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William James (1842-1910), the father of American 
psychology, believed that behavior helps people live in their 
environment (Kaag, 2009). His revolutionary outlook 
stimulated focus from the human experience to personality 
types. Psychology continued to evolve as different movements 
were introduced and argued to be the ultimate reliable way to 
study people. The following will discuss the three major 
movements of psychology: psychoanalysis, behaviorism, and 
humanistic approaches. Provided is an overview of each 
movement in addition to the history, tenets, influences, and 
cultural events that helped establish each movement. A 
synthesis of the movements will demonstrate the move towards 
a social constructionist perspective, concluding with an 
editorial of what mainstream psychology practices are adopting 
through interactions. 

Psychoanalysis 

To reconcile with an individual’s history (Kluners, 2014) and 
enable the transformation to a self-reflective individual 
(Richardson & Zeddies, 2004), lead to the establishment of 
psychoanalysis and the development of psychodynamic 
theories. Made famous in the late 1800s and early 1900s by 
Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), it has developed a cult-like 
following attracting criticism from the psychology field and 
academia for the lack of empirical evidence to support the 
practice (Johansson, 2007; Schut & Castonguay, 2001). 
Viewed as an external force imposing the change on an 
individual (Cassel, 2001), the results of psychoanalysis and the 
probe into the unconscious have been consistently successful 
and documented (Hebbrecht, 2013; Kluners, 2014; Perera, 
2013).  

History and Impact 
As the first movement in psychology, psychoanalysis was the 
initial concept of the science of the mind and was difficult for 
natural scientists to grasp because of the lack of observable 
events. Johansson (2007) discusses the oppression and restraint 
that came from academia during the development of 
psychoanalysis, including criticism over the lack of evidence-
based theories. Freud’s writings were the foundation for the 
movement most noticed by the constant use of Freud’s 
associations, resistance, and interpretation (Summers, 2006). 
The controversy of psychoanalysis may continue, but the use 
of Freud’s foundation is the base for many contemporary 
theories and practices to uncover the “unconscious layers of 
the psyche” (Summers, 2006).  

Psychoanalysis’ primary tenet was to access the unconscious 
thoughts to understand an individual’s behavior patterns, 
relationships, and overall mental health (Scarturo, 2005). This 
tenet was initially purposed through Freud’s perspective of the 
id, ego, and superego. Where Freud believed behavior is 
motivated by inborn instinct, his first student, Carl Jung (1875-
1961), broke away from Freud when he concluded that man’s 
conduct is governed by inborn archetypes (Hall & Lindzey, 
1957). An additional tenet of psychoanalysis was the 
transference and countertransference experiences of the 
analysis and analysand (Scarturo, 2005). 

Influencers 
The Neo-Freudianism and revisionist movements followed 
Freud and Jung's work. Neo-Freudians expanded his theories 
to express the social nature of man over the sexual (Hall & 
Lindzey, 1957) which include Erik Erikson’s (1902-1994) 
opinion that we are a sum of our conflicting childhood 
identifications and highly influenced by organic social nature 
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(Schachter, 2004). Neo-Freudians believed that “beliefs” are 
formed through individual’s immersion in social conditions, 
and the environment “chosen” for them shapes the individual 
(Axelrod, 2012; Hall & Lindzey, 1957; Weaver, 2009). 

Hall & Lindzey (1957) discuss the various focus of Neo-
Freudians including Freud’s daughter, Anna Freud (1895-
1982), who focused on child psychoanalysis. Additionally, 
Erich Fromm (1900-1980) and Karen Horney (1885-1952) 
were considered revisionists and looked to the relevance of 
social psychological variables, or the way a man may become 
isolated from others, for personality theories. Alfred Alder 
(1870-1937) continued to follow Freud’s initial psychoanalysis 
but took an interest in providing individual psychology and 
applying it to education settings. An additional Neo-Freudian 
that made a significant impact was Harry Sullivan (1892-1949) 
who was influenced by anthropology and social psychology 
within his psychoanalysis practice. 

Behaviorism 

Behaviorism was the second major force in the psychology 
behind the psychoanalysis movement was derived from the 
desire to understand unconscious thoughts and how these 
impacted our actions. Introduced with John B. Watson’s 
(1878-1958) paper, Psychology as the Behaviorist Views It 
(Harzem, 2004), it is now accepted as an independent field of 
psychology. The central tenet of the behaviorist movement was 
the need to have observable behavior, not the dialogue with the 
analysand as both psychoanalysis and humanistic practices 
implement. 

History and Impact 
Behaviorism emerged to fill the need to provide “evidence for 
conclusions” manifested in mental processes while respecting 
natural history (Moore, 2011, p. 461). These lead to the central 
tenet of behaviorism to be the concern with what can be 
observable behavior over what is unobservable by taking place 
inside the mind. Behaviorism differentiated from 
psychoanalysis by acknowledging environmental factors to 
natural science, the consistent change within environments that 
resulted in behavior change by individuals, and the how to 
understand the divergence of different societies melting 
together (Digdon et al., 2014; Saari, 2016; Tolman, 1922). 
Behaviorism was influenced in America by both rapid 
industrialism and massive waves of immigration (Saari, 2016). 
Behaviorism was needed to help identify how these new 
societies were going to integrate. Digdon et al. (2014) expand 
on societies need of behaviorism through the need to revise 
“social welfare, education, child rearing, criminal justice, and 
mental hygiene” (p. 314).  

Functionalism and structuralism were the basis for 
behaviorism, in addition to the theories associated with 
stimulus-response (S-R) and animal psychology (Moore, 2011; 
Clark, 2004). Darwin’s evolution theory influenced the 

functionalism approach; John Dewey (1859-1952) and James 
Rowland Angell (1869-1949); and bridged structuralism by 
William James (Green, 2009; Kaag, 2009). Dewey added that 
individual responses to events are dependent upon the practical 
significance of the organism (Green, 2009; Tolman, 1922). 
Watson broke from functionalism and structuralism and coined 
the term behaviorism, which he conducted his famous Little 
Albert Experiment in 1920 (Windholz & Lamal, 1986). 
Animal psychology was used to prove and create Ivan Pavlov’s 
(1849-1936) conditioned response (Clark, 2004). Animal 
psychology was also used by Watson with rats and birds to test 
his theories (Watson, 1913), while B.F. Skinner (1904-1990) 
validated that there were common contingencies between 
humans and animals (Ledoux, 2012; Miller, 1985). 
Behaviorism’s learning theory was combined eventually with 
psychoanalytic to create the first form of behavior therapy 
(Wachtel, 2010).  

Behaviorism evolved, and theorists such as Edward Thorndike 
(1874-1949), Albert Bandura (1925), Neal Miller (1909-2002), 
Edward Deci (1942) and Richard Ryan (1953) advanced the 
science. Educational research was established using 
Thorndike’s law of effect (Miller, 1985; Saari, 2016), while 
Bandura introduced social learning theory, or social cognitive 
theory, to understand the learning processes of individuals 
about the world around them (Bandura, 2001). Bandura’s 
theories of social cognition and reinforcement were expanded 
by Miller and the establishment of the field of social learning 
theory (Miller & Allen, 2000). Ryan and Deci (2008) 
introduced the self-determination theory to support making 
adaptive changes in goals, behaviors, and relationships. 

Humanistic, Transpersonal and Existential 
Psychology 

Humanistic, transpersonal, and existential psychology (HTE) 
explore the concept of what does it mean to be human and 
exploring an individual’s experiences. Humanistic psychology 
was initially defined as an opposition to the current practices of 
psychology, psychoanalysis, and behaviorism, coining itself 
the third force in psychology (Kriz & Langle, 2012). HTE 
psychologies are considered open and inclusive, a progressive 
moving away from what many psychologists believed was a 
“preoccupation with illness and pathology” (McDonald & 
Wearing, 2013, p. 39). The humanistic umbrella encompasses 
transpersonal, existential, phenomenology, and other mind-
body approaches that look at the whole person.  

History, Development, and Culture 
Necessary components of the Humanistic Psychology (HP) 
movement expressed by the founding theoreticians was a 
mission to restore the whole person to psychology while 
looking past the medical model (Ryback, 1990). Rather than 
neglecting traditional science and its progress, an influence on 
the correction from a positivistic bias was the goal (Clay, 
2002). Humanistic psychology was influenced by German 



 

© Payton-Jameson LLC 3 GritandFlow.com 

 

PSYCHOLOGY: PAST AND PRESENT 

philosophers Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) and Martin 
Heidegger (1889-1976), and their experience with Nazi 
Germany and World War II. Husserl introduced 
phenomenology, followed by his student, Heidegger’s 
introduction of externalism, both setting foundations to the 
humanistic movement in psychology (Reinders, 2012).  

The old Saybrook Conference of 1964 contributed to 
America’s place in psychology by introducing the third force 
which was a significant contrast to both behaviorism and 
psychoanalysis which were considered dehumanizing by HP 
(Aanstoos, Serlin & Greening, 2000). As documented by 
Aanstoos et al., their contributions were timely with changes in 
the American culture and the widespread acceptance by the 
population leading to HP becoming a more permanent fixture 
in society. The needs of the more extensive user base for the 
human-centric therapies and approaches created an avenue 
beyond academia to establish HP as accepted psychology.  

Purpose and Influencers 
Kriz and Langle (2012) provide an argument on the impact of 
psychological interventions when they share the importance of 
the individual’s acceptance of the process of healing. The 
recognition of the client-centered aspect, introduced by Carl 
Rogers (1902-1987), as being important in multiple disciplines 
such as medicine, law, and business administration, 
demonstrates the acceptance that client-centered approach is 
required for progress (Taylor & Martin, 2015). Consumer 
perception has also evolved towards a positive, self-
improvement, and empowerment movement (Seligman & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). The change in society’s awareness of 
self and the field of psychology in general, place the 
humanistic psychology movement at the forefront. 

These tenants were the change in focus to a growth-seeking 
experience in both clinical and academic domains, and through 
extensive acceptance of books advocating the science of 
persons by humanistic influencers Carl Rogers, Abraham 
Maslow (1908-1970), and Rollo May (1909-1994) along with a 
push for a science about humans away from natural sciences 
by Amedeo Giorgi (1931) (Taylor, 2000). Carl Roger’s view of 
looking at the individual and giving her or him the tools to 
facilitate their individual growth was also a significant tenet in 
the humanistic psychology (HP) movement (Kahn & 
Rachman, 2000). Kahn and Rachman (2000) share how these 
foundational tenets created client-centered therapy and 
continued into a person-centered approach or self-psychology. 
The tenet of focusing on the subjective instead of objective 
interpretation by an individual set a foundation for a new way 
for people to understand their behavior based on each 
circumstance.  

Synthesis of Movements 

The evolution of psychology over the last 150 years have 
created a vast amount of theories and approaches. The use of 

various constructs that overlap, or are the same but with 
different labels, continues to create difficulty uniting the 
movements (Hagger, 2014). Today these movements culminate 
into a social constructionist view of psychology through 
changes in society and the skepticism of truth influenced by 
power, social practices and social status (Eagle, 2007; Roche & 
Barnes-Holmes, 2003). Psychology has moved towards a 
social constructionist process explaining life in the world 
through the various rhetoric and metaphors from the movement 
to “create truths” (Roche, Barnes-Holmes, 2003; Walsh & 
Frankland, 2011). Psychoanalysis leaders have revised their 
viewpoint, stating that it is a better tool for self-knowledge 
than cure, especially in today’s age of quick fixes (Eagle, 
2007). Behaviorism follows suit with the increase in 
dependence on language and the narrative created by the 
observer of behaviors (Roche & Barnes-Holmes, 2003, p. 221). 
Humanistic psychology also aligns with the reliance of not 
what happens, but how it is perceived and responded while 
moving away from the practice of diagnosis to better provide a 
client-centered approach (Walsh & Frankland, 2011; 
McLaughlin, 2006). 

From a commercial perspective, the following humanistic 
approaches such as Maslow’s self-actualization (Tripathi & 
Moakumla, 2018) and Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi’s (2000) 
positive psychology have created an increase in awareness of 
psychology and the focus on creating a better self. As 
psychology moves forward, these influences cannot be 
ignored. Additionally, the adoption of behaviorism to treat the 
massive increase in autism (CDC, n.d.), has also increased 
awareness and placed behaviorism in the mainstream. The 
awareness of these psychologies supports the impact of social 
constructionists impact on psychology moving forward due to 
the shared assumptions that have been made by the mainstream 
population. Although academics might argue this point, in the 
end, the consumer is the purchaser of psychology services, and 
their reality creates a truth for psychologists. K.J. Gergen’s 
seminal work on social constructivism explains, “The degree to 
which a given form of understanding prevails or is sustained 
across time is not fundamentally dependent on the empirical 
validity of the perspective in question, but on the vicissitudes 
of social processes” (Doche & Barnes-Holmes, 2003, p. 219). 
Commercialism and society will lead to the future direction of 
psychology. 

Evaluation 

All the psychology movements require participation and 
interpretation by both the analysis and analysand. Behaviorism 
that attempts to set itself apart must consider the behavior 
being observed, is still being interpreted from the analysis 
viewpoint. Again, this demonstrates that bracketing can be 
shared across all movements. The need for the analyst to 
bracket his or her experiences within psychoanalysis, 
behaviorism, and most HTE, would remove some conflict 
between the movements. In all movements, the analyst is an 
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influential contributor to the therapy and experience, just like 
that of many phenomenology practices (Eagle, 2007; Roche & 
Barnes-Holmes, 2003). The removal of the “blank slate” of the 
psychoanalyst has been de-emphasized, with the emphasis now 
being placed on the powers of the therapeutic relationship 
(Eagle, 2007). The consistent literature on the importance of 
the dyadic relationship between analysis and analysand 
continues to highlight as the “single factor most highly 
correlated with the positive therapeutic outcome” (Eagle, 2007, 
p. 14) regardless of the approach implemented. 

An example of the trend of matching treatment to symptoms 
comes from Insel’s (2009) article for the National Institute of 
Mental Health (NIMH) findings that “new interventions based 
on a personalized approach to the diverse needs and 
circumstances of people with mental illness” (p. 128). 
Pragmatically, all three movements in psychology have been 
attempts at changing the way an individual interacts with the 
world around them. Analyzing and understanding the 
unconscious or conscious experiences, or observing and 
modifying outward behavior, all are doing the same thing but 
accessing different channels of the individual. Since all 
humans are different, different options must be available if we 
wish to make ourselves fuller members of our society or to 
have “a good life” (Dillion, 2019). 

 

Next Steps 

Social and personality psychology is moving towards a person-
situation stance as described by Clark and Chalmers’ (1998) 
seminal work on active externalism, and extended to 
interactionist by Skorburg (2017) or embodied cognition by 
Lakoff (2012).The argument is that behavior is not merely an 
act of two independent variables (Lewin’s equation: B=f(P, 
E)), but a coupling of interactions between elements in the 
environment and how they are cognitively processed. 
Ekehammer (1974) described it as a dynamic way of viewing a 
reciprocal interaction. Kantor states, “no biological fact may be 
considered as anything but the mutual interaction of the 
organism and the environment” (1926, p. 369 as cited in 
Ekehammer, 1974, p. 1027). This way of thinking can be 
compared to our beliefs and impact on the creation of 
experiences within our environment and stored in our 
cognition. Psychology is quickly moving to embrace more 
research by the social psychologies, and cognitive sciences as 
cultures and social interactions become more complex and 
multi-dimensional. Therapeutic interventions will need to 
combine an individual’s awareness of self, historical, and past 
environmental interactions, and the way these experiences are 
stored uniquely by each.  

Conclusion 

Psychology has evolved from William James, Sigmund Freud, 
John Watson, and Abraham Maslow. It has moved into a social 
constructionist perspective taking into considering the 
environment and social constructs in which we live to help 
interpret the conscious and unconscious mind. The foundations 
of psychoanalysis, behaviorism, and the humanistic approaches 
will continue to shape the future of psychology, and the 
increase in the commercialism of the science will enhance the 
acceptance and use on a grander scale.   
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