
THE PSYCHOLOGICAL
APPROACH



WHAT IS PSYCHOLOGY?

Psychology: The scientific study of the mind and behavior

1. The contents of the mind: Voluntarism, structuralism

2. Mental operations: Functionalism, psychoanalysis, Gestalt

3. Environment and response: Behaviorism



VOLUNTARISM: THE BASICS

§ The mind consists of elements that are assembled together by the will, a 
voluntary effort of the mind.

§ Founder: Wilhelm Wundt (1832-1920)

§ Method: Introspection, “inward looking”



VOLUNTARISM: DETAIL

§ Psychology should study consciousness and conscious experience.

§ Two types of experience:

a) Immediate experience: Comes from direct awareness of an object

b) Mediate experience: Comes from reflection about an object

§ A tridimensional theory of feeling:

(1) Pleasure or displeasure

(2) Tension or relaxation

(3) Excietement or depression

§ Creative synthesis/The law of psychic resultants: Active organization of the elements by the
mind



VOLUNTARISM: EVALUATION

Strengths:

• Experimental methods

• Systematic study of experience

Shortcomings:

• Introspection is flawed: changes in experience

• Introspected experiences may be altered by the very act of introspection

• Too many elements?



STRUCTURALISM: THE BASICS

§ The mind is a passive agent, whose elements combine according to 
mechanistic laws.

§ Founder: Edward Bradford Titchener (1867-1927)

§ Method: Introspection (modified)

§ A problem with introspection: stimulus error, the confusion of a true 
experience with its description.

§ Training was used to minimize this problem.



STRUCTURALISM: DETAIL

§ Three goals of psychology:

(1) Describing consciousness in terms of simple components

(2) Discover laws of association

(3) Understand the relation of elements and physiological conditions

§ Voluntarism and structuralism were seen as mental analogs of chemistry.

§ Four attributes of all sensations: quality, intensity, duration, and clearness.

§ Later: Extensity



STRUCTURALISM: EVALUATION

Strengths:

• Refined scientific methodology: measurement, observation, experimentation

• Refined version of introspection

Shortcomings:

• Intrinsic unreliability of introspection

• Training introduces more bias

• Unconscious experiences cannot be introspected



FUNCTIONALISM: THE BASICS

§ Psychology is primarily concerned with the study of mental activity

§ Developers: John Dewey (1859-1952), James R. Angell (1869-1949), Harvey A. 
Carr (1873-1954)

§ Especially: William James (1842-1910)

§ Method: Tests, questionnaires, and objective behavioral descriptions, in 
addition to introspection



FUNCTIONALISM: DETAIL

§ The psychologist’s fallacy: To believe that there are elements in experience. 

§ Elements of experience are a result of introspection and are subjective.

§ Mind as a stream of consciousness (James)

§ Substantive thought: A result of the focus of attention
§ Transitive thought: Less focused, associative form of thinking

§ Three major themes (Angell):

(1) Mental operations: What does the mind do?
(2) Fundamental utilities of consciousness: What is consciousness for?
(3) Psychophysical relations: How is consciousness related to the body and the

environment?



FUNCTIONALISM: EVALUATION

Strengths:

• It broadened the scope of the objects of psychology, to include unconscious
phenomena

• Variety of methods

Shortcomings:

• “Function” is not well defined: activity, or utility?

• Too applied and practical to be scientific?



GESTALT: THE BASICS

§ Conscious experiences are wholes, which are more than the sum of their
parts.

§ Founders: Max Wertheimer (1880-1943), Kurt Koffka (1886-1941), Wolfgang 
Kohler (1887-1967)

§ Method: Phenomenology, or subjective experience



GESTALT: DETAIL

§ Two major fields of contribution: perception and learning

§ Principles of perceptual organization (Wetheimer): Proximity, similarity, closure, 
pragnanz (“good figure”).

§ Insight learning (Kohler): Spontaneous understanding of relationships that
produces a solution to a problem

§ Four stages (Wallas): Preparation, incubation, illumination and verification.

§ Isomorphism between perception and underlying brain activity

§ Gestalt psychology was seen as the mental equivalent of field theory in physics.



GESTALT: EVALUATION

Strengths:

• Addressing of the part-whole problem in conscious experience
• Contributions in perception, learning and problem solving

Shortcomings:
• Phenomenological approach
• Lack of empirical data
• Principles of perceptual organization are not explanatory

• Ill defined notions (pragnanz)
• Contested findings in animal learning



PSYCHOANALYSIS: THE BASICS

§ The mind is made up of distinct components (“minds”), which compete with
each other for control of behavior. 

§ Founder: Sigmund Freud (1856-1939)



PSYCHOANALYSIS: DETAIL

§ The influence of the unconscious mind in thought and action is emphasized

§ Other powerful influences: Primitive motivations and emotions, early childhood
experiences.

§ Three-tiered system of consciousness:

(1) The conscious mind

(2) The preconscious mind

(3) The unconscious mind

§ Three mental structures: 

(1) The id, operating on the pleaure principle

(2) The super-ego, operating on the idealistic principle

(3) The ego, operating on the reality principle



PSYCHOANALYSIS: EVALUATION

Strengths:

• Influence of the unconscious and biological forces is recognized
• Further research in these areas is stimulated

Shortcomings: 
• Sex and aggression are not all powerful motivators
• Significant social factors are not considered, such as peer influence
• Repression is a rare response to trauma

• The unconscious is more like a reservoir of information
• Unfalsifiable?
• Lack of predictive power



BEHAVIORISM: THE BASICS

§ Psychology should study behaviors, the observable actions produced by
organisms in response to environmental conditions.

§ The internal workings of the mind are too complex and incapable of objective
study. 

§ Developers: E. L. Thorndike (1874-1949), Ivan Pavlov (1849-1936), B. F. Skinner
(1904-1990)



BEHAVIORISM: DETAIL

§ Influenced by animal and comparative psychology.

§ The study of consciousness via introspection was rejected.

§ The mind is treated as a black box: an entity that converts stimuli to responses.

§ Contributions to learning: classical conditioning and operant conditioning.

§ Classical conditioning (Pavlov): A response is elicited by a conditioned stimulus, a 
stimulus that has been paired with an unconditioned stimulus. 

§ Operant conditioning (Skinner): A response is strengthened if it is followed by a 
reward, and diminished if followed by punishment. 



BEHAVIORISM: EVALUATION

Strengths: 

• Psychology is made a more general science.

• Objectivity

Shortcomings:

• Abandonment of consciousness

• Mental representations have a role in learning (Tolman)

• Behaviors are influenced by variables that cannot be observed, and are 
difficult to objectify



WHERE DOES THE PSYCHOLOGICAL APPROACH
STAND?

• Psychology was the first discipline to study the mind systematically and 
scientifically. 

• It faced the problem of observing and measuring its object, which led to an
overreliance on theory. 

• In early stages, non-scientific methods were used, which led to a lack of 
precision.

• The lack of an overarching theoretical framework led to a very disunified
study. 


