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A science of psychology is possible
In 1858, Wundt came to work with Herman von Helmhotz at 
Heidelburg University. He conducted research with his thought 
meter. This (and other work) showed it was possible to develop 
a science of experience, leading to the first department of 
experimental psychology in 1879, earning him the name father 
of modern psychology.

Experimental psychology and Völkerpsychologie
In 1862, Wundt wrote Contributions to the Theory of Sensory 
Perception in which he proposed the new discipline of 
experimental psychology based on measurements of thoughts 
and perception of physical stimuli (such as the study of visual 
illusions). 

However, he thought that experimental methods could not be 
applied to mental activity that was essentially collective or social 
or involved higher mental functions such as language — for that 
kind of study a Völkerpsychologie (folk or ethnic psychology) 
would need to be developed.

Introspection
Wundt saw psychology as the study of conscious experience, 
which could be achieved most directly by asking people to report 
what was in their mind — introspection.

He saw this as subjective and that any memories were likely 
to be biased. For this reason he felt that introspection should be 
restricted to simple and immediate recall of pure sensations. He 
did not think it was a suitable method for studying higher mental 
processes. 

What did participants do?
Wundt’s introspection is different to ‘naïve’ introspection where a 
person reflects on their conscious thoughts and feelings. Wundt’s 
experimental self-observation involved the following methods:

 ■ The people observing their own thoughts (‘observers’) were 
highly trained.

 ■ The process was rigid and highly controlled, for example 
sometimes observers responded just with ‘yes’ or ‘no’.

 ■ To ensure reliability, every observation had to be capable of 
being repeated several times under the same conditions.

Many issues have been noted with the method, for example 
even highly trained observers were not consistent, the technique 
is not suitable for children or for complex topics such as mental 
disorders. However, it can provide knowledge that is not possible 
to obtain any other way.

What happened next?
Wundt showed that psychology was a 
valid experimental study and its growth 
since then has been exponential. Wundt’s 
approach largely disappeared in the early 
twentieth century.

However, the cognitive revolution of 
the 1950s brought back many similar 
approaches to studying the human mind 
(for example, the machine as a metaphor).

Wundt measured the time it took a person to shift attention from one stimuli (the 
sound of a bell) to another (the position of a pendulum) — measuring mental activity.

Wundt with a chronograph

The parallel blue lines appear bent. Wundt 
and his colleagues were very interested in 
illusions because they provided a means to 
study perception objectively.

The Wundt illusion


