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Academic disciplines and the history of
psychology. A case study from Finland

Introduction

Criticism of the traditional histories of academic dis-
ciplines has been voiced every now and then in the
history of psychology. it has been said, for example,
that histories of psychology have had a tendency to
limit their source material to the writings of psy-
chologists and to deal with them selectively and
even in a biased manner. Histories of psychology
written by psychologists have been interpreted as
attempts by the authors to legitimate their own
views of the subject by appealingto great meninthe
past. Such treatments have also separated the
discipline of psychology fromits social background
and from other branches of learning (Ash, 1983,
Geuter, 1983; Nilsson, 1984; Nilsson, 1979, pref-
ace, Smith, 1988).

Inthe following pages | shall gobeyond traditional
“textbook histories”, by describing some ideas con-
necting psychology with physiology, the science of
education and psychology/philosophy within a re-
stricted area and period, namely in Finland in the
late nineteenth century.’

While the results of a case study of a small
country with only a few learned men certainly can-
not be generalized to apply to the international de-
velopment of psychology, this geographical limita-
tion has its advantage. It is possible, at least in
principle, to scan the entire works of the major

scientists in each of the above disciplines and pick
out the points of importance for psychology in the
whole contextof thetime.

During the late nineteenth century in Finland psy-
chology was institutionally a part of philosophy and
foreign influences (especially German) strongly
affected this young tradition.”

There was only one university (in Helsinki), which
had only one professorship in philosophy and a few
scholars of the subject within the humanities. Thus,
the ideas and opinions of prominent individual
scholars had a profound influence on the whole
image of psychology in the country, as noted by
Takala and Korkeakangas (1981). The most no-
table scholar in the history of Finnish psychology
was Thiodolf Rein (1838—1919), professor of phi-
losophy from 1869 to 1900, whose ideas were
based initially on Hegelian idealism and from the
1870's onwards onthat of Hermann Lotze.

The situation in physiology and education was
similar. They too were disciplines with only one
professorship (on the history of Finnish physiology,
see von Bonsdorif, 1975; and on science of educa-
tion, lisalo, 1979).

The arrival of Wundtian psychology
Theideas of Wilhelm Wundtfirstcameto Finland as
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early as the 1860's. In the middle of that decade,
Wilheim Bolin (1835—1924), acting professor of
philosophy, used Wundt's Vorfesungen Gber die
Menschen- und Thierseele as one source for his
lectures in psychology. In this work Wundt dealt
with many of the most essential problems in experi-
mental psychology (Schultz, 1987:61). However
we know very little about the content of Bolin's
lectures beyond the few facts to be found in his
letters to Ludwig Feuerbach.®

Bolin's pericd of ascendancy in the history of psy-
chology and philosophy in any case lasted only up
until the end of the decade, when Th. Rein was
appointed to the professorship. One reason for the
rejection of Bolin was his Feuerbachian materialism
(Manninen, 1987:157—179).

The physiologist Konrad Hallstén (1835—1919)
who had been in Germany a few times between
1869 and 1879 as a student of Hermann von
Helmholtz and Wunit, also brought Wundtianideas
to Finland at an early stage. He was a dominant
figure in Finnish physiology until his retirement at
the end of the century and occupied a professorship
of physiology and anatomy from 1871 onwards.
During his professorship he founded a laboratory
for physiological demonstrations in Helsinki (von
Bonsdorft, 1975:24—35).

In his dissertation, Studier om kraftférvandling i
vitala processer (Studies on the alterations of en-
ergy in vital processes) (1896:8—9), Hallstén re-
ferred to the “physiclogist Wilhelm Wundt”, in whose
opinion mental actions were one kind of motion of
energy in the central nervous system. Although
Hallstén did not write in great detail about Wundtian
physioclogy or psychology, the scientific view of
mental processes can be said to have had reached
Finland.

Hallstén also made reference to Wundt and his
laboratory psychology in the later works. In another
dissertation produced four years later, Om proto-
plasmarérelser och funktionstillstandinervsystemet
(On the movements of cytoplasm and state of
function in the nervous system) (1873:46—49), he
discussed the mutual relations between nervous
activity, sensory perceptions, sensations and higher
mental processes, referring to Wundt's works and
also to those of the physiologists and psychophysi-
ologists Johannes Miller, Hermann von Helmholtz,
Gustav Fechner and Ernst Weber. No Finnish sci-
entist had written before about any of them.Thus
both physiological psychology and psychophysics
entered Finnish scientific literature for the first time
under the auspices of physiology.

Inthe 1870's Rein's philosophical thinking moved
away from Hegelian idealism towards the system of
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Hermann Lotze (Rein, 1918: 284; Grotenfelt, 1922).
Lotze's aim was to harmonize the results of the
modern empirical science with metaphysical ideal-
ism (Hirschberger, 1959:535—538; Schnadelbach,
1983:206—218). This intention can also be seenin
Rein's psychological ideas. His first work in this
discipline — and at the same time the first Finnish
psychological work for more than thirty years —
was a textbook of about five hundred pages entitled
Forsék till en framstélining af psykologin eller
veteniskapen om sjélen, | (An attempt to elucidate
psychology or the science of the soul (1876), re-
ferred to hereafter as Psykologi). The second part
of the textbook appeared in 1891, and Rein also
wrote shorter textbooks of psychology for both the
university and the secondary school levels.*

In his works Rein mentioned Wundt and Fechner
as exponents of empirical psychology whose re-
searchis useful and valuable —but only instrumen-
tally. Thetrue subject of psychology is mental expe-
rience, and knowledge about it can be gained only
by introspection (in Brentano's rather than Wundtian
terms)®. On the other hand, this knowledge can be
compiemented and explained by physiology and
experimental psychology (Rein, 1876; 1884; 1891;
1896; see also Haapasalo, 1976: 13—14). Hence
the scholar who was responsible for the highest
level of teaching in psychology was clearly an
exponent of the philosophical tradition of psychol-
ogy. One might even say that he was an arm-chair
scholar.

It would be incorrect to say that Rein made light
of experimental psychology. However its position in
his system becomes clear from the fact that he
presented Wundtian experimental psychalogy to
Finnish readers for the first time in 1910, by which
time Wundt had lost his leading position and the
structuralism of his most famous disciple, Edward
Titschener was also in its last years (Rein, 1910, 4;
Schultz, 1987, chapters 4—5).

German experimental psychology was made
known in Finland by two of Rein’s students, Hjalmar
Neiglick (1860—=89) and Arvi Grotenfelt (1863—
1941), who did their dissertations in Leipzig in the
late 1880's. Neiglick's career was short-lived as he
died of typhus in 1889. In the same year Grotenfelt
was elected Docent in psychology, but he did not
continue in this discipline. Instead he turned to the
philosophy of history and the history of philosophy.
His interests in psychology were limited to teaching
(JA&skeladinen, 1983; 1985; Luukanen, 1979).
Grotenfelt was also interested in parapsychology,
writing an article aboutit as early asin 1892. He also
was the chairman of the Finnish Society of Psychi-
cal Research, founded in 1907 (Krohn, 1976; Gro-
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tenfelt, 1892; 1926).5

Grotenfelt's dissertation, Das Webersche Gesetz
und die psychische Relativitit (1888), was a theo-
retical study of Weber's law and some conclusions
derived from it, e.g. Fechner's law.” Around the
same time Grotenfelt also wrote an article about
new developments in experimental psychology,
referring to the ideas of Weber, Fechner, Wundt
and Hermann Ebbinghaus.

Grotenfelt was sceptical vis-a-visthe advantages
offered by scientific methods in psychology. He
believed that they enable one to obtain useful
results but have no point of contact with the most
relevant facts of mental life. He also thought that
psychophysics had failed to create firm quantitative
laws on the mental aspect of man (Grotenfelt,
1886—87; 1888; 178—179, 181—183 et passim).
In this opinion he came close to his teacher (and
uncle) Th. Rein. In general it can be said that the
philosophical tradition in Finland adopted ideas
from German experimental psychology without al-
tering its own fundamental views on the object of
psychologicalresearch.

Besides Grotenfelt, the only other person who
dealt profoundly with experimental psychology in
Finland in the last century was Hjalmar Neiglick. In
his article “Om exakta metoder i psykologin” (On
exactmethods in psychology) (1887), hetook aless
sceptical attitude than Grotenfelt, but he also be-
lieved that the laboratory cannot provide an ade-
quate account of mental acts and their content.
Thus he argued that German psychophysics would
need to be complemented by the methods of French
and English sociology.® Hence Neiglick's psycho-
logical thought was somewhat similar to Wundt's
“Volkerpsychologie”, and he can alsobe seenas a
forerunner of the Westermarckian sociology/social
anthropology (on Wundt, see Schultz, 1987, chap-
ter 4; and on Westermarck, Haavio-Mannila, 1975).

As we have seen, the new scientific discipline of
psychology came to Finland first in the form of short
references in the writings of an exponent of another
discipline, the physiologist Konrad Hallstén. Later,
in the second phase, philosophers/psychologists
travelled to the center of this new science transmit-
ting their information back to their homeland. Thus
the essential point about Grotenfelt's and Neiglick's
articles is that they presented quite a good account
of German laboratory psychology.

Neiglick was evidently the first Finnish psycholo-
gist to carry out experimental research
(Jaadskeldinen, 1983; 1985; Haapasalo, 1976: 14—
15), based on his work in Wundt's laboratory in
1885—86, dealing with the validity of Fechner's law
for the sense of sight.® He published the results in

the form of a dissertation, Zur Psychophysik des
Lichtsinns,in1887.

Anather pioneer of experimental psychology, be-
side Neiglick, was the ophthalmologist Gustav Al-
bert Nordman (1841—1921), who also did experi-
mental research, but at F.C. Donders' laboratory in
Utrecht {Nordman, 1885—86; 1887.76). His disser-
tation, Om den for framkallandet af en formférnim-
melse nbdiga retningstiden i dess beroende af
nagra sérskilda variabler, (On the stimulus time
needed for shape sensation in its relation to some
special variables) was published in May 1887, at
about the same time as Neiglick's.

Nordman discussed the stimulus time needed to
bring about visual perception with certain variables.
Using an apparatus he had constructed expressly
for this purpose, he atfirst showed a subject afigure
for a minimally short time and then extended the
time until the subject could describe the figure
(Nordman, 1887). He also used a method which
had its roots in psychophysics: the comparison of
an “outer” stimulus and an “inner” sensation in order
to create exact quantitative laws concerning sensa-
tion.

Nordman's dissertation was just as much psy-
chophysical as Neiglick's. Both works used scien-
tific methods to study the perception processes
without metaphysical speculations on mental life or
the soul. It is an example of the dangers inherent in
histories of science that Nordman is not mentioned
in the history of Finnish psychology, simply be-
cause his dissertation was written in the “wrong”
branch of science, ophthalmology.'®

Free will ordeterminism?

The gquestion concerning the essence of the object
of psychological research is closely caonnected with
that concerning the methods to be used in psychol-
ogy. Up until the beginning of this century psycholo-
gists in Finland were quite unanimous about the
task of studying the mental life of man.

Physiologists did not take any definite stand on
the question of the nature of the mind, although
Hallstén touched upon this issue when discussing
the mutual relations between physiological stimuli,
sensory organs, nervous actions and sensory per-
ceptions. He seems to have advocated some kind
of a Cartesian interaction theory: our “mental side”
(“var andliga natur”; e.g. 1887:308) interprets infor-
mation and the nervous system transfers it. How-
ever he never made clear what were his views on
the nature of that “mental side” (Hallsten, 1869:8—
9 et passim; 1873:146—49 et passim; 1887).
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Indisputably the most prominent Finnish scientist
in the history of physiology, Robert Tigerstedt
(1853—1923), a student of Hallstén, also kept
silent on the question of the essence of the mind.
Tigerstedt argued in his book, Hjérnan s&som or-
gan for tanken (The brain as organ of thought)
(1889), that the cerebrum acts as the physical basis
for the soul (he actually used the word “soul”).
Tigerstedt discussed the issue from the standpoint
of comparative anatomy, vivisections and observa-
tions on patients with brain lesions, but he "kept his
distance as much as possible from metaphysical
problems” (p. 4). Nevertheless, we cansee fromthe
first lines of this book that the theory of interaction
between mind and body was also part of his hy-
pothesis:

“Whatever concept of the essence of the soul and
its relation to the body we may have, the facts
compel us to admit that some part of the body has
to be that tool by which the soul obtains information
on events in the external world, and which it uses
when indisputably influencing bodily actions” (Ti-
gerstedt, 1889:3).

Finnish philosophers, psychologists and educa-
tionalists in the late nineteenth century often dis-
cussed contrasting views regarding determinism,
most of them defending the notion of free will. The
best known exceptions were Wilhelm Bolin, who
wrote a deterministic dissertation, Undersékning af
laran om viljans frihet, med sérskildt afseende a
Kants behandling af problem (A study concerning
the doctrine of the freedom of will, with special at-
tention to Kant's treatment of the problem) (1868;
see also Manninen, 1987: 157—179), and Hjalmar
Neiglick who held the same view (Neiglick, 1883;
Manuscripts of the Philosophical Society in Finland
8.2.1884and7.3.1884).

As already mentioned, Th. Rein regarded psy-
chology as a discipline which studies the content
and actions of the mind. These occurinthe soul and
are recognized by the soul, which interacts with the
material world through the mediation of the brain
and the whole body (Rein, 1876:400-456; 1884,
6—7; 1891:48-—49, 101; 1896:7—8). Hence he
agreed with the major psychologists of that time,
Halistén and Tigerstedt. Rein thought (e.g. 1884:
60) that one of the most essential characteristics of
the soul is freedom; in fact he used this idea for
assessing psychological theses and schools.

When Rein was elected professor in 1869, it was
thought that he would carry on the Hegelian tradi-
tion (Manninen, 1887:157—179). However, in his
Psykologi | (1876) Rein was already criticizing
Hegel and his school.

One particular object of Rein's criticism was the
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Hegelian concept of the soul — or what Rein
thought to be the Hegelian concept. Rein
(1876:277—285) claimed that for Hegel and his dis-
ciples the soul is just an intermediate phase in the
universal process of the development of the world-
spirit. Thus, the soul lacks not only any activity of its
own, but also true existence. Rein was unwilling to
accept this notion.

After Rein’s rejection of Hegelianism only one
well-known Hegelian scholar was left in Finland,
Zacharias Cleve (1820—1900), a professor of
education. Cleve reacted in public against Rein's
criticism of Hegel. In Cleve's opinion (1877) Hegel
and his school did not neglect the true existence of
the soul by any means, and even less was Hegel an
exponent of determinism. Cleve's defence marked
the last efforts on behalf of Hegelian psychology in
Finland. The eraof that school was past.

In the first part of Psykologi (pp. 290—298) Rein
also criticized Herbartian ideas — again arguing
against determinism. In his opinion Herbart had
made a valuable attempt at an exact, quantitative
theory of psychology, but at the same time, he had
fallen in the trap of determinism. Thus he neglected
the most essential difference between matier and
spirit, i.e., the freedom of spirit.

Rein’s criticism was the first theoretical treatment
of Herbartianism in Finland and it established the
prevailing view on Herbart in the country for dec-
ades to come. Time after time the same views were
repeated by Finnish educationists until the end of
the century. Although Herbartianism was very
popular in some educational circles (lisalo,
1979:68—76), criticism was voiced against the
mechanical views associated with this school. It is
impossible, however, to give any definite estimate
of the extent to which this was due to Rein’s influ-
ence.

The first to respond to Rein's criticism of Herbart
was the director of the Finnish mint, the amateur
philosopher, August Frederik Soldan (1817—85).""
Soldan's article “Herbart och Rein, lekmanna be-
traktelser ur realistisk synpunkt” (Herbart and Rein,
some thoughts of a layman from a realistic point of
view) (1877), represented the only defence of Her-
bartian determinism. All other publications con-
cerning Herbart were of the opposite opinion.

Johann Julius Perander (1838—85, professor of
education, 1884—85) made Herbartianism known
in Finnish educational circles in the early 1880’'s
(lisalo, 1979:66—67). In Perander's dissertation
Herbartianismen | pedagogin (Herbartianism in
pedagogy) (1883), Rein’s influence is clearly re-
flected, especially in Perandet's highly critical the-
sis, that the Herbartian soul is just a passive battle-
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field of ideas, a realm of complete determinism.'2

Perander died two years after completing his dis-
sertation, but his criticism of Herbart remained
alive. Waldemar Ruin (1857—1938, Professor of
Education 1888—1926) repeated the same ideas
some years later in his dissertation, Om Kar-
aktarbildningen didaktiska hjalpmedel (On the di-
dactic means of character building) (1887). Ruin
was a pioneer of Herbartianism in Finland, and his
attitude towards this school was generally positive,
but he also disagreed with its possible deterministic
implications (Ruin, 1887:104—105; 1885).

At the turn of the century the most enthusiastic
exponent of Herbartianism, a docent in education,
August Mikael Johnsson (1860—1924) also did not
share Herbart’s opinions on the issue of determin-
ism. Johnsson preferred the Reinian view (Johnsson,
1895:11—14, 168—169, 193), recommending his
textbook of psychology in his work, Kasvatusopilli-
sia luennoita (Lectures on education) (1895:5) to
anyone “who wishes to familiarize himself with a
short, clear, full presentation of the psychological
view being advocated here.”

Psychology, Zeitgeistand the neighbouring
disciplines

Until this century Finland has been divided both
economically and educationally into two classes: in
the Swedish speaking upper class and the Finnish
speaking majority. In the middle of the last century
it became customary to think that education and
moral awareness of the common people should be
raisedto a higher level. Forexample, Grotenfelt and
Rein participated in this project of building a coher-
ent Finnish society (Tommila et. al. 1980, 30—41,
86—102, 213). The views on determinismdescribed
above can, at least partly, be understood from this
viewpoint,

Determinism was rejected for moral reasons by
Rein (1876:295; 1884, 60; 1896:62) and Grotenfelt
(1893) and by the educationists mentioned above
(Perander, 1883:—30; Ruin, 1887:115—1186;
Johnsson, 1895: 13, 168—169). It was assumed
that moral responsibility presupposes free will. On
the other hand, Bolin (1868) and Soldan (1877),
who took the determinist view, argued that their
approach was consistent with morality see also
Manninen, 1987:157—179).

This protracted discussion in the writings of Finn-
ish scholars can be properly understood only in the
context of the general Zeitgeist. Moreover both
philosophers and psychologists, in addition to
educationists, participated in this discussion on

determinism and exchanged opinions across disci-
plinary boundaries. This discussion has to be dealt
with as a whole and must not be restricted to the
viewpoints of education or psychology alone.

The history of the reception given to Wundtian
experimental psychology in Finland thus supports
demands that the history of ideas should go beyond
traditional histories of individual academic disci-
plines. For example, news of the developments
taking place in Germany was broughtto this country
largerly by a physiologist (Hallstén). It may be
possible to write a history of psychology at the
international or general level in the form of a history
of the discipline, but as far as the early stages of
research traditions in a small country areconcerned
such an approach wouid be misleading.

NOTES

1. In philosophy it is convenient to start at the decline of Hegelian
idealism in the 1860's when it's most influential exponent in
Finland, Johan Vilhelm Snellman retired. In the science of
education the starting point is the year 1852, when the first pro-
fessorship was founded at the University of Helsinki (the only
university in Finland in the last century). In physiology the
leading scientist in Finland in the nineteenth century was
Konrad Héllstén, and thus it is best to start from the beginning
of his career in the 1860's. The discussion comes 1o an end at
the turn of the century when Hallstén and Thiodolf Rein retired.
Soon after the beginning of the twentieth century the dominant
Herbartian trend in Finnish education waned, so that this marks
aproper terminal dateinthat branch of science aswell.

2. Only two textbooks of psychology had been published in Finland
before the 1870's: those of J.V. Snellman (1837) and Zacharias
Cleve (1854), both of them following the Hegelian method.

Finnish scholars used the term “psychology” in different
senses. In the Hegelian textbooks of Snellman (1837) and
Cleve (1854) psychology was a part of phiiosophy which
studies “the subjective spirit” as one phase in the general devel-
opment of “the world-spirit”. Thiodolf Rein (e.g. 1976:319—328;
1896:1—2) saw psychology as an autonomous discipine within
philosophy, andtook its object to be the soul. Wilhelm Bolin.and
Hjalmar Neiglick did not specify their understanding of “psy-
chology”, but their views were closer ta scientific naturalism.

Little research has been published on the history of psychol-
ogy in Finland, existing research can be found mostly in short
articles. (see Haapasalo, 1976; Jadskeldinen, 1981; 1983; 1984;
1985; Takalaand Korkeakangas, 1981; Lehtovaara, 1967).

3.18.5.1866and 17.12.1866.

4. Besides these books, Rein entered into psychological argu-
ments in numerous articles and also at meetings of the Philo-
sophical Society in Finland (“Filosofinen Yhdistys”) which he
founded in 1873. This society has since then served as an
active forumfor philosophical and scientific discussions.

5. Introspection, as Wundt viewed it, was experimental self-
observation within the laboratory, and its methods were derived
from psychophysics. Wundt, for example, applied a stimulus to
a sense organ and asked subjects to report on the sensation
produced. He usually did not use, as Brentano did, the kind of
qualitative introspection in which the philosopher, i.e. the “the
descriptive psychologist”, describes in detail his own inner
intentional experience ("Erlebnisse”). (Schultz, 1987, 6575—
77, Wertheimer, 1987:64, 72. On the difference between
Wundt's and Brentano's methodologies see also Titschener,
1976).

6. Grotenfelt’s attitudes to psi-—phenomena were guite sceptical.
He pointed out false media, for example, but at the same time
he was of the opinion that science could not, for the time
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being, verify or falsify for example spiritualist hypotheses (Gro-
tenfelt, 1892, 1926). Hence Grotenfelt was an expanent of the
“scientific” psychical research, not of spiritism.

7. luse theterms “Weber’s law” and “Fechner’s law” inthe senses
proposed by Boring (1957:287—289; see also Wertheimer,
1987:57—58). Thus Weber's law can be expressed in the
statement gR/R = k, where q stands for jnd. (just noticeable
difference), R intensity of stimulus and k for a constant of jnd.
The corresponding statement for Fechrer's lawis S =k log R,
where S stands for intensity of sensation. 1.e. as the stimulus
increases linearly, the sensation increases as the logarithm of
this stimulus.

8. Neiglick did not explain what he meant by French and English
sociology and traditions it is not clear what precisely they
included. Thus the content of Neiglick’s suggestion is not clear.

9. Neiglick used the method of equal intervals. He showed his
subjects two grey plates with static, but different intensities of
brightness. The task of each subject was to adjust the bright-
ness of athird plate (which was situated between the others) so
that it was of a brightness intermediate between the two other
given plates in his experience. If the objective intensity of
brightness of third plate was intermediate in the geometrical
series, Fechner's law would be verified. After eliminating some
disturbing factors, Neiglick obtained results which did support
Fechner's law (Neiglick, 1887b; Jaaskeldinen, 1983; Mustelin,
1966: 175—187; von Wright, 1947).

10. Nesither of these men or their students continued as experimen-
tal psychologists. Neiglick died in 1889, but was in any case no
longer interested in laboratory research, and was planning
sociological research in his last years (Mustelin, 1966: 187—
189; Ruin, 1917; von Wright, 1947). Nordman was elected
Docent in ophthaimology, but after his dissertation he concen-
trated on his medical practice (von Bonsdorff, 1975: 240—241).

11. Soldan did not pursue an academic career, and the article
discussed here was his only scientific publication. He neverthe-
less had a considerable influence on the intelligentsia, being
responsible for guiding the early philosophical studies of Hjal-
mar Neiglick and Waldemar Ruin (later a professor of educa-
tion) through private discussions (Ruin, 1917).

12. In his memoires Rein (1918:339—340) praises Ruin's intelli-
gence and claims that this highly educated person was a close
friend of his.
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