Robinsons on Parallel

A Brief History of Psychology

The very first lecture at ICASSI 2013 (the International Adlerian/Dreikursian Summer Institute) in Wageningen, Netherlands was delivered by the inspired leader of ICASSI, Eva Dreikurs Ferguson.   Dr. Ferguson is a highly respected Diplomat of Adlerian Psychology and professor of Psychology at Southern Illinois University Edwardsville.  ICASSI has been called one of her greatest accomplishments.

Her goal was to share some of the most basic tenets of Adlerian/Dreikursian Psychology.  Alfred Adler lived in a time of social change in Europe and that change was especially important in Vienna.  Before World War I, there were empires and it was understood that autocratic leaders were the norm.  However, after WWI, huge social change occurred.  Freud (20 year senior of Adler) represented another generation.  Freud had different influences than did Adler.  Psychiatry didn’t yet exist; Freud and Adler pioneered it as a path to understand the mind, emotion, and motivation.

Adler represented social democracy—he was a medical officer during WWI, who observed terrible conditions of war.  He began to understand society’s role in shaping the individual.  When it was time to rebuild, Vienna became a socialist city. Health care was provided for starving workers and the mental health movement was strengthened.  In the 1920’s and 1930’s child guidance centers were established, providing consultation to teachers and parents.  The wisdom of experience that the child needs help from the community was shared.  

Teachers can be therapeutically helpful—a breakthrough in the thinking of the time.  Every interaction with a child can be positive or negative as adults seek to understand the purpose of the child’s behavior.  We ICASSI participants were interested to learn that the Montessori schools interacted with Adlerians.  Montessori leaders and teachers sought the advice of Dreikurs and his methods of helping children develop as social beings.  

Questions like these were researched: 

· “What leads to human development?”

· “What leads to mental illness?”

· “What leads to mental health?”

Two Easy Principles regarding the History of Psychology:

1. Sigmund Freud believed in parts of self in conflict with each other.  “Dynamic psychology” as it is called in Germany tends to have this same underlying assumption.  

2. In contrast, Alfred Adler assumed humans are whole integrated persons.  If we humans have what appear to be internal conflicts, it is a part of our whole-person movement in life.

Two examples of the above: 

1. To avoid homework (a wonderful reason for internal conflict): “I want a good grade; I hate hard work, so I’ll go to the movies with my friends.”

2. “If I am clever, I can be obsessive and neurotic all my life.  I can get others to do my hard work for me.  I can suffer beautifully and get away with it.  After all, people want to take care of me.”

A mentally healthy, democratic and respectful family sets the children on a path to mental health themselves.  When this doesn’t happen, mentally healthy, democratic, and respectful friends can fill that supportive gap.

We professional friends of Dr. Ferguson were most appreciative of her research and presentation, traditionally the first of the Bloc I Lectures at the International Summer Institute.

