psychology: an approach to psychology
that focuses on the relationship between cognitive
or mental processes and behavior.

cognitive therapy: beck’s approach to psychother-
apy that focuses on helping individuals under-
stand the relationships between their thoughts and
and subsequent behavior.

collaborative empiricism: underlying fundamental
of Beck’s method of psychotherapy in which the
therapist works together with the patient to
uncover the specific underlying assumptions that
trigger the patient’s emotional pain and motiva-
tional difficulties. 

collective unconscious: Jung’s term for an uncon-
scious common to all human beings underlying
the personal unconscious. The collective uncon-
scious is the source of archetypes and common
mythologies.

combat neurosis: mental disturbances related to the
stress of military combat. Today called post-trau-
matic stress disorder.

comparative psychology: a subfield of experimental
psychology that focuses on the study of animals
for the purpose of comparing the behavior of
different species.

compensation: a defense mechanism in which an
individual unconsciously develops or overdevel-
ops one area of personality as substitutive behav-
ior to make up for a deficiency or inferiority in
another area.
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concept formation: learning process by which items
are categorized and related to each other.

concrete operational stage: third stage of Jean
Piaget’s theory of cognitive development. At this
stage, children begin to develop clearer methods
of thinking, although they have difficulty
conceiving abstract thought.

conditioned response: behavior that is learned in
response to a particular stimulus.

conditioned stimulus: stimulus that leads to a
learned response.

consciousness: awareness of external stimuli and of
one’s own mental activity.

conservation: the understanding that certain objects
or quantities will remain the same even when there
is a change in physical appearance. Conservation
of number, length, liquid, area, weight, and
volume develop sequentially throughout the
concrete operations stage, according to Piaget.

construct: in Kelly’s theory, the mental patterns that
people build as a way of understanding their
world. We live, work, and interpret new informa-
tion through these constructs, building on them as
new information is gained.

constructive alternativism: Kelly’s theory that there
is no objectivity, or absolute truth, in determining
the reality of a situation. The meaning of all that
happens in a person’s life emerges from the way
in which that person interprets it.

continuity hypothesis: Beck’s theory that human
behaviors can be placed at various points along a
continuum instead of being divided sharply into
“normal” and “pathological” behaviors.

counterconditioning: weakening or eliminating an
undesired response by introducing and strengthen-
ing a second response that is incompatible with it.

covert conditioning: a method for changing behav-
ior that involves the client using imagination to
target unwanted behavior.

cross-cultural psychology: a subfield of psychology
concerned with observing human behavior in
contrasting cultures.

cross-sectional study: research that collects data
simultaneously from people of different ages.

D
defense mechanisms: unconscious strategies for

avoiding or reducing threatening feelings such as
fear and anxiety.

dependent variable: variable measured in an experi-
ment or study; what the experimenter measures.

derealization: type of dissociation in which a person
perceives reality in a grossly distorted way.

desensitization: behavioral modification technique
in which undesired behavior, such as anxiety, is
paired with another response that is incompatible
with it, such as relaxation.

developmental psychology: the study of the ways in
which people develop physically, emotionally,
intellectually, and socially over the course of 
their lives.

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders (DSM-IV): a reference work devel-
oped by the American Psychiatric Association
and designed to provide guidelines for the diag-
nosis and classification of mental disorders.

diencephalon: located above the brainstem, the site
of the thalamus and hypothalamus.

differential psychology: the area of psychology
concerned with measuring and comparing differ-
ences in individual and group behavior.

displacement: a defense mechanism in which an
unacceptable impulse, such as aggression, is redi-
rected to something more acceptable, such as
participating in a boxing match.

E
ego: in psychoanalytic theory, the part of human

personality that combines innate biological
impulses (id) or drives with reality to produce
appropriate behavior. The ego includes psycholog-
ical processes concerned with one’s self-image.

egocentrism: a cognitive limitation wherein people
(usually children) fail to understand how
someone else’s point of view might be different
form their own, or a failure to coordinate one’s
point of view with another’s perspective. 

emotional intelligence: the ability to perceive and
constructively act on both one’s own emotions
and the feelings of others.

empiricism: type of research that is based on direct
observation.

equilibration: as used by Piaget, self-regulatory
developmental process in which new environ-
mental events are assimilated into existing
cognitive structures, and existing structures are
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transformed to fit new environmental situations
to restore cognitive balance.

ethology: the study of animal behavior as observed
in the natural environment and in the context of
evolutionary adaptation.

eugenics: the systematic attempt to increase desir-
able genetic traits and to decrease undesirable
ones in a population.

experimental design: careful and detailed plan of an
experiment.

experimenter bias: the subtle and unintentional
influence of the experimenter on the subjects in
an experiment.

exposure-response prevention: a behavioral treat-
ment technique in which a person is exposed to
an anxiety-producing event and kept from
responding in an undesirable manner.

extinction: the elimination of a conditioned response
by withholding reinforcement.

F
field theory: as defined by Lewin, a way of looking

at the human mind as a complex energy field
containing tension systems in various states of
equilibrium, or balance. Human behavior repre-
sents a change in the state of this energy field. 

figure-ground perception: the ability to visually
differentiate between a sensory stimulation and
its background.

formal operations stage: the fourth stage in Piaget’s
theory of cognitive development characterized by
a person’s ability to reason about abstract concepts.

free association: first used in psychoanalysis, a way
to retrieve unconscious thoughts from patients by
having them respond to a list of words by freely
say with what they associate that word.

frequency distribution: systematic representation of
data, arranged so that the observed frequency of
occurrence of data falling within certain ranges,
classes, or categories is shown.

fully functioning person: in Rogerian theory, a
mentally healthy person.

G
genetic epistemology: psychological study of

species behavior pioneered by Jean Piaget that

attempts to explain knowledge, and in particular
scientific knowledge, on the basis of its history,
its sociogenesis, and especially the psychological
origins of the notions and mental operations on
which it is based.

genital stage: the fifth and last stage in Sigmund
Freud’s theory of psychosexual development in
which a person’s sexual drives are increased and
parental attachments are dissolved.

Gestalt psychology: a field of psychology that
emphasizes the study of experience and behavior
as wholes rather than independently functioning,
disparate parts.

H
hierarchy of needs: theory of human motivation

developed by Abraham Maslow that emphasizes
developing one’s full potential. The hierarchy is
depicted as a pyramid with five levels, ranging
from the most basic needs at the bottom to the
most complex and sophisticated at the top.

human potential movement: a movement that
focuses on helping people achieve their full
potential through an eclectic combination of ther-
apeutic methods and discipline.

humanistic psychology: a theoretical and therapeu-
tic approach that emphasizes people’s uniqueness
and their power to control their own destinies.

hypnosis: a temporary narrowing of conscious
awareness.

I
id: in psychoanalytic theory, the most primitive,

unconscious element of human personality.

identification: a type of defense mechanism in which
a person takes on the characteristics of someone
else.

individual psychology: today called differential
psychology, Alfred Adler’s theory that empha-
sizes individual differences in behavior.

individuation: the process by which a person
becomes a single integrated being; self-realiza-
tion. Individuation is the goal of Jungian
psychotherapy.

imprinting: a type of learning characteristic of fowls
that occurs only during a critical period of devel-
opment soon after birth.
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intellectualization: a type of defense mechanism in
which a person detaches himself from a painful
or anxiety-producing situation by dealing with it
solely in intellectual, abstract terms and ignoring
its emotional components.

intelligence: active, organized process of assimilat-
ing the new to the old and accommodating the old
to the new through which one’s mental mode of
understanding, or the schemes one has con-
structed, are changed to make room for the new
information.

IQ: a single number for expressing overall result of
an intelligence test.

J
just community: Kohlberg’s method of encouraging

moral development by letting members of a
community to collectively decide their own moral
norms.

L
latency stage: the fourth stage in Freud’s theory of

psychosexual development, in which a person’s
sexuality is dormant and his or her attentions are
focused outside the family.

learned helplessness: an apathetic attitude stemming
from the conviction that one’s actions do not have
the power to affect one’s situation.

learning theory: theory about how people learn and
modify pre-existing thoughts and behavior.

locomotions: in Lewin’s terms, the psychological
movements people tend to make toward entities
in their life space that have a strong positive
valence, and away from those with a negative
valence.

longitudinal study: research method used to study
changes over time.

M
mandala: a circular painting or symbol, typically

divided into four sections or quadrants, that repre-
sents the center or the self. Jung encouraged his
patients to paint mandalas as part of the process
of active imagination.

metapsychology: general term used to describe the
attempt to establish principles to explain all psycho-
logical phenomena. Also called meta-analysis.

midbrain: also called mesencephalon, the small area
near the lower middle of the brain that controls
smooth and reflexive movements and regulates
attention, sleep, and arousal.

moral development: the process of how people
come to incorporate society’s ideas of right and
wrong into their own mental patterns. Kohlberg
postulated six stages of moral development.

multiple intelligences: Howard Gardner’s theory 
that people may have eight different types of
intelligence.

N
narcissism: excessive preoccupation with self and

lack of empathy for others.

neurosis: term used to describe conditions involving
anxiety or psychological distress.

neurotic need: Horney’s theory that people with
neurosis have 10 unrealistic psychological needs
that they use extreme measures to fulfill.

O
object constancy: a cognitive skill where the infant

perceives that the same object will continue to be
the same no matter what its position or the
perspective from which she may view the object.

object permanence: a cognitive skill where the child
perceives an object or other’s continued existence
even when it is removed from the perceptual field.
Object permanency is a developmental task of the
preoperational child, in Piaget’s stages.

Oedipus complex: theory set forth by Sigmund
Freud that children are torn between feelings of
love for one parent while feeling a sense of
competition with the other.

ontogenesis: the sequence of developmental events
in the history of an individual organism as it
moves from simplicity to higher complexity. 

operant conditioning: approach to human learning
based on the premise that human intelligence and
will operate on the environment rather than
merely respond to the environment’s stimuli.

operations: the actions that take place in the mind
rather than in the physical environment, as used
by Piaget.

oral stage: the first stage in Sigmund Freud’s theory
of psychosexual development in which a child is
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primarily concerned with gratification through
sucking.

P
parallel play: type of play in which young children

play together, but each child is involved in her
own world of play, with its own rules.
Characteristic of Piaget’s preoperational stage of
development.

penis envy: according to Freud, a girl’s wish for a
penis; she blames her mother for depriving her 
of a penis and desires her father because he
possesses one.

perception: area of psychology associated with the
functioning of sensory systems and how informa-
tion from the external world is interpreted.

perceptual distortion: in Rogerian theory, a defense
mechanism in which a person re-interprets reality
to reduce their psychological stress.

persona: a person’s outward social “face,” or manner
of dealing with the world.

personal construct psychology: Kelly’s psychology,
in which a psychological test, known as the reper-
tory grid , provides people with different ways of
examining their unconscious mind, and along
with that the typical human behaviors such as
anxiety, guilt, creativity, aggression, and depres-
sion, among others. In this way, patients could
evaluate themselves and reveal their own cogni-
tive processes. 

phallic stage: the third stage in Freud’s theory of
psychosexual development in which a child expe-
riences and resolves the Oedipal crisis and
assumes his or her sexual identity.

phenomenological therapy: also called humanistic
therapy, an approach emphasizing a close,
supportive relationship between the client and the
therapist. Two well-known forms of phenomeno-
logical therapy are client-centered therapy and
Gestalt therapy.

phylogeny: the history of genealogical development
of a species.

post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD): a psycho-
logical disorder that develops in response to an
extremely traumatic event that threatens a
person’s safety or life.

preconscious: according to Sigmund Freud, that part
of the human mind that lies between the

conscious and the unconscious, which can be
accessed and brought into consciousness without
the use of special techniques.

preoperational stage: the second stage in Jean
Piaget’s theory of cognitive development charac-
terized by egocentrism, centration, and irre-
versibility in thought.

psyche: Greek word meaning the mind. A person’s
mental self.

psychoanalysis: a method of treatment developed by
Sigmund Freud that emphasizes thorough exami-
nation of a person’s unconscious motivations,
feelings, and relationships.

psychometrics: the design and analysis of research,
resulting in the measurement of human character-
istics (psychological testing). 

psychosexual stages: stages of development de-
scribed by Sigmund Freud that focuses on the
location of sexual impulses at different ages.

psychosis: a symptom of mental illness characterized
by a radical change in personality and a distorted
or diminished sense of objective reality.

psychotherapy the treatment of mental or emotional
disorders through the use of psychological tech-
niques rather than through physical or biological
means.

R
rational-emotive behavior therapy: a mode of

treatment developed by Albert Ellis in which a
client is challenged to examine his or her irra-
tional beliefs and taught to think more rationally
with the goal of reducing emotional problems.

rationalization: a type of defense mechanism in
which a person gives an intellectual reason or
rationale for an emotionally motivated action in
order to assign socially acceptable motives to
one’s behavior or to mask disappointment.

reaction formation: a type of defense mechanism in
which a person deals with unacceptable feelings
by adopting diametrically opposite ones.

reflection of feelings: method used in Rogerian
therapy in which the therapist encourages the client
to interpret thoughts or events by various methods,
as the phrase “How do you feel about that?”

regression: a type of defense mechanism in which a
person reverts to behavior characteristic of an
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earlier period of life in order to gain access to the
sources of gratification experienced during that
period.

reinforcement: a stimulus that increases the proba-
bility that a particular behavior will occur.

repression: a principal defense mechanism in which
a person selectively forgets disturbing material.

Rorschach technique: popularly known as the
“Inkblot Test,” a widely used projective psycho-
logical test used to assess personality structure
and identify emotional problems.

S
scheme: a term defined by Piaget as the basic unit of

knowledge that a person uses to organize past
experiences and to understand new ones. A
cognitive map of organized action. Sometimes
called “schema.” In Beck’s theory, schemes are
stable patterns of thinking, of which there are five
types.

Scholastic Assessment Test: series of tests used to
measure verbal and mathematical abilities and
achievement in specific subject areas.

self-actualization: the final and most complex step
in Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of human
motives, encompassing the basic need for self-
fulfillment.

self-conscious emotions: emotions such as guilt,
pride, shame, and hubris.

sensorimotor stage: the first stage in Jean Piaget’s
theory of cognitive development characterized by
a child’s ability to grasp properties of objects and
the concept of object constancy.

sensory deprivation: an experimental procedure
involving prolonged reduction of sensory stimuli.

shadow: the “dark” side of the personality; elements
that have been shut out of the conscious ego
because of the patient’s fear of parental or social
disapproval. In Jungian thought, the shadow
appears in dreams as a member of one’s own sex.

shaping: a gradual behavior modification technique
in which successive approximations to the desired
behavior is rewarded.

significance level: a method to describe the reliabil-
ity of test results.

Skinner box: a specially used cage with levers for
releasing food used to condition animals.

social learning theory: a theory that posits that
people learn behavior by copying “models” and
receiving reinforcements.

social referencing: the process by which infants seek
out and interpret the emotional responses of their
parents to form their own emotional understand-
ing of unfamiliar events, objects, or persons.

Stanford-Binet intelligence scales: test developed
by Binet and modified for an American audience
by Lewis Terman at Stanford University. It is still
widely used.

strange situation: a research technique developed by
Mary Ainsworth and used in the assessment of
attachments.

stranger anxiety: fear of people with whom a child
is not familiar.

structuralism: Wundt’s approach to experimental
psychological testing, in which each stimulus is
experienced by the mind as separate from all
others. Also called elementalism.

sublimations: a type of defense mechanism in which
unacceptable impulse is diverted to a more appro-
priate or socially acceptable form. It differs from
displacement in that sublimations are generally
associated with the conversion of impulses to
scientific, artistic, and other creative or intellec-
tual activities.

superego: in psychoanalytic theory, the part of the
human personality that represents a person’s inner
values and morals; also known as conscience.

symbolic imitation: child’s play that incorporates a
pretend or symbolic object in imitative play.

synchronicity: Jung’s term for meaningful coinci-
dences that have no apparent causal relationship.

T
temperament: an individual’s characteristic emo-

tional nature, including energy level, prevailing
mood, and sensitivity to stimuli.

transference: the tendency of clients to transfer to
the therapist their emotional responses to signifi-
cant people in their lives.

U
unconditioned response: response that is natural and

not learned, such as jerking the hand from a hot
stove.

G l o s s a r y

5 0 5P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s

G
lossary



unconditioned stimulus: stimulus that naturally
elicits behavior, such as food.

unconscious: the part of the mind whose contents
people resist bringing into awareness.

V
valence: in Lewin’s terms, the psychological value of

something or someone. A positive valence satisfies
a need and is sought after. A negative valence is
avoided. 

validity (in testing): term used in testing to describe
tests that measure what they are intended to
measure.

W
Wechsler intelligence scales: developed by David

Wechsler, a series of intelligence tests encom-
passing both verbal and nonverbal abilities.

G l o s s a r y

P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s5 0 6



A
the A School (SAS or Scarsdale

Alternative High School), 1:268,
274–275

AAAI (American Association for
Artificial Intelligence), 2:367

AAI (Adult Attachment Interview), 1:12
abnormal psychology, 2:303
Abraham, Karl, 1:179, 184, 192, 194
Abramson, Lynn, 1:82
abreactive approach (to psychotherapy),

1:76
Academy for Cognitive Therapy (ACT),

1:83, 84, 85
Academy for the Study of the

Psychoanalytic Arts, 1:197
accommodation, 2:353
accumulative fragmentalism, 1:242
ACT (Academy for Cognitive Therapy),

1:83, 84, 85
action research (applied social

psychology), 2:287–288, 296
“Action Research and Minority

Problems” (Lewin), 2:287
active imagination, 1:222
actuality principle (in structuralism),

2:456–457
actualizing tendency, 2:374

see also self-actualizing tendency;
self-actualization

Adam’s Rib (Herschberger), 2:489
Adams-Webber, Jack, 1:246–247

adaptivity (of personality disorders),
1:74

Adler, Alfred, 1:70, 146, 154, 163–165,
195–196

Adolescence: Its Psychology and its
Relations to Physiology,
Anthropology, Sociology, Sex,
Crime, Religion, and Education
(Hall), 2:452

Adolescent Agression (Bandura,
Walters), 1:41

“The Adolescent as a Philosopher”
(Gilligan, Kohlberg), 1:257

adolescent depression, 1:86
adolescent psychology, 1:267, 2:290

see also child psychology; Kohlberg,
Lawrence; Piaget, Jean; Gilligan,
Carol

Adult Attachment Interview (AAI), 1:12
advertising, 2:332
African American Psychology Theory,

Research, and Practice, 1:135
African Americans, 1:119–144
agency. See self-regulation
aggression

adolescent, 1:41
Bobo doll experiments, 1:43–44
as coping mechanism, 1:190–191,

195–196
Horney theory, 1:190–191
moral disengagement, 1:49–50
observational learning impact, 1:39
social learning effect, 1:44–45

television, 1:53–54
triggers, 1:45

Aggression: A Social Learning Analysis
(Bandura), 1:45

Ainsworth, Leonard, 1:3
Ainsworth, Mary D. Salter, 1:1–14, 2

attachment theory, 1:1, 5–8
childhood, 1:2
contributions, 1:5, 13–14
education, 1:2–3
evaluations, 1:10–11
family, 1:2
field observation techniques, 

1:10–11
frame of reference, 1:8–10
honors and awards, 1:5
importance, 1:5, 13–14
life events, 1:2–5, 11
on motivation to study 

psychology, 1:3
publications, 1:4
students, 1:12
summarized, 1:1–2
teaching work, 1:12
time frame, 1:8–10
on value of psychoanalysis, 1:10–11
World War II military 

experience, 1:3
Aircrib, 2:405, 424
AJC (American Jewish Congress),

2:283
Akom, Antwi, 1:138
Al-Anon, 1:196

Index

5 0 7

The volume number is the number to the left of the colon. Page numbers are to the right of the colon. Page
numbers in boldface refer to the primary article about a subject. Italicized page numbers indicate an illustration
on the page. Display materials such as graphs, charts, figures or tables are indicated by the letters g, f, t or c.



Al-Anon Faces Alcoholism (Al-Anon
Family Groups), 1:196

Albert Einstein and Max Wertheimer: 
A Gestalt Genesis of Special
Relativity, History of Science
(Miller), 2:432

alchemy, 1:218
see also Jung, Carl Gustaf

Alchemy: An Introduction to the
Symbolism and the Psychology
(von Franz), 1:226

Alcoholics Anonymous, 1:196
alcoholism, 2:341
Alderdorfer, Clayton, 2:315
Alexander, Franz, 1:180, 181, 195
Alloy, Lauren, 1:82
Allport, Floyd, 2:295
Allport, Gordon, 1:132, 133, 2:307
Almost Human (Yerkes), 2:477
Alpha and Beta tests, 2:473–474, 480

see also group intelligence testing;
Yerkes, Robert Means

Alpha test. See Alpha and Beta tests
alternative schools, 1:257, 274–275
American Association for Applied

Psychology, 2:379
American Association for Artificial

Intelligence (AAAI), 2:367
An American Dilemma: The Negro

Problem and Modern Democracy
(Clark, Bunche), 1:22

American Institute for 
Psychoanalysis, 1:197

American Jewish Congress 
(AJC), 2:283

American Psychoanalytic 
Institute, 1:196

American Psychological Association
(APA), 1:198, 233

see also individual psychologists by
name

amplification method, 1:209
anal stage, 1:59, 160
The Analysis of Behavior (Holland,

Skinner), 2:406
analysis of variance (ANOVA), 1:25
analytic philosophy, 2:438
analytical psychology, 1:165, 202, 

204–205, 221–227
see also Jung, Carl Gustaf

Anastasi, Anne, 1:15–37, 16
on applied psychology, 1:29
awards and honors, 1:19
case studies, 1:32–35
childhood, 1:16–17
contributions, 1:19, 29–31, 35–36
on differential psychology, 1:19
education, 1:17
on environmental factor impact, 1:21
on ethical standards, 1:30
on evaluation of human 

differences, 1:32
evaluations, 1:27–31

experimental methodology, 1:24–25
factors affecting, 1:25–27
family, 1:16–17
frame of reference, 1:25–27
heredity and environment theories,

1:19–24
importance, 1:19, 29–31, 35–36
intellectual breadth, 1:18
on intelligence improvement, 1:30
on intelligence testing, 1:36
legacy of, 1:29–31
life events, 1:16–19, 33
medical problems, 1:18
mentor role, 1:18, 31
methodology, 1:22–24, 32
as pioneer for women in psychology,

1:29, 35
professional leadership, 1:18–19
on psychometric vs. experimental

orientation, 1:24
publications, 1:18
research criteria and goals, 1:31–32
scientific standards, 1:36
summarized, 1:15–16
teaching work, 1:17
time frame, 1:25–27
World Wars’ impact, 1:26–27

Angell, James Rowland, 1:50, 2:390,
440

anger, 1:188
anima and animus, 1:209–210

see also Jung, Carl Gustaf
animal behavior, 2:485–488

see also primate research; Yerkes,
Robert Means

animal experimentation, 2:328, 417,
418, 419

see also primate research; Yerkes,
Robert Means

“Animal Intelligence: An Experimental
Study of the Associative
Processes in Animals”
(Thorndike), 2:485

Animal Intelligence (Thorndike), 2:414
animal research standards, 2:495
Anna O., 1:148, 151, 157
Anokhin, Pyotr, 2:340–341
ANOVA (analysis of variance), 1:25
Antabuse, 2:341
Anthropoid Station, 2:437
anti-Semitism

Freud resettlement in England,
1:163

German psychologists’ immigration
to U.S., 2:427, 429, 431, 439

Gestalt psychology impact, 2:440
Jung, 1:220
Lewin research, 2:280, 282, 283,

288, 292–293
Maslow research, 2:315
New School for Social Research,

2:427, 432–432
Russian, 2:327

antidepressant medications, 1:86
antipsychotic drugs, 1:79

see also specific drugs by name
anxiety disorders, 1:89
APA (American Psychological

Association), 1:198
apparent movement, 2:434–435
apperception, 2:459
applied behavior analysis, 2:421
applied psychology, 1:17, 28
applied social psychology, 2:287–288
Aptitude Testing (Hull), 2:339
Archetypal Patterns in Fairy Tales

(von Franz), 1:226
archetypes, 1:165, 210–211, 224–225,

225–227
see also Jung, Carl Gustaf

Argyris, Chris, 2:293
Armor, David, 1:137
Army Alpha and Beta tests, 2:473–474,

477, 480
see also group intelligence testing

art, 1:213
see also Jung, Carl Gustaf

ASD (Association for the Study of
Dreams), 1:227

Ashby, W. Ross, 1:244
assessment. See intelligence testing
assimilation, 2:353
association. See conditioned reflexes;

Pavlov, Ivan Petrovich
Association for the Advancement of

Psychoanalysis (AAP), 
1:182–183, 197

Association for the Study of Dreams
(ASD), 1:227

associationism, 1:94–95
associative learning, 2:339
attachment (Bowlby), 1:9
attachment parenting movement, 

1:13–14
attachment theory

Baltimore field studies, 
1:2, 4, 12–13

classifications, 1:5–6
communal childcare environment

effect, 1:12
cultural values effect, 1:12, 13
defined, 1:1, 5
development, 1:6
foster parenting, 1:14
Japanese theory, 1:13
kibbutz research, 1:12
secure attachment vs. insecure

attachment, 1:8
Uganda field studies, 1:2, 12–13

attribution theory, 2:300
Austin Riggs Center, 1:70
autism, 2:407
“Autobiography of a Theory” 

(Kelly), 1:232
automatic behaviors (in structuralism),

2:458–459

I n d e x

P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s5 0 8



autonomous person, 1:82–83
aversive therapy, 2:341
awareness (in Gestalt therapy), 

2:442, 443

B
B-values, 2:310–311
baby box, 2:405, 423
BAI (Beck Anxiety Inventory), 1:84
Baillargeon, Renee, 2:363
Baker, Eva, 1:29
balance theory, 2:300
Baldwin, James Mark, 2:359, 465
Baltimore field studies (attachment

theory), 1:2, 9, 12–13
Bandura, Albert, 1:39–66, 40

aggression theories, 1:44–45
ambiguity, 1:55–56
childhood, 1:40
cognitive psychology influence, 1:54
on collective self-efficacy, 1:59
as constructivist, 1:67–68
contributions, 1:40
education, 1:40–41
evaluations, 1:54–59
frame of reference, 1:50–54
Haggbloom, Steven, 1:40
honors and awards, 1:42–43
on imitation, 1:44
on implementation of theories, 1:62
importance, 1:40
imprecision of term definition, 1:55
influences, 1:51
life events, 1:40–43, 62
on outcome expectations, 1:55–56
on perceived self-efficacy, 1:55
on psychological analysis

perspectives, 1:46
publications, 1:42
recent interests, 1:42–43
self-efficacy theory, 1:46–49, 47, 56,

58, 65
on self-regulation, 1:46
self-system theory, 1:54
Stanford University, 1:41–42
summarized, 1:39–40
on television and aggression, 

1:45, 53
theories, 1:43–50
on thoughts and actions, 1:54
time frame, 1:50–54
on University of Iowa, 1:41

Bandura, Virginia Varns, 1:41
Banks, W. Curtis, 1:135
Barker, Roger, 2:299, 301
Barlow, David H., 1:89
basic anxiety, 1:186–187, 188
basic hostility, 1:7, 190
Bates, Marilyn, 1:212
Battle of Britain, 1:10
Bavelas, Alex, 2:299

BDI (Beck Depression 
Inventory), 1:84

Beaunis, Henri, 1:96
Beck, Aaron Temkin, 1:67–91, 68

on adaptive reactions, 1:74
Bandura influence, 1:80
childhood, 1:68–69
cognitive therapy study, 1:81
continuity hypothesis, 1:74–75
contributions, 1:67, 79–80
critical response, 1:80–83
depression research, 1:70–71
dream research, 1:70
education, 1:69–70
Ellis influence, 1:77
family, 1:68, 71
frame of reference, 1:79–80
Freudian theory disagreement, 1:70,

73, 74–75
on his own phobias, 1:68–69
honors and awards, 1:67
human evolutionary biology

research, 1:71
importance, 1:67, 79–80
integrative movement, 1:71
Kelly influence, 1:80
life events, 1:68–71, 88
Meichenbaum influence, 1:80
National Institute of Mental Health

(NIMH) study, 1:81
on personality disorders as 

reactive, 1:74
phobias, 1:68–69
publications, 1:69
on self-expression of patients in

therapy, 1:75
self-help movement contribution,

1:80
significance, 1:67, 79–80
social factors affecting 

depression, 1:82–83
suicidology, 1:87
theories, 1:71–79
therapist role, 1:76–79, 81
time frame, 1:79–80

Beck, Judith, 1:71, 83, 85
Beck, Phyllis Whitman, 1:71
Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI), 1:84
Beck Depression Inventory 

(BDI), 1:84
Beck Hopelessness Scale (BHS), 1:84
Beck Institute for Cognitive Therapy

and Research, 1:71, 85
Beck Scale for Suicide Ideation 

(BSS), 1:87
On Becoming a Person (Rogers), 

2:373, 374
On Becoming Carl Rogers

(Kirschenbaum), 2:391
Beers, Clifford, 2:389
Behavior: An Introduction to

Comparative Psychology
(Watson), 2:414

behavior analysis, 2:419–420
“Behavior and Development as a

Function of the Total Situation”
(Lewin), 2:285

behavior modification, 1:41, 42, 
2:420, 421

The Behavior of Organisms (Skinner),
2:300, 416

behavioral conditioning. See behavioral
shaping; behaviorism; Skinner,
Burrhus Frederic; Watson, John

behavioral environmental factors, 
1:21–22

behavioral psychology, 2:440, 487–488
see also behaviorism

behavioral shaping, 2:423, 425
see also behaviorism
see also operant conditioning;

Skinner, Burrhus Frederic
behavioral therapy, 2:341

see also behaviorism; Pavlov, Ivan
Petrovich

behaviorism
animal experiments, 2:414–415
case studies, 2:421–422
chaining theories, 2:411–412
cognitive therapy criticisms, 1:80
defined, 1:43, 2:332
as descriptive rather than 

explanatory, 2:408
diminution of as model for

psychotherapy, 1:80
emotions, 2:419
explained, 1:51c
extinction theories, 2:410–411
free will, 2:416
individual identity, 1:230
limitations, 2:418
motivation role, 2:314
neo-behaviorism, 2:339
operant conditioning, 2:393, 

407–408
organizational behavior

management, 2:421–422
punishment theories, 2:409–410
reinforcement theories, 2:409–410,

412–413
shaping theories, 2:411
Skinner contribution, 2:393, 

407–413
stimulus-control training, 2:412
as treating symptoms rather than

causes, 2:419
Watson contribution, 2:332, 414–415

About Behaviorism (Skinner), 2:407
behaviorist psychology, 2:440

see also behaviorism
Beiträge sur Theorie der

Sinneswahrenehmungen
(Wundt), 2:451

Bell, Sylvia, 1:12
Bellevue Hospital (New York), 1:113
Benedict, Ruth, 1:194, 2:306

I n d e x

5 0 9P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s

Index



Benton, Art, 1:50
Bergson, Henri, 2:347, 359
Beritov, I.S., 2:340
Berlin Medical School, 1:179
Berlin Physiological Institute, 2:428
Berlin Psychoanalytic Clinic and

Institute, 1:166, 180, 181
Berlin Psychoanalytic Society, 1:179
Beta tests. See Alpha and Beta tests
Bettelheim, Bruno, 1:133–134, 255
Beyond Freedom and Dignity (Skinner),

2:400, 407, 415
Beyond IQ: A Triarchic Theory of

Human Intelligence
(Sternberg), 1:117

BHS (Beck Hopelessness Scale), 1:84
bibliotherapy, 1:80
Bielefeld research, 1:12
Binet, Alfred, 1:93–118, 94

childhood, 1:94
connection between intelligence and

age, 1:99–100
contributions, 1:93, 117–118
culture-intelligence relationship,

1:105
education and training, 1:94–95, 97
evaluations, 1:106–114
family and home life, 1:96, 98
frame of reference, 1:103–106
importance, 1:93, 117–118
independent nature, 1:94
intelligence test use, 1:100–101,

2:390
life events, 1:94–98, 115
mental orthopedics, 1:100, 103
methodology, 1:97
psychological testing research, 1:97
publications, 1:95
on role of judgement in 

intelligence, 1:99
significance, 1:93, 117–118
summarized, 1:93–94
on test-giving procedures, 1:103
time frame, 1:103–106

Binet Intelligence Scale, 2:438
see also Binet-Simon Scale;

intelligence testing; group
intelligence testing

Binet-Simon Scale
Binet intention for, 1:93
components of, 1:100–103
evolution into Stanford-Binet,

1:108–110
Goddard dissemination, 1:107
Terman enhancement of, 1:108–110
Yerkes adaptations for military,

2:476
see also intelligence testing; group

intelligence testing
biofeedback, 2:420
Biographical Dictionary of Psychology,

1:17, 34, 242, 2:447, 451, 462
Biological Computer Laboratory, 1:244

biological racism, 1:136
black activism, 1:120–132, 130–132
Blahar, Mary, 1:12
Blatt, Moshe, 1:272
Blatz, William, 1:3, 5
Blehar, Mary, 1:7
Bleuler, Eugen, 1:203, 2:349
Board of Education, Brown v., 1:123,

124–125, 127, 128, 135–138
Boas, Frank, 1:111, 2:488
Bobibe, Cecil, 2:381
Bobo doll experiments, 1:39, 41, 43–44,

45, 59, 63
body-mind connection, 2:436

see also Pavlov, Ivan Petrovich;
physiology-psychology link

Boehm, Felix, 1:195
Boeree, C. George, 1:243, 2:291, 436, 462
borderline personality disorder 

(BPD), 1:87
Boring, Edwin G., 2:466–467
Boston Psychoanalytic Society and

Institute (BPSI), 1:79
Boston University, 1:89
Bott, Edward, 1:3
boundary regulation (in Gestalt

therapy), 2:442–443
Bowen, Murray, 1:82
Bowlby, John

attachment theory significance, 1:1
collaboration with Ainsworth, 1:4
education, 1:9
importance of work, 1:13–14
influence on Jungians, 1:223
separation anxiety research, 1:10
as teacher, 1:5
World War II impact, 1:9–10

BPD (borderline personality 
disorder), 1:87

BPSI (Boston Psychoanalytic Society
and Institute), 1:79

brain imaging technology, 1:55
brain physiology, 2:330

see also physiology–psychology
link; Pavlov, Ivan Petrovich

Brandeis University, 1:233, 2:307–308
Branden, Nathaniel, 1:64, 90
Breland, Keller, 2:418
Breland, Marian, 2:418
Brentano, Franz Clemens, 2:438
Bretherton, Inge, 12
Breuer, Josef, 1:147–148, 157, 171
Bridwell, Lawrence, 2:317–318
Brigham, Carl, 1:110–111, 2:488, 491
Brooks, Roy L., 1:135
Brown, J.F., 2:281
Brown, Lyn Mikel, 1:257
Brown v. Board of Education, 1:123,

124–125, 127, 128, 135–138
Brown v. Board of Education: A Civil

Rights Milestone and its
Troubled Legacy (Patterson),
1:137

Brücke, Ernst, 1:147
Bruner, Jerome, 1:242, 2:360, 363
BSS (Beck Scale for Suicide Ideation),

1:87
bulimia nervosa, 1:86
Bunche, Ralph, 1:122
Burlingham, Dorothy, 1:170
Burns, David, 1:80
Burt, Cyril, 1:34
Buskist, W., 2:361

C
Cahn, Edmond, 1:134
CAI (computer assisted instruction),

2:420
Calkins, Mary Whiton, 1:198, 2:390
Campbell, Robert, 2:352
Capelle, Elizabeth, 1:197
Carl Rogers on Personal Power

(Rogers), 2:396
The Carl Rogers Reader

(Kirschenbaum, Henderson),
2:373, 390, 391

Carlson, N.R., 2:361
Case, Robbie, 2:366
case histories. See case studies
“A Case of Mania with its Social

Implications” (Wertheimer),
2:432

case studies, 2:299, 301
action research (industrial), 

2:298–299
Ainsworth, 1:12–13
Anastasi, 1:32–35
Anna O., 1:171
applied behavior analysis, 2:421
archetypes, 1:224–227
attachment, 1:12–13
Bandura, 1:62–63
Beck, 1:87–89
behavior modification, 2:421
behaviorism, 2:421
Binet, 1:116
Charcot, 1:171
Clare, 1:199
cognitive limitation, 1:199
cognitive therapy, 1:87–90
constructive alternativism, 

1:247–248
constructive bridging, 2:247–248
current events explanations, 

2:224–225
denial, 1:199
depression, 1:87–88
dolphin-human therapy, 2:421
Dora, 1:171–172
dreams, 1:199
free association, 1:171
Freud, 1:170–172
frustration and regression, 

2:299, 301

I n d e x

P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s5 1 0



Gestalt therapy, 2:443–445
group therapy, 2:396–398
Heinz, 1:256
Horney, 1:199
hypnosis, 1:171
industrial psychology, 2:321–323
intelligence, 1:116
intelligence testing, 2:491–492
interpretation of current events,

1:224–225
Jung, 1:224–227
Kelly, 1:247–248
Kohlberg, 1:273–276
law enforcement ethics, 1:275
level of aspiration, 2:298
Lewin, 2:298–299, 301
life review, 1:248
Maslow, 2:320–323
moral development, 1:256
mythology, 1:224–227
neurosis, 1:199
operant conditioning, 2:421–422
organizational behavior

management, 2:421–422
pastoral counseling, 1:225–227
Pavlov, 2:242–243
personality theory, 1:224
phobias, 2:342
Piaget, 2:367
primate research, 2:493–495
prison reform, 1:273–274
professional ethics, 1:275–276
psychoanalytic theory, 1:171–172
psychometrics, 1:32–35
psychotherapy, 1:224
Rat Man, 1:171
reaction times, 2:468–469
regression and frustration, 2:299,

301
Rogers, 2:396–398
secondary education, 1:274–275
self-analysis, 1:199
Skinner, 2:421–422
symptom management, 1:247–248
teaching machines, 2:406–407, 421
Wertheimer, 2:443–445
wife battering, 1:88–90
Wundt, 2:468–469
Yerkes, 2:491–492, 493, 494

Cassidy, Jude, 1:12
castration. See penis envy
The Cat: A Tale of Feminine

Redemption (von Franz), 1:226
catharsis, 1:43–44, 2:382
Cattell, James McKeen, 1:25–26, 27,

28, 96, 104–105, 2:467
Cattell, Raymond, 1:31
CBT (cognitive-behavioral therapy),

2:340
CCI (Commission on Community

Interrelations), 2:283, 288
CDC (Centers for Disease Control and

Prevention), 1:70

Celexa (citalopram), 1:86
Center for Advanced Study in the

Behavioral Sciences, 1:41, 2:389
Center for Anxiety and Related

Disorders, 1:89
Center for Moral Development and

Education, 1:254, 257
Center for Studies of the Person, 2:389
Centers for Disease Control and

Prevention (CDC), 1:59, 70
CG Jung Institutes, 1:222–223
chaining (in behaviorist psychology),

2:411–412
Chant, Sperrin, 1:3
character education, 1:270, 271

see also Kohlberg, Lawrence; moral
education

Charcot, Jean Martin, 1:95–96, 151
Charles Darwin; A New Life

(Bowlby), 1:9
Chazan, Barry, 1:272
Chein, Isador, 1:132
Chen, LeoNora M., 2:369
Chiari, Gabriele, 1:242
Chicago (University), 1:50, 133, 268
Chicago Psychoanalytic Institute,

1:180–181
child development. See child

psychology
child psychology

aggression, 1:53–54
behavioral psychology, 2:332
Binet educational research, 1:98
Binet memory research, 1:97
Binet-Simon Scale, 1:99–103
Binet work, 1:96
case studies, 2:367–368
communication milestones, 2:354c
connection between intelligence and

age, 1:99–100
development of self, 1:125–127
dolls tests, 1:126, 135, 138, 140
dreams, 1:187
exercises to improve intelligence,

1:100, 103
Freud (Anna) research, 1:170
Freudian theories, 1:159–161
gifted children, 2:369
Hall research, 2:389
Horney theory, 1:186–187
intelligence, 1:103
intelligence testing research, 1:105
Jung influence, 1:220, 223
Klein research, 1:192, 194–195
Koffka research, 2:429, 441–442
moral development, 2:364, 

367–368
Piaget, Jean, 2:345–372
play therapy, 1:194
racism impact, 1:125–127
Rogers research, 2:378
Spearman intelligence research,

1:106

stages, 2:346, 349c, 354–357, 
354c, 362c

Watson conditioning theory, 2:332
see also Ainsworth, Mary D. Salter;

Binet, Alfred; Clark, Kenneth
Bancroft; cognitive
structuralism; intelligence
testing; Kohlberg, Lawrence 

child psychotherapy, 1:192
see also child psychology

child-rearing practices, 1:23
see also child psychology

Child Welfare Research Station, 
2:282, 299, 301

Children’s Minds (Donaldson), 2:363
The Child’s Construction of Physical

Quantities (Piaget, Inhelder),
2:350

Chimpanzee Intelligence and Its Vocal
Expressions (Yerkes), 2:477

Chimpanzees: A Laboratory Colony
(Yerkes), 2:484–485, 489

Chlorpromazine (thorazine), 1:79
choice corollary, 1:235, 236
chronoscope, 2:467
circularity, 1:244
citalopram (Celexa), 1:86
City University of New York, 1:123
Civil War, 1:198
Civilization and Its Discontents

(Freud), 1:146
clairvoyance, 1:215
Clare, 1:199
Clark, Kenneth Bancroft, 1:119–144,

120, 141
activism and ethical leadership,

1:123–124
childhood, 1:120–121
children’s development of self,

1:125–127
civil rights in public education,

1:123, 124–125, 127, 128–129
Civil Rights Movement, 1:124
contributions, 1:141
desegregation criteria for public

education, 1:128
education, 1:121–123
on effect of racial segregation on

children, 1:127
evaluations, 1:132–137
frame of reference, 1:130–132
on Harlem childhood, 1:121
Harlem Youth Opportunities Project,

1:123–124, 132
honors and awards, 1:120, 124
impact on Supreme Court school

desegregation decision, 1:123,
124–125, 127, 128–129, 132–134

importance, 1:141
life events, 1:120–124, 139
on nature of human beings, 1:131
as pioneer of social psychology,

1:137

I n d e x

5 1 1P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s

Index



political engagement, 1:124
on progress and social change, 1:132
publications, 1, 121
on racism, 1:126, 129, 138
research methodology, 1:129–130
on responsibilities of social

scientists, 1:120
on separatist movement, 1:132
summarized, 1:119–120
on Sumner influence, 1:122
time frame, 1:130–132

Clark, Mamie Phipps, 1:120, 122–123,
125–126, 137

Clark University, 2:389, 485, 486
classical conditioning, 2:331, 333–334
client-centered psychotherapy, 2:374,

382–383
Client-Centered Therapy; Its Current

Practice, Implications and
Theory (Rogers), 2:379

clinical concentric method (Piaget),
2:358

The Clinical Management of the
Problem Child (Rogers), 2:378

clinical method (Piaget), 2:357
clinical psychologist Jungians, 1:223
Clinical Psychology: Science and

Practice (ed. Barlow), 1:89
Clinical Psychology and Personality,

the Selected Papers of George
Kelly (Maher), 1:233

closure (in Gestalt psychology), 2:435
cluster schools, 1:257

see also educational psychology;
Kohlberg, Lawrence

clusters (of mental abilities), 1:112–113
see also Bandura, Albert;

intelligence; intelligence testing
cocaine, 1:152
Code of Fair Testing Practices in

Education, 2:492
codependency, 1:196
cognitions. See cognitive therapy
cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT),

1:41, 42, 2:340
cognitive development theory, 

2:345–372, 366–367, 367
cognitive modeling, 1:246
cognitive needs, 2:311
cognitive neuroscience, 1:55
cognitive psychology, 1:54

see also cognitive therapy
cognitive readjustment, 1:264
cognitive revolution (in 

psychology), 1:80
cognitive structures, 2:353
cognitive therapy

behavior therapy comparison, 1:86
behaviorist criticisms, 1:80–81
borderline personality disorder

(BPD), 1:87
bulimia nervosa, 1:86
case studies, 1:87–90

categories of patient information
processing, 1:73–74

clinical trials, 86
cognitive science discoveries, 1:83
as collaborative, 1:76–79
as constructivism variant, 1:67–68
cost-effectiveness, 1:80
couples therapy, 1:80
defined, 1:67, 71
depression, 1:87–88
description, 1:71–72
dialogue examples, 1:74
dominance, 1:80
effectiveness research, 1:86–87
emotions, 1:75–76, 81
as enabling patient to become own

therapist, 1:78, 181–182
expansion through mental health

field, 1:71
founding of, 1:67
Freudian theory disagreements,

1:70, 73
initial patient interview, 1:84
as integrating other psychotherapy

theories, 1:71
life changes’ role, 1:83
as limited in scope, 1:83
managed care, 1:80
medication, 1:85
modes, 1:72
number and spacing of treatment

sessions, 1:85
obsessive compulsive disorder

(OCD), 1:86
philosophical tradition roots, 1:79
popular culture, 1:90
practice of, 1:83–85
practitioner preparation, 1:84
psychoanalytic model vs., 1:79–80
rational-emotive behavior therapy

(REBT) similarities, 1:77
self-esteem, 1:90
Sequenced Treatment Alternatives to

Relieve Depression (STAR*D)
study, 1:86–87

session components, 1:84–85
sexual offenders, 1:86
as simplistic, 1:81, 82, 83
Socratic questioning, 1:77–79
standard format, 1:83–85
structure, 1:72
suicidology, 1:87
as superficial, 1:81
systems, 1:72
therapist role, 1:81–82
training, 1:85
as unrealistic, 1:82
uses, 1:71
wife battering, 1:88–90
as within mainstream of Western

philosophy, 1:79
Cognitive Therapy and the Emotional

Disorders (Beck), 1:74

Cognitive Therapy of Depression
(Beck), 1:75, 76, 78–79, 81

Cognitive Therapy of Personality
Disorders (Beck), 1:71, 74, 75,
76, 81, 82

cognitive triad, 1:70–71
Collected Works (Jung), 1:208
“A Collective Fear of the Collective:

Implications for Selves and
Theories for Selves” (Markus),
2:397

Collective Self-Schemas: The Socio
Cultural Grounding of the
Personal (Markus, Kitayama),
2:397

collective unconscious, 1:165
College Entrance Examination Board,

1:491
coloring test, 1:125–126
Columbia University, 1:50, 113, 123,

134, 2:306, 390
combination therapy, 1:85
Commission on Community

Interrelations (CCI), 2:283, 288
commonality corollary, 1:236, 237, 

246–247
communication development, 2:493,

2:354c
communitarian psychology, 1:270–271,

272
community living, 2:405
comparative psychology

behavioral psychology vs., 
2:487–488

defined, 2:483, 484
expansion of, 2:485–486
explained, 2:473
issues involving, 2:486
Yerkes research, 2:473

Comparative Psychology in the
Twentieth Century (Dewsbury),
2:484

compliance, 1:190–191, 195
computer assisted instruction 

(CAI), 2:420
computer science, 1:54
concrete operations stage (of child

development), 2:356
conditioned reflexes, 2:235, 329
Conditioned Reflexes: An Investigation

of the Physiological Activity of
the Cerebral Cortex (Pavlov),
2:330

“Conditioned Reflexes: Pathological
Disturbances of the Cortex”
(Pavlov lecture), 2:335

“Conditioned Reflexes and Neuron
Organization” (Konorski), 2:338

conditioning, 1:52
conditioning. See classical conditioning;

conditioned reflexes
“Conduct, Knowledge, and Acceptance

of New Values” (Lewin), 2:290

I n d e x

P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s5 1 2



Connecticut State Interracial
Commission, 2:290–291

connection of elements (in
structuralism), 2:454–455

conscious (as component of the mind),
1:155, 156

Conservation and Atomism (Piaget,
Inhelder), 2:350

construction corollary, 1:235, 236
The Construction of Reality in the Child

(Piaget), 2:353
constructive alternativism

associations, 1:243–244
behaviorism vs., 1:241
case studies, 1:247–248
constructive bridging, 1:248–249
corollaries, 1:235–237
criticisms, 1:242–243
defined, 1:229–231, 234
as developmental, 1:242
as diagnostic instrument, 1:238–239
Einstein’s theory, 1:246
fixed-role therapy, 1:239–240
importance, 1:243–246
information technology relationship,

1:245–246
journals, 1:243–244
life review, 1:248
networks, 1:243
patterns, 1:234
post-traumatic stress disorder,

1:247–248
psychodynamic approach vs., 1:241
repertory grid, 1:238–239
symptom management, 1:247–248
trauma reliving, 1:248
World Wide Web usage, 1:246

constructive bridging, 1:248
constructivism, 1:67–68, 2:359

see also constructive alternativism;
personal construct psychology

constructs (in constructive
alternativism), 1:234, 237–238

contemporaneity, 2:286, 295–296
see also Lewin, Kurt

Contingencies of Reinforcement
(Skinner), 2:407

“Continuities in childhood and Adult
Moral Development Revisited”
(Kohlberg), 1:256

continuity (in Gestalt psychology),
2:435–536

continuity hypothesis (Beck), 1:74–75
contrasexuality, 1:209, 219
conventional morality, 1:262

see also Kohlberg, Lawrence
conversation theory, 1:244
coping mechanisms, 1:190–191, 

195–196
core tendency. See actualizing tendency
corollaries (of constructive

alternativism), 1:235–237, 
246–248

Cortese, Anthony, 1:270
cortical inhibition, 2:335–336
Counseling and Psychotherapy: Newer

Concepts in Practice (Rogers),
2:379

Counseling with Returned Servicemen
(Rogers), 2:379

counter-conditioning, 2:335, 341
see also conditioning; conditioned

reflexes
couples therapy, 1:80
Coyne, James C., 1:86
Creative Evolution (Bergson), 

2:347, 359
creative resultants principle, 2:456
creative synthesis (in structuralism),

2:457
creativity, 1:213, 2:322

see also Jung, Carl Gustaf
Critique of Pure Reason (Kant), 2:291
Crittenden, Patricia, 1:12
Crockett’s Role Category Questionnaire

(RCQ), 1:247
cross-cultural psychology, 1:18
Crozier, William, 2:404
The Cry for Myth (May), 2:322
cultural change, 2:290
“Cultural Reconstruction” 

(Lewin), 1:289
Culture and Basic Psychological

Principles (Markus), 2:397
culturist school (of psychotherapy),

1:197, 198–199
current event analysis, 1:224–225
Current Psychotherapies (Yontef),

2:443
cybernetics, 1:244
cyberspace, 2:366–367

D
The Dancing Mouse: A Study in Animal

Behavior (Yerkes), 2:476, 484
Dark Ghetto (Clark), 1:121, 124
Darwin, Charles

animal emotional expression, 
2:486–487

as Bowlby influence, 1:9
as Freud influence, 1:147, 162
as Galton influence, 1:103
as Pavlov influence, 2:325
as Piaget influence, 2:359

de-reflection technique, 2:316
death instinct theory, 1:195
defense mechanisms, 1:188
Defining Difference: Race and Racism

in the History of Psychology
(Phillips), 1:129–130

Defining Issues Test (DIT), 1:256, 273
deflection (in Gestalt therapy), 2:443
Delboeuf, Joseph, 1:94, 95
Dembo, Tamara, 2:297, 299, 301

Democracy and Education (Dewey),
1:268

denial, 1:157
depression, 1:70–71, 82–83, 87–88

see also specific types of depression
depressive realism, 1:82
“Desegregation: An Appraisal of the

Evidence” (Clark), 1:127
desensitization, 2:341, 424
detachment, 1:213

see also individuation; Jung, Carl
Gustaf

Deutsch, Helene Rosenbach, 1:192, 194
Deutscher, M., 1:132
“Development as the Aim of Education”

(Kohlberg), 1:256
“The Development of Consciousness of

Self in Negro Pre-School
Children” (Clark), 1:120, 131

The Development Psychology of Jean
Piaget (Flavell), 2:361

developmental disability. See
intelligence; intelligence 
testing; IQ

developmental Jungians, 1:223
developmental psychology, 1:1–14,

2:345–358
see also child psychology

The Developmental Psychology of Jean
Piaget, 2:357

Developments in the Rorschach
Technique: Vol. 1 (Ainsworth,
Klopfer), 1:3

Dewey, John
alternative school movement, 1:274
as constructivist, 2:360
importance, 1, 268, 1:266
as Kelly influence, 1:231, 241
as Kohlberg influence, 1:253–254,

266, 268
as Lewin influence, 2:287
as Piaget influence, 2:359

Dewsbury, Donald, 2:477, 479, 484, 485
dialogue (in Gestalt therapy), 2:443,

444–445
dichotomy corollary, 1:235, 236
Dickerson, Debra, 1:139
difference feminism, 1:267
In A Different Voice (Gilligan), 2:267,

364–365
differential psychology, 1:16, 18–19
Differential Psychology, Individual and

Group Differentials in Behavior
(Anastasi), 1:16, 17, 27, 32

Directory of American Men of Science
(Cattell), 1:28

discrimination learning, 2:339
displacement, 1:158
distribution curve, 1:32, 32f
DIT (Defining Issues Test), 1:256, 273
Dix, Dorothea, 2:389
Dodson, John, 2:473
Dollard, John, 1:43, 44, 52, 53

I n d e x

5 1 3P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s

Index



dolls tests, 1:126, 135, 138, 140
dolphin-human therapy, 2:421
domain theory, 1:269, 272
Donaldson, Margaret, 2:363
Donders, Franciscus Cornelis, 2:467
“Dora”, 1:171–172
Down syndrome, 2:421
“The Dread of Women” (Horney),

1:180, 185
“Dream Analysis in Practical

Application” (Jung), 1:204
dream interpretation

Freud theories, 1:153, 156, 167
Horney theories, 1:185, 187
Jung on, 1:210
symbolism, 1:209
see also Jung, Carl Gustaf; Freud,

Sigmund Schlomo
dream series method, 1:209
dream symbolism (Jungian), 1:209
dream work movement, 1:227
On Dreams and Death: A Jungian

Interpretation (von Franz), 1:226
drive reduction theory, 2:339
drives (mental), 1:155
drugs. See medications
DSM-IV, 1:87–89
Durkheim, Émile, 1:253–254, 260, 261,

2:359
Dwelshauvers, George, 2:465–466
Dykstra, Craig, 1:272
A Dynamic Theory of Personality

(Lewin), 2:281–282

E
East African Institute of Social

Research, 1:4
eating habits, 2:287–288
eclectic therapy, 1:84, 227
ECQ-P (Ethical Competence

Questionnaire-Political), 
2:368–369

Educating for Character (Lickona),
1:271

educational psychology
alternative school research, 

1:274–275
Anastasi, Anne, 1:15–37
Bandura, Albert, 1:39–66
behavior modification, 2:420
Binet, Alfred, 1:93–118
biofeedback, 2:420
Clark, Kenneth Bancroft, 1:119–144
computer-assisted instruction (CAI),

2:420
controlling variables, 2:406–407
discrimination learning, 2:339
drive reduction theory, 2:339
Hull-Spence theory, 2:339
Koffka research, 2:429
Kohlberg, Lawrence, 1:253–278

language development, 2:340
Montessori method, 2:442
Piaget, Jean, 2:345–372, 366–367
programmed instruction, 2:406–407
Rogers, Carl Ransom, 2:393
self-efficacy, 1:58, 59
sequences of steps, 2:407
teaching machines, 2:406–407, 421
Wertheimer, Max, 2:441–442
Wundt, Wilhelm, 2:458
see also Dewey, John; intelligence;

intelligence testing
Educational Resources Information

Center (ERIC), 1:31
“Effect of Prejudice and Discrimination

on Personality Development”
(Clark), 1:123

The Effects of Segregation and the
Consequences of Desegregation:
A social science statement
(Clark), 1:123

ego, 1:156–157, 188, 208
The Ego and the Id (Freud), 1:146
Ehrenfels, Christian von, 2:291, 

425–426, 428, 438
Einstein, Albert, 2:350, 359, 427, 431,

432
Elder, James, 2:477
Electra complex, 1:153, 159, 160, 166
electric shock, 2:335
elementalism, 2:434
Elemente (Fechner), 2:459
Elements (Euclid), 1:235
Elements of Intellectual Philisophy

(Upham), 2:388–389
Ellis, Albert, 1:77, 79, 2:375
EMDR (Eye Movement

Desensitization and
Reprocessing), 2:342

emotion system (in structuralism),
2:458

emotional detachment, 1:213
emotional intelligence, 1:114
empirical testing, 1:168
empowerment, 1:61
encounter group, 2:301, 375
On Encounter Groups (Rogers), 2:389
The End of Blackness: Returning the

Souls of Black Folk to Their
Rightful Owners, 1:139

environment (impact on human
psychology), 1:21–24, 2:397, 416

see also nature vs. nurture
controversy; heredity

epistemology, 2:345, 346
equilibration, 1:264, 2:353
equilibrium, 2:348, 353
ERG (Existence, Relatedness, and

Growth) theory, 2:315
ERIC (Educational Resources

Information Center), 1:31
Erikson, Erik, 1:70, 161, 267; 2:362c
Erlebtes and Erkanntes (Wundt), 2:453

Eron, Leonard, 1:61
Eros (life instinct), 1:155
Escape from Freedom (Fromm), 1:182
ESP (extrasensory perception), 1:215
“Essay on the Physiological Concept of

the Symptomatology of
Hysteria” (Pavlov), 2:335

Essays on Moral Development
(Kohlberg), 1:262

Ethical Competence Questionnaire-
Political (ECQ-P), 2:368–369

ethical psychology. See moral
psychology

ethical standards, 1:30
Ethical Standards of Psychologists

(Anastasi), 1:30
ethnic identity, 137–141
ethology, 1:5, 9, 2:484
Euclid, 1:235
eugenics

Galton, Francis, 1:103–104
Naziism, 1:107–108, 2:316
Pavlov, Ivan Petrovich, 2:329–330
Yerkes research, 2:481–483, 488

Eupsychian Management (Maslow),
2:307, 320–321

“An Evaluation of Adjustment Based on
the Concept of Security”
(Ainsworth), 1:3

Evans, Richard, 41
Even the Rat was White (Guthrie),

1:131, 134
“Even Their Soul is Defective” (Owusu-

Bempah, Howitt), 1:135–136
evolution, 1:9, 71, 193, 218

see also Darwin, Charles
Existence, Relatedness, and Growth

(ERG) theory, 2:315
existential psychotherapy, 2:322
expectation (child development), 2:363
experience corollary, 1:235, 236–237
“Experiental Studies of the Perception

of Movement” (Wertheimer),
2:340

experiential approach (to
psychotherapy), 1:76

experiential research, 2:438
see also Freud, Sigmund

“An Experiment in Christian
Internationalism” (Rogers),
2:377

experimental psychology, 2:460–461,
483

“The Experimental Psychology and
Psychopathology of Animals”
(Pavlov), 2:328

Experimental Social Psychology
(Murphy et al), 1:131

“Experimental Studies of the Perception
of Movement” (Wertheimer,
Max), 2:434–435

The Experimental Study of Intelligence
(Binet), 1:97

I n d e x

P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s5 1 4



The Expression of the Emotions in Man
and Animals (Darwin), 2:486

extinction (in behaviorist psychology),
2:333, 410–411

extrasensory perception (ESP), 1:215
extraversion, 1:212
eye-motion detector (Wundt research

instrument), 2:467
Eye Movement Desensitization and

Reprocessing (EMDR), 2:342
Eysenck, Hans, 1:34, 35, 2:341
Eysenck, Michael, 1:34
Eysenck, Sybil B.G., 1:34
Eysenck Personality

Inventory/Questionnaire, 1:34

F
FairTest (National Center for Fair and

Open Testing), 2:491, 492–493
false recollections, 1:250
family system theories, 1:82
Faraday, Ann, 1:227
Fechner, Gustav Theodor, 2:460–461
Federal Communications Commission,

1:62
Feeling Good: The New Mood Therapy

(Burns), 1:80, 81
The Feeling Good Handbook (Burns),

1:80
feeling vs. thinking, 1:212
feelings (in structuralism), 2:454
Feminine Psychology (Horney), 1:176,

181, 184
feminism, 1:165–166, 218–219, 267,

2:350
Féré Charles, 1:95
Ferenczi, Sandor, 1:154, 192
Feshbach, Seymour, 1:70
field theory, 2:284–285, 285, 293–295

see also Lewin, Kurt
Fields of Applied Psychology

(Anastasi), 1:19, 29
figure-ground (in Gestalt psychology),

2:436, 439
Fischer, Hans-Rudi, 1:244
Fisher, R.A., 1:25
Fiske, Susan T., 1:244, 245
fixation, 1:160–161
fixed-action patterns, 2:483
fixed-role therapy, 1:239–240
Flavell, John, 2:357–358, 361
fMRI (functional magnetic resonance

imaging), 1:55
Foerster, Heinz von, 1:244
Foley, John Porter, Jr., 1:17–18
Forced Justice (Armor), 1:137
Fordham University, 1:17
formal operations stage (child

development), 2:356–357, 366
fortunate life events, 1:63–64
foster parenting, 1:14

fragmentation corollary, 1:235–236, 237
Frankl, Viktor, 2:316
Fransella, Fay, 1:230–231, 242, 249
Franz, Marie-Louise von, 1:226
free association, 1:167, 171, 183
free-school movement, 1:274
Free Society for the Psychological

Study of the Child, 1:98
Freedom to Learn for the Eighties

(Rogers), 2:389
Freiburg University, 1:178–179
frequency polygon, 1:32f
Freud, Anna, 1:171

biography, 1:170
as Freudian psychologist, 1:192
leadership of psychoanalytic

movement, 1:163
on repression, 1:157
role in Sigmund Freud’s last years,

1:154–155
Freud, Martha Bernays, 1:150
Freud, Sigmund Schlomo, 164, 

1:145–172, 146, 159
aggression explanation, 1:44
Anna O., 1:171
Beck disagreement with theories,

1:70, 73, 74–75
case studies, 1:169, 171–172
childhood, 1:146–147
cocaine research, 1:152–153
contributions, 1:145, 146, 147, 172
Darwin impact, 1:147, 162
data collection and reporting

methodology, 1:166
on depressed patients’ need to suffer,

1:70
disagreements with early followers,

1:154
disciples, 1:163–164
as dominant in psychotherapy, 2:314
education, 1:147–149
England exile, 1:154–155
evaluations, 1:163–167
family, 1:153
family of origin, 1:146
frame of reference, 1:161–163
hypnosis, 1:151, 152c, 172
illnesses, 1:154–155
importance, 1:145, 146, 167, 172
Jungian-Freudian psychoanalysis

merger, 1:223
life events, 1:146–150, 152–155, 169
marriage and family, 1:149–150
medical model reliance, 1:166
medical studies, 1:147, 149
military service, 1:149
on moral development, 1:261
neurology, 1:150, 152
object relations theory, 1:165
physiological research, 1:147
as Piaget influence, 2:349, 359
publications, 1:148
“Rat Man”, 1:171

research methodology criticism,
1:166

self-analysis, 1:153
sexuality, 1:153
significance, 1, 172
structure (of the human psyche),

1:208
summarized, 1:145–146
time frame, 1:161–163
World War II, 1:154–155
see also Horney, Karen Clementine;

Jung, Carl Gustaf
Freudian-Jungian psychoanalysis

merger, 1:223
Friedrich, Max, 2:461
Fromm, Erich, 1:181, 182, 195, 196,

197, 219
functional magnetic resonance imaging

(fMRI), 1:55
functionalism (American school of

psychology), 2:390, 440, 465
The Further Reaches of Human Nature

(Maslow), 2:308

G
GAD (generalized anziety disorder),

1:86
Gaines, Brian R., 1:246
Galente, Jonathan, 1:18
Galton, Francis, 1:27, 28, 96, 103–104
“The Gap Between Experimental and

Psychometric Orientations”
(Anastasi), 1:19, 24

Gardner, Howard, 1:31, 115
Garrett, Henry E., 1:117, 131, 133–134
Gates, Henry Louis, Jr., 1:136
Gavin, Eileen A., 1:19
gender bias, 2:389
generalization, 2:332
generalized anziety disorder (GAD),

cognitive therapy, 1:86
genetic epistemology, 2:345–372, 352
genetics. See heredity
genital stage, 1:161
“Geometry of Psychological Space and

its Significance for Cognitive
Modeling” (Kelly), 1:246

German Medical Society for
Psychotherapy, 1:181

Gestalt, 2:291, 434
Gestalt psychology

American interpretation, 2:440–441
animal research, 2:392
anti-Semitism impact, 2:440
applications, 2:427
European criticism, 2:439–440
explained, 2:291–292
Gestalt therapy, 2:442–4454
history, 2:426–427, 428
illusion as brain function, 2:434–435
immigration, 2:440

I n d e x

5 1 5P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s

Index



laws of, 2:291–292
Lewin influence, 2:285
Piaget relationship, 2:360
principles of, 2:435–436
Rogers theories relationship, 2:392
summarized, 2:285
translation difficulties, 2:440

Gestalt Psychology (Köhler), 2:437
“A Gestalt Theory of Paranoia”

(Wertheimer), 2:432
Gestalt therapy, 2:442–445

see also Gestalt psychology;
Wertheimer, Max

Gibson, Eleanor, 2:489
Gillard, David, 1:249
Gilligan, Carol, 1:257–258, 267, 269,

271, 2:364–365
Glaserfeld, Ernst von, 1:244
Gloria film series, 2:375
Goddard, Henry, 1:107–108, 2:390, 476
Goering Institute, 1:181
Goffman, Erving, 2:293
Goldstein, Kurt, 2:304, 442
Goodall, Jane, 2:484, 485
Goode, Erica, 1:18, 19
Gordon, H., 1:32
Gould, Stephen Jay, 1:118, 2:480, 483
Gray-Little, Bernadette, 1:136
The Great Apes: A Study of Anthropoid

Life (Yerkes), 2:473, 476
The Great Psychologists (Watson),

2:433, 441
“Grief and Mourning in Infancy and

Early Childhood” (Bowlby), 1:9
Grossman, Karin, 1:12
Grossman, Klaus, 1:12
group dynamics, 2:289–291
group intelligence testing, 2:473–474,

480–485, 489–493
see also Binet, Alfred

group membership, 1:265
see also Kohlberg, Lawrence

group therapy, 2:375, 396–398, 443
The Growth of Logical Thinking from

Childhood to Adolescence
(Piaget; Inhelder), 2:350

Growth of the Mind (Koffka), 2:441–442
Grundzuge der physiologische

Psychologie (Principles of
Physiological Psychology)
(Wundt), 2:448, 461–462

GSR (galvanic skin response), 1:3
Guggenbuhl-Craig, Adolph, 1:223
Guide to Rational Living (Ellis), 1:77
guided discovery, 1:76, 78
guided imagery, 1:76
Guthrie, Robert V., 1:131, 134

H
Haag, Ernest van den, 1:134, 135
Haeckel, Ernst, 1:218

Haggbloom, Steven, 1:40
Hall, G. Stanley, 2:389, 439, 452, 

463–464
Hampstead Child Therapy Course and

Clinic, 1:170
Hampton, William, 2:366
Handbook of Human Physiology

(Müller), 2:451
Handbook of Psychology

(Baldwin), 2:465
Haque-Copilah, A., 1:246
Harding, M. Esther, 1:219
Harlem Youth Opportunities Project,

1:120–122, 123–124, 132
Harlow, Harry, 1:7, 2:306, 494
Harpalani, Vinay, 1:134–135
Harvard Civil Rights Project, 1:138
Harvard University, 1:50, 138, 254,

2:406, 475–476, 485
Haste, Helen, 1:270
Haupt, Edward J., 2:467
Havighurst, Robert, 1:255
Heidelberg Anatomical Institute, 2:450
Heidelberg University, 2:450
Heider, Fritz, 2:300
“Heinz and the Drug” (case study),

1:256
Helmholtz, Hermann von, 2:451, 454
Helson, Harry, 2:441
Henderson, Valerie, 2:373, 390, 391
Henri, Victor, 1:97
Herbart, Johann Friedrich, 1:162
Hereditary Genius (Galton), 1:104
heredity, 1:20–21, 103–104, 2:416
Heredity in Health and Mental

Disorder: Principles of
psychiatric genetics in the light
of comparative twin studies
(Kallman), 1:23–24

heredity vs. environment theories, 
1:19–24

see also nature vs. nurture debate
Hering, Ewald, 2:428
Herschberger, Ruth, 1:489
heterosexuality, 1:219
hierarchy of needs, 2:308–314
higher-order conditioning, 2:333
Hipp, Matthias, 2:467
Hipp Chronoscope, 1:28
Hirsch, Adolph, 2:467
History of Psychology (Baldwin), 2:465
History of Psychology (Leahey), 2:447
Hocutt, Max, 1:244
Hogan, John, 1:27
holistic approach, 2:436
Holland, James G., 2:406–407
Hollingworth, Harry, 1:17, 27
Holocaust, 1:107–108
Holt, John, 1:128
home visit field work. See Baltimore

field studies; Uganda field
studies

homosexuality, 1:219

Hooker, Olivia J., 1:18
Hopson, Derek, 1:138
Horn, John L., 1:31
Hornbostel, Erich von, 2:428–429, 431
Horney, Brigitte, 1:179, 180, 182, 183
Horney, Karen Clementine, 1:175–200,

176, 189
Adler neurosis theories

disagreement, 1:195–196
affirmation of hope, 1:188
basic anxiety, 1:186–187, 188
basic hostility, 1:187
Berlin Psychoanalytic Clinic and

Institute, 1:180
case studies, 1:199
child development, 1:186–187
childhood, 1:178
contributions, 1:184, 196–197
coping strategies, 1:190–191
on cultural influences on human

nature, 1:194
culturist school (of psychotherapy),

1:197
depression, 1, 179
divorce, 1:180
education, 1:178–179
family of origin, 1:177–178
on fascism roots, 1:181–182
feminism, 1:184, 185–186, 197
frame of reference, 1:191–193
Freud influence, 1:165–166
Freudian theory disagreements,

1:166, 176, 180, 184, 196
Fromm relationship, 1:181
on gender neutrality, 1:185
on her father, 1:177
humanistic school (of

psychoanalysis), 1:197
importance, 1:184, 196–197
Karen Horney Institute, 1:197
life events, 1:177–183, 197
mental disorder foundational

problem, 1:77
motherhood, 1:179
Nazi Party, 1:180, 181
as neo-Freudian, 1:70, 175–176,

183, 183–184
neurosis, 1:186
open-mindedness, 1:176, 196
as original thinker, 1:197
on Oskar Horney, 1:179
outspokenness, 1:176, 182
penis envy, 1:184–186
on pregnancy, 1:184
prestige, 1:182
psychoanalyses, 1:179, 180
publications, 177
on pursuit of love, 1:191
self-help advocacy, 1:176, 196
self-realization, 1:186, 191
summarized, 1:175–177
theories, 1:183–191
therapist’s role, 1:188

I n d e x

P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s5 1 6



time frame, 1:191–193
womb envy, 1:184–185
Zen Buddhism, 1:183

Horney, Marianne, 1:179, 180, 182, 183
Horney, Oskar, 1:179
Horney, Renate, 1:179, 180, 183
How Children Think and Learn (Wood),

2:367
“How Desegregation Changed Us: The

Effects of Racially Mixed
Schools and Society” (Columbia
University Teachers College),
1:137

Howard University, 1:122
Howitt, Dennis, 1:135–136
Hull, Clark, 1:41, 51, 52, 53, 2:339, 415
Hull-Spence theory, 1:41, 2:339
human engineering (Yerkes), 2:484
human evolution. See evolution
human potential movement, 2:310
The Human Side of Enterprise

(McGregor), 2:315
humanist psychology

American acceptance, 2:440
Bandura connection with, 1:54
founders, 2:307, 375
optimism, 2:381, 382
Rogers philosophy, 2:381
self as key concept, 1:54
see also Adler, Alfred; Allport,

Gordon; Maslow, Abraham 
H.; Rogers, Carl

humanist school (of psychoanalysis),
1:197

humanistic psychology. See humanist
psychology

Hurvich, Marvin, 1:70
Husserl, Edmund, 2:439
Huttenlocher, Janellen, 2:364
hypnosis, 1:152c, 1:95, 151, 153, 171,

2:335–336
Hypnosis and Suggestibility (Hull), 2:339
hysteria, 1:171

I
IAAEE (International Association for

the Advancement of Ethnology
and Eugenics), 1:134

id, 1:156–157, 208
illusion, 2:434
images (in structuralist psychology),

2:454
imitation, 1:44
“The Impact of Brown: Fifty Years

Later, Still More Rhetoric Than
Commitment” (Carty, Johnson),
1:138

imprinting, 1:23
In a Different Voice: Psychological

Theory and Women’s
Development (Gilligan), 
1:267, 269

“In the Now” (film), 2:444
Individual Differences (Anastasi), 1:19
individual psychology, 1:164
individuality corollary, 1:235, 236, 

246–247
individuation, 1:212–214, 242

see also Jung, Carl Gustaf
Inductive Trigonometry (Kelly,

Warnock), 1:233
industrial psychology

case studies, 2:320–323
Lewin work, 2:282
Maslow research, 2:307, 315
motivation and needs, 2:311–312
organizational behavior

management, 2:421–422
personality testing, 2:332
time-and-motion-studies, 2:465
see also Maslow, Abraham H.

Infancy in Uganda (Ainsworth), 1:6, 9
inferiority complex, 1:195
Inhelder, Barbel, 2:350
inkblot test, 1:3, 2:395
The Inseparability of Law and Morality:

The Constitution, Natural Law
and the Rule of Law
(Washington), 1:136

insights (in Gestalt psychology), 2:436
instinctive drift (in behaviorism), 2:418
instincts, 1:155, 156
Institut des Sciences de l’Education, 2:349
Institut Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 2:346
Institute for the Study of Academic

Racism, 1:134
Institute of Educational Services

(University of Geneva), 2:350
Institute of Experimental Medicine,

2:341
Institute of Social Research, 2:397
institutionalization (for mental 

illness), 1:162
instrumental conditioning. See operant

conditioning
instruments for research, 2:467–468
integration (in Gestalt therapy), 2:443
integration (racial). See Clark, Kenneth

Bancroft
“Integration Dilemmas in a Racist

Culture” (Wilkinson), 1:135
Integration or Separation: A Strategy

for Racial Equality
(Brooks), 1:135

integrative movement (in
psychotherapy), 1:71

integrative therapy, 1:84
intelligence

Anastasi standards for testing, 1:31
Binet work on essence and variable

nature, 1:99
Binet’s mental processes affecting,

1:103
case studies, 1:116
clusters of mental abilities, 1:112–113

connection with age, 1:99–100
cross cultural testing, 1:33–35
cultural influences, 1:32–35
emotional intelligence, 1:114
exercises to improve, 1:100, 103
Gardner theory, 1:31
gifted children, 2:369
heredity, 1:103–104
Minnesota Study of Twins Reared

Apart, 1:115–116
nature of, 1:114–116
nature vs. nurture theories, 

1:115–116
personal style impact, 1:96
Piaget research, 2:346, 350
Spearman research, 1:105–106
Stanford-Binet tests, 1:32
Sternberg theory, 1:31
Thurstone structure theories, 1:111
workplace success, 1:114
see also intelligence testing

intelligence quotient (IQ), 1:35, 106,
108–109

IQ (intelligence quotient)
calculation, 1:106–107

intelligence testing
bias in, 1:110, 113
Binet insights, 1:99–100
Binet-Simon Scale, 1:93, 98, 100
Binet vs. Terman, 1:109–110
case studies, 2:491–492
disagreements about, 1:116–118
educational use, 1:109–110
environmental influences, 1:33–35
group tests, 2:473–474
Hull research, 2:339
interpretation methodologies, 

1:109–110
IQ (intelligence quotient)

calculation, 1:106–107
physiological measures, 1:103–105
racism, 1:130
Spearman research, 1:105–106
standardization, 1:109
Stanford-Binet, 108–109
Stern research, 1:106–107
Terman refinements, 1:108–109
Thurstone structure theory impact,

1:111–112
Wechsler disagreement with

Stanford-Binet, 1:113
Yerkes role, 2:473–474
see also group intelligence testing;

intelligence
interactional psychology, 2:381

see also humanist psychology;
client-centered approach

International Association for the
Advancement of Ethnology and
Eugenics (IAAEE), 1:134

International Bureau of Education, 2:351
International Center for Genetic

Epistemology, 2:347, 351

I n d e x

5 1 7P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s

Index



International Handbook of Personal
Construct Psychology (Fransella,
Neimeyer), 1:230–231, 242, 
243–244

The Interpretation of Dreams (Freud),
1:146, 153

Jung use of, 1:201
The Interpretation of Fairy Tales (von

Franz), 1:226
Intimate Connections (Burns), 1:80
An Introduction to Comparative

Psychology (Morgan), 2:485
Introduction to Psychology

(Calkins), 1:198
introjection (in Gestalt therapy), 2:443
introspective research, 2:438, 456–459

see also Wundt, Wilhelm
introversion, 1:212
intuition vs. sensation, 1:212
Iowa (University), 1:41, 51–52, 2:99,

282, 294
IQ (intelligence quotient), 1:35, 106,

108–109
see also intelligence; intelligence

testing
irrational fears. See phobias
isomorphism (in Gestalt psychology),

2:436
see also physiology-psychology link

Israel, 1:255, 264–265
see also Kohlberg, Lawrence

Iwusu-Bempah, Kwame, 1:135–136

J
Jackson, John P., Jr., 1:137
Jackson, Philip, 1:264, 265
Jacobi, Jolande, 1:219
Jacobsen, Carlyle, 2:477
Jaffé, Aniela, 1:219
James, William

as Bandura influence, 1:50
biography, 2:464
as constructivist, 1:67–68
as first American psychologist,

2:389
laboratory work, 2:433
modern psychology theory and

practice, 1:26
as psych lab pioneer, 2:452
Rogers on, 2:378
as Stumpf influence, 2:428
on Wundt, 2:453
Wundt criticism, 2:458, 463
on Wundt writings, 2:433

Janet, Pierre, 1:151
Janov, Arthur, 1:76
Japanese attachment theory, 1:13
Jean Piaget Archives Foundation, 2:352
Jesus, the Christ, in the Light of

Psychology (Hall), 2:452
Johns Hopkins University, 1:4, 28, 50,

2:332, 389, 452

Jones, James M., 1:136
Jordan curve, 2:284, 285
“Journey into Self” (film), 2:375
Judd, Charles Herbert, 2:465
The Judgment and Reasoning in the

Child (Piaget)
Jung, Carl Gustaf, 1:164, 165, 201–228,

202, 206
acceptance attitude, 1:208
active imagination methodology,

1:222
on aims of psychotherapy, 1:207
alchemy, 1:165, 207
Alcoholics Anonymous, 1:196
amplification method, 1:209
on analysts’ need to undergo

analysis, 1:222
on analytic methods, 1:221
analytical psychology, 1:202
anti-Semitism, 1:220
as antireligious, 1:220–221
archetypes, 1:201, 204, 210–211
art, 1:213
case studies involving methodology,

1:224–227
childhood, 1:202
childhood issues in theories, 1:220
collective guilt, 1:220
collective unconscious, 1:201, 204
comparative religion, 1:204, 207
compensation, 1:210
contrasexuality, 1:209–210, 219
controversy about, 1:217–221,

223–224
creativity, 1:213
crisis period, 1:205–206
demons, 1:219
dreams, 1:204, 209, 210
education, 1:202–204
on emotional detachment, 1:213
emotional problems, 1:218
evaluations, 1:217–221
family of origin, 1:202
frame of reference, 1:216–217
Freud disagreement, 1:165, 204–205
Freud influence, 1:146, 154, 165,

201, 204–205
Freudian psychoanalysis merger,

1:223
gender roles, 1:218–219
German culture, 1:217
on good and evil, 1:214
group madness, 1:220
honors and awards, 1:207
illnesses, 1:207–208
importance, 1:227
individuation process, 1:201, 

212–213
influence on Piaget, 2:349
interrelatedness of work with other

fields, 1:227
intraversion, 1:212
life events, 1:202–208, 225

mandalas, 1:207, 218
marriage and family, 1, 204
methodology, 1:222
mythology, 1:165, 204
Naziism, 1:181, 220
New Age impact, 1:227
painting, 1:207
paranormal experiences, 1:165
personality types, 1:201, 211–212
personification, 1:211
as Piaget influence, 2:359
prejudices, 1:218–219
professional misconduct, 

1:219–220
on psyche, 1:210
on psychotherapy purpose, 1:207
publications, 1:203
relationships outside of 

family, 1:204
religion, 1:213, 214, 220–221
research following, 1:223–227
on sacrifice, 1:213
schizophrenia research, 1:203–204,

204, 218
self-analysis period, 1:201–202, 

206–207
sexual preference prejudice, 1:219
significance of work, 1:227
solitary period, 1:201–202
structure of the human psyche,

1:201, 208–210
successor research, 1:223–227
symbolism, 1:209
synchronicity, 1:215, 215–216
therapist’s role, 1:213
time frame, 1:216–217
travels, 1:207
UFOs (unidentified flying objects),

1:218
“unscientific” nature of research,

1:217–218
Viennese Psychological Society,

1:154
von Franz affiliation, 1:226
women, 1:218–219
word association testing research,

1:204
Jung, Emma Rauschenbach, 1:204, 

213, 219
Jung and the Post-Jungians

(Samuels), 1:223
The Jung Cult (Noll), 1:220
Jung Institutes, 1:202, 222–223
Jungian analysis. See analytical

psychology; Jung, Carl Gustaf
Jungian-Freudian psychoanalysis

merger, 1:223
Jungian fundamentalism, 1:223
Jungian training institutes, 1:222–223
just communities, 1:257, 274–275

see also Kohlberg, Lawrence;
educational psychology

justice. See Kohlberg, Lawrence

I n d e x

P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s5 1 8



K
Kagan, Jerome, 1:11, 270
Kallen, Horace, 2:428, 432, 433
The Kallikak Family: A Study in the

Heredity of Feeble–Mindedness
(Goddard), 1:107

Kallman, F.J., 1:23–24
Kant, Immanuel, 1:162, 259, 2:291,

359, 428
Kanzi (primate research ape), 2:493,

495
Karen Horney Institute, 1:197
Karmiloff-Smith, Annette, 2:361
Kavanaugh, Patrick, 1:197
Kavathatzopoulos, Iordanis, 2:368–369
Kay, Andy, 2:320–323
Keirsey, David, 1:212
Kelly, George Alexander, 1:229–251,

230
Beck influence, 1:80
categorizations for work, 1:243
childhood, 1:231–232
clinical psychology as separate from

medicine, 1:241
computer technology age impact,

1:245–246
as constructivist, 1:67–68
constructs, 1:237–238
on “construing”, 1:249
contributions, 1:243–246, 249–251
corollaries, 1:235–237
on creative role of human behavior,

1:246
as creator of whole new psychology,

1:242–243
criticisms of work, 1:242–243
on cultural stereotyping, 1:238
education, 1:231–232
evaluations, 1:242–243
family of origin, 1:231
fixed-role therapy, 1:239–240
frame of reference, 1:240–241
Freudian theory rejection, 1:233
on future possibilities for his 

work, 1:251
on his approach to psychology,

1:234
on his introduction to psychology,

1:232
on human view of the world, 1:234
implications of work for 21st

century, 1:249–251
importance, 1:243–246, 249–251
labels attached to work, 1:243
life events, 1:231–234, 248
on nature of psychology, 1:232
on personal construct theory

application, 1:235
Piaget influence, 1:242
repertory grid, 1:238–239
research background, 2:430
research based upon work, 

1:246–251

significance, 1:243–246
summarized, 1:229–231
teaching and lecturing career, 

1:233–234
on teaching during the Great

Depression, 1:232
theories, 1:234–240
time frame, 1:240–241
traveling psychology clinic, 

1:232–233, 242
Kelly, Gladys Thompson, 1:232
Kendler, Howard, 1:137
Kenny, Vincent, 1:243
Kerr, John, 1:205
Ketham, Katherine, 1:244–245, 250
kibbutz life, 1:255, 264–265
Kim, Younghee, 2:369
Kirschenbaum, Howard, 2:373, 376,

390, 391
Kitayama, S., 2:397
Klein, Melanie, 1:165, 179, 192, 

194–195
Klimenko, Victor, 2:342
Kline, Linus, 2:485, 486
Klineberg, Otto, 1:111, 131, 2:488–489
Klopfer, Bruno, 1:3
Kluger, Richard, 1:127, 130
“Knowledge Acquisition Tools Based

on Personal Construct
Psychology” (Gaines, Shaw),
1:246

Koffka, Kurt, 2:314, 392, 429, 430
Kohlberg, Lawrence, 1:253–278, 254

alternative high school research,
1:274–275

analysis of virtue, 1:259–260
Bettelheim influence, 1:255
childhood, 1:254
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summarized, 1:253–254
tests, 273
theories, 1:259–266
timeline, 1:268
Turiel disagreements, 1:269
on virtue, 1:259
Zionism, 1:255

Köhler, Wolfgang
animal research, 2:392, 436, 442
biography, 2:437
on Gestalt definition, 2:434
as Maslow influence, 2:314
mind-body connection, 2:436
as Piaget influence, 2:349
research background, 2:430
Wertheimer introduction, 2:430

Kohut, Heinz, 1:165
Koller, Carl, 1:152
Konorski, Jerzy, 2:338, 340
Korzybski, Alfred, 1:231, 241
Kowalski, K., 1:139
Kraepelin, Emil, 2:456–457, 464
Kramer, Peter, 1:220
Kuhn, Thomas, 1:242
Kulpe, Oswald, 2:428, 434, 439
Kupers, Carol, 1:44

L
Laboratory of Physiological

Psychology, 1:96–98
Laboratory of Psychophysiology of

Emotion, 2:341–342
Laborit, Henri, 1:79
Ladd, George T., 2:465
Ladd-Franklin, Christine, 2:390
Lamarck, Jean-Baptiste, 1:218
Landis, Carney, 1:50
Lange, Friedrich, 2:462
The Language and Thought of the Child

(Piaget), 2:357
language development, 2:340, 421, 427,

493
Lashley, Karl, 2:487
latency, 1:161
law enforcement ethics, 1:275–276
leadership, 2:283, 294
“Leadership and Group Life” study

(Lewin), 2:294
Leahey, Thomas Hardy, 2:447
learned helplessness, 2:420–421
“Lectures on Conditioned Reflexes”

(Pavlov), 2:330

I n d e x

5 1 9P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  T h e i r  T h e o r i e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s

Index



Lectures on Human and Animal
Psychology (Wundt), 2:485

The Legacy of Anne Anastasi
(O’Connell), 1:18

Leibnitz, Gottfried Wilhelm, 1:162
Leiter, R.G., 1:33
Leiter International Performance Scale,

1:33–35
Levy, Erwin, 2:432
Lewin, Kurt, 2:279–302, 280, 288

anti-Semitism research and articles,
2:280, 282, 283, 292–293

Bandura influence, 1:41
childhood, 2:280
concepts and terms, 2:279, 284, 301
on contemporaneity, 2:286
contributions, 2:301
on cultural change, 2:290
Dewey influence, 2:287
education, 2:280–281
evaluations, 2:293–297
family of origin, 2:280
field theory, 1:41, 2:284–285, 

293–295
frame of reference, 2:291–293
Gestalt psychology influence, 

2:291–292
group dynamics, 2:289–291
group leadership models, 2:294
Heider collaborations, 2:300
importance, 2:301
on importance of adolescents, 2:290
on importance of social atmosphere,

2:289
industrial psychology, 2:282
“Leadership and Group Life” study,

2:294
life events, 2:280–284, 299
marriages and children, 2:281, 283
as misusing scientific concepts,

2:293
on necessity for changing human

behavior, 2:283
on need to reconstruct postwar

German culture, 2:296
organizational psychology, 

2:289–291, 290–291, 296–297
psychological warfare work, 

2:282–283
publications, 2:281
research methodology, 2:297–298
Rotter influence, 1:52
on scientific formulas, 2:293
social conscience, 1:280
summarized, 2:279–280
tension systems, 2:285–287
terms and concepts, 2:279, 284, 301
theories, 2:284–291
time frame, 2:291–293
as working scientist, 2:297
workplace, 2:312–313

libido, 1:156, 160
Lickona, Thomas, 1:271

Lieberman, Alicia, 1:12
Life and Confessions of a Psychologist

(Hall), 2:452
Life in Classrooms (Jackson), 1:264
life review, 1:248
line drawings (Clark), 1:125
linguistics, 1:54, 2:457–458, 493
Lippitt, Ronald, 2:294
Lippman, Walter, 2:488
listening guide method, 1:267
Listening to Prozac (Kramer), 1:220
lithium carbonate, 1:79
“Little Albert” experiments, 2:332
Locke, Edwin, 1:55
locomotions, 2:284–285
locus of control, 1:53
Loftus, Elizabeth F., 1:244, 250
Loftus, Geoffrey, 1:250
Logik (Wundt), 2:457
logotherapy, 2:316
London Child Guidance Center, 1:9
longitudinal studies, 1:5
Lorenz, Konrad, 1:23, 44, 2:482, 483
Lorig, Kate, 1:60–61
“Loss” (Bowlby), 1:9
Lotze, Rudolf, 1:28
Love and Will (May, 2:322
Love is Never Enough (Beck), 1:80
Lovie, A.D., 1:17
Lovie, Patricia, 1:17
Luchins, A.S., 2:432
Luria, Alexander, 2:340

M
Mach, Ernst, 2:438
MacKinnon, D., 2:307
Maher, Brendan, 1:233
Mahoney, J.M., 1:68
Main, Mary, 1:2, 10, 12
Malinowski, Bronislaw, 1:195
management philosophy, 2:307
Man’s Search for Meaning (Frankl),

2:316
Marbe, Karl, 2:428
Margulis, Sergius, 2:340
market research, 2:332
Markus, Hazel Rose, 2:397
Marvin, Robert, 1:12
Mary D. Ainsworth Psychological

Clinic, 1:5
Maslow, Abraham H., 2:303–324, 304

abnormal psychology, 2:306
acceptance of theories, 2:315–317
anthropology, 2:306
anti-Semitism, 2:315
childhood, 2:305
contributions, 2:304, 323–324
deprivation/domination hypothesis,

2:318–319
education, 2:305–306
elitism, 2:318

evaluations, 2:317–318
frame of reference, 2:314–315
humanistic psychology leadership,

1:54
importance, 2:304, 323–324
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