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Foregoing word cloud from Chris Green’s (2014) collection of worldwide 
tweets including the phrase “history of psychology” between Feb 10 and 
May 22, 2014: Some specific examples …

 Who cares about history of 
psychology?
 It’s no fun. It’s not interesting.
 History of psychology: way 

worse than regular history.
 History of psychology makes me 

want to set myself on fire.
 Bored die me… history of 

psychology

 Today in the history of 
psychology… blah blah blah… 
Ok. Things happened. Whatever.
 DEATH TO HISTORY OF 

PSYCHOLOGY
 The fact that one of the studies 

in history of psychology was 
carried out by Boring (1950) says 
it all.

Green, C. D. (2014, June). Rockin’ Robin don’t like history of psych: 101 days on Twitter [Conference session]. Cheiron: The 
International Society for the History of Behavioral and Social Sciences, Hood College, Frederick, MD, United States.



So, how can we make the 
history of our discipline less 

boring?





Again, how can we make the 
history of our discipline less 

boring?

Start our lectures with cartoons that connect 
the day’s topic with popular culture?



For lecture on 
the Pseudo-

Sciences 
(Mesmerism 

and Phrenology)

Plus glass 
harmonica 
music by 
Mozart
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… or unpopular culture?



Again, how can we make the 
history of our discipline less 

e.g.regoriously boring?

Wear t-shirts that provoke curiosity about 
their relevance to the day’s lecture? 



For lecture on 
British Evolutionists 

(especially Charles Darwin)

Both born February 12th 1809



For lecture on Pseudo-Sciences 
(viz. Mesmer)



Another example of his innovative approaches is a trick he uses 
to inspire student interest in the day’s topic. Each day, Dr. 
Simonton wears a t-shirt that illustrates some point or provides 
a broad theme for the day’s lecture. A former teaching 
assistant wrote,

Quotation from 2006 Robert S. Daniel Award Citation 
(Society for the Teaching of Psychology, APA Division 2)

This tool is effective, not only as an illustrative measure, but it 
also sparks interest in the students. This is evidenced by the fact 
that students try to figure out how the t-shirt relates to the 
topic before the lecture even begins. Consequently, students are 
engaged, attentive, and are involved in every lecture.



Once more, how can we make 
the history of our discipline less 

boring?

And/or follow the advice of a historic psychology teacher?



“The genius of the interesting teacher 
consists in sympathetic divination of the sort 
of material with which the pupil’s mind is 
likely to be already spontaneously engaged, 
and in the ingenuity which discovers paths of 
connection from that material to the matters 
to be newly learned.”
- William James, 

Talks to Teachers on Psychology, 1899



The History of Psychology 
and the Psychology of 
Science
An Instructive Integration



Ideal Course Requirements:

 Enrolls almost entirely senior psychology majors who have already taken 
numerous upper division “core” courses 
 E.g., cognitive, personality, developmental, and social
 Perhaps billed as a “capstone” course for the psychology major

 Features a significant term paper assignment
 Such as satisfying upper-division undergraduate “expository writing” requirement

 E.g. PSC 185—History of Psychology (4) Lecture—3 hour(s); Term 
Paper. Prerequisite(s): … Upper division standing or consent of 
instructor. … Development of psychological thought and research in context 
of history of philosophy and science. … GE credit: SS, WE [GE = General 
Education, SS = Social Science, WE = Writing Experience].



Your grade in the course will be based on the following three assessments:

1. Objective midterm exam (25%) – A 50-question multiple-choice “Who Am I” test regarding 
your knowledge of the central figures and ideas in the history of the discipline, from the 
ancient Greeks to the beginning of the 20th century.  For sample midterm, click here. Please 
note that your own midterm will not have the exact same figures, albeit all of the major 
figures will be identical. But even for them the questions will seldom if ever be the same.

2. Essay final exam (35%) – An “open book, open notes” take-home essay exam that will 
require you to trace some key issue or debate in psychology from the ancient Greeks to the 
current day. For the issues or debates, click here.

3. Term paper (40%) – A psychobiography of a major figure in psychology. Specifically, you 
will address the theme “was ___ a scientific genius?” from the standpoint of what we know 
about creativity in science.

1. For a sample paper, click here.
2. For specific guidelines, click here.
3. For grading criteria that will be applied to the paper, click here.
4. For the most critical sections of Creativity in Science, click here.

http://simonton.faculty.ucdavis.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/243/2015/08/SampleMidterm185.pdf
http://simonton.faculty.ucdavis.edu/teaching/course-websites/psc185/
http://simonton.faculty.ucdavis.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/243/2015/08/SamplePaper185.pdf
http://simonton.faculty.ucdavis.edu/teaching/course-websites/psc185/
http://simonton.faculty.ucdavis.edu/term-paper-grading-criteria/
http://simonton.faculty.ucdavis.edu/teaching/course-websites/psc185/lecture-notes/


Basic assumption: 
History never repeats itself, but …
 “’History never repeats itself but it rhymes,’ said Mark Twain” 

 John Robert Colombo, “A Said Poem” from Neo Poems, 1970

 “History never repeats itself, but the Kaleidoscopic combinations of 
the pictured present often seem to be constructed out of the broken 
fragments of antique legends.”
 Mark Twain and Charles Dudley Warner, The Gilded Age: A Tale of Today, 

1873, Chapter 47

 “History never repeats itself, but those who contribute to history 
exhibit certain cognitive, developmental, personality, and social 
regularities as studied in psychological science.”
 Me, here



Here are some examples from the Appendix in 

Simonton, D. K. (1994). Scientific eminence, 
the history of psychology, and term paper 
topics: A metascience approach. Teaching of 
Psychology, 21, 169-171. 

But what are these regularities that students 
should look for? 





Developmental Psychology: 
Childhood



Developmental Psychology:
Adolescence and Early Adulthood



Developmental Psychology:
Maturity and Old Age



Cognitive Psychology



Individual-differences Psychology:
Cognitive and Dispositional



Individual-Differences Psychology:
Prototypical Behaviors



Social Psychology:
Sociocultural Context



Social Psychology:
Personal Influence



Theoretical and Methodological Psychology:
Caveats



But how does the student know what these 
biographical facts imply regarding their thesis?
 An assigned supplementary text, such as:

 Simonton, D. K. (1988). Scientific genius: A psychology of science. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

 Simonton, D. K. (2004). Creativity in science: Chance, logic, genius, and 
zeitgeist. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

 An entire lecture devoted to the cognitive, personality, 
developmental, and social factors associated with achieved eminence 
in scientific disciplines, including how to become a high-impact 
psychologist
 To illustrate … eminent scientists tend to earn their doctorates under eminent 

scientists



Specific Illustration:

Nobel laureates who studied under previous Nobel 
laureates

Reconfigured from

Zuckerman, H. (1977). Scientific elite. New York: Free Press.



Or within psychology:

Boring, M. D., & Boring, E. G. (1948). Masters and pupils 
among the American psychologists. American Journal of 
Psychology, 61, 527-534.







But how does the student know what these 
biographical facts imply regarding their thesis?
 Plus useful tips are randomly scattered throughout every lecture 

 Most without any predictability because the tips are not included in the 
provided lecture notes (given that they obviously won’t be tested on)

 But sometimes explicitly planned to make a major point
 e.g., the last two lectures in the course’s first half are on Wundt and James
 which provides the opportunity to illustrate scientific impact through mentoring







Less BVSR                         ← CREATIVITY →                           More BVSR  

Critical Implications for DISPOSITION and DEVELOPMENT



Less BVSR                         ← CREATIVITY →                           More BVSR  



Less BVSR                         ← CREATIVITY →                           More BVSR  



Less BVSR                         ← CREATIVITY →                           More BVSR  



Less BVSR                         ← CREATIVITY →                           More BVSR  



Less BVSR                         ← CREATIVITY →                           More BVSR  



Less BVSR                         ← CREATIVITY →                           More BVSR  



Less BVSR                         ← CREATIVITY →                           More BVSR  



Less BVSR                         ← CREATIVITY →                           More BVSR  



So, does the newfangled assignment render 
History of Psychology appreciably less boring?
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Paper Course



In the classroom, Dr. Simonton is known for his creative and 
innovative assignments. For example, in his term paper 
assignment for History of Psychology, he demands more of his 
students than a simple summary of the contributions of 
important figures. Instead, he requires students to analyze a 
figure from the standpoint of what psychologists now know about 
scientific genius. That is, to what extent does the figure fit the 
typical profile in terms of cognitive, personality, and social 
variables? As a result, students have to analyze the figure by 
integrating knowledge from the field. This innovative approach 
has been published in Teaching in Psychology.

Quotation from 2006 Robert S. Daniel Award Citation 
(Society for the Teaching of Psychology, APA Division 2)

developmental
       Ʌ



Evaluation

 What would E.G. Boring think? 
 Personalistic rather than naturalistic? No, not at all!

 First, the “great person” focus is purely naturalistic rather than old-style “celebratory” “hero 
worship” (viz. the metasciences, especially the psychology of science)
 Indeed, the metasciences have empirically demonstrated the elitist stratification of scientists, a 

small proportion dominating overall output (e.g., Lotka and Price Laws)
 Further historiographic discussion in

 Ball, L. (2012). Genius without the “great man”: New possibilities for the historian of 
psychology. History of Psychology, 15, 72-83. or

 Ball, L. (2014). The genius in history: Historiographic explorations. In D. K. Simonton (Ed.), The 
Wiley handbook of genius (pp. 3-19). Oxford, UK: Wiley.

 Second, the term paper accounts for only 40% of the student’s grade, while the mid-term and 
final take a decidedly history of ideas approach (e.g., tracing the evolution of some central 
debate from the ancient Greeks to the present century)
 Yet because the term paper requires each student to become totally immersed in a book-length 

biography of an eminent psychologist, students acquire both depth and breadth 
 P.S.: They’re warned Wikipedia won’t cut it, nor will cut and paste work



Evaluation

 What would William James think?
 Well, assuming that most students major in psychology because they love the 

subject matter, they will be “already spontaneously engaged” and 
they will themselves discover “paths of connection from that material to the 
matters to be newly learned” with a little help from their instructor 

 Furthermore, that engagement is intensified given that the subject of their 
paper is chosen by the student (viz. their “favorite famous psychologist”)

 Besides, James himself was fascinated with the problem of how individuals 
can shape history from a strictly naturalistic (Darwinian) perspective
 James, W. (1880, October). Great men, great thoughts, and the environment. Atlantic 

Monthly, 46, 441-459. For update based on the most current scientific research, see
 Simonton, D. K. (2018). Creative genius as causal agent in history: William James’s 1880 

theory revisited and revitalized. Review of General Psychology, 22, 406-420. 



Conclusion
 The Society for the History of Psychology By-Laws

Article I - Name and Purpose
2.  The purpose of this organization shall be 

(a) to encourage and facilitate original scholarship in 
the history of psychology; and 

(b) to extend the awareness and appreciation of the 
history of psychology as an aid to the understanding of 
(1) contemporary psychology in its aims as a 

science, profession and means of promoting human 
welfare, 

(2) its relation to other scientific and scholarly fields, 
and

(3) its role in society.



Conclusion
 The Society for the History of Psychology By-Laws

Article I - Name and Purpose
2.  The purpose of this organization shall be 

(a) to encourage and facilitate original scholarship in 
the history of psychology; and 

(b) to extend the awareness and appreciation of the 
history of psychology as an aid to the understanding of
(1) contemporary psychology in its aims as a 

science, profession and means of promoting human 
welfare, 

(2) its relation to other scientific and scholarly fields, 
and

(3) its role in society.



Conclusion

The Purpose of this SHP Presidential Address was 
“to extend the awareness and appreciation of the 

history of psychology as an aid to the understanding 
of 
(1) contemporary psychology in its aims as a science … [and]
(2) its relation to other scientific and scholarly fields ...”



Conclusion

More specifically, to integrate more closely the history of 
psychology with the psychology of science to the 
mutual benefit of both subdisciplines –

 using the undergraduate history of psychology course as 
the example

 and yielding the result …
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