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‘Spellbinding, unique, and original, The Global Origins of Psychology stuns
me with this fresh look into the ancient study of psyche. What is true of
psyche is also true of logos: word, reason, argument, language, theory, the
laws to be discovered, the human capacity for accessing experience and
penetrating to its underlying laws — all the senses of logos — predate Greek
philosophy. The journey of logos through the Fertile Crescent, Ancient
Iraq, Ancient Egypt, Ancient Israel, and Ancient China delineates a new
world map so that we understand how we reason in our mind in different
areas of the world, historically, and cross-culturally.’
Ruyu Hung, Distinguished Professor,
National Chiayi University, Taiwan

‘Valentine provides a readable, fascinating review of the psyche through

time, a sweeping tapestry of cultural and historic shifts in understanding

the laterality of the brain. He brings forward ancient views of the mind and

offers a thought provoking and insightful perspective on the challenges
humanity has encountered and still faces.’

Darcia Narvaez, University of Notre Dame,

USA, and author of Neurobiology and the

Development of Human Morality:

Evolution, Culture and Wisdom
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The Global Origins of Psychology

This book offers a historical introduction to the remote origins of psychology,
and is the first book in a series on the history of the subject. Combining a deep
history approach with the study of ancient civilisations, it places psychology in
a historical and global context using rigorous academic research.

The book begins by separating the Greek components of psychology —
psyche and logos — in order to trace their histories, separate and together,
through the global Neolithic and Bronze Ages. The author develops a toolkit
by deconstructing the writing of history, modern psychology, and analysis of
culture, and by introducing theories from neuroscience and cultural psychology
that can be tested against the data. He then takes readers on a journey back in
time, from the borders of our current climatic envelope (the Holocene) towards
the present, through Ancient Iraq, Egypt, Israel, and China. Each chapter
deepens the reader’s understanding of psychology in its global context outside
the boundaries of Western culture. In so doing, the book initiates a post-
colonial re-narration showing that the story of psychology is wider and deeper
than many contemporary origin stories suggest.

Presented in an accessible manner, this is an excellent resource for students
of psychology, philosophy, history, linguistics, archaeology, and anthropology,
as well as general readers who want to learn more about the origins of this
fascinating subject.

Richard Valentine is a researcher and cultural consultant for the induction of
international students into UK universities, and has extensive experience
leading multimedia online education platforms. He has published essays,
articles, and policy pieces for higher education in physics, psychology, and
religious studies. He is a member of the British Psychological Society as an
occupational consultant with experience in developing and applying intelli-
gence and personality profiling products. Before moving into psychology, his
academic background was in philosophy and the natural sciences.
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Preface

You may already know that the modern word ‘psychology’ was made from two
older words from ancient Greek, psyche (mind, soul) and logos (word, reason):

psyche + logos = psychology (talking or reasoning about the human mind)

Both words have long histories, going back almost 3000 years: in this series
we will take you back into this history, tracing the stories of these words and
the ideas behind them until they are combined into the word ‘Psychology’.
This was done in modern times by people we call ‘philosophers’. Philosophy
is another Greek word made of two words, love (phileos) and wisdom (sophia):

philo + sophia = philosophy (loving and pursuing wisdom or knowledge)

The ‘lovers of wisdom’ have long discussed the soul or mind of human beings
(psyche) and how to reflect on it, understand it and make theories about it
(logos). Before the word ‘psychology’ was coined, something like it was
practised, and ideas which led to modern science have deep roots in ancient
philosophy.

We are going to travel back in time and return slowly to psychology as
taught today through its history. By the time we reach it today, you will have
a unique understanding of its vocabulary, methods, schools of thought — and
much else.

Breaking things into parts is known as analysis and reconstructing as
synthesis. Starting close up with our immediate experience, we attempt to
reach behind it and to explain it through analysis of hidden dynamics. In
history, this means going back to the sources, reconstructing ‘from behind’ by
telling a fresh story.

Therefore, in this book, we will start with global sources, including a
survey of alternative routes from these sources before turning to Greek ideas
about the psyche and how it should be investigated (in Book Two). The
Romans picked up on this heritage, and this will be the content of the next
volume (Book Three). We will start a long way back in order to gain some
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‘leverage’ in the present: to try to understand the dynamics behind each stage
before we move on to it.

We will have to touch on many ancient languages and those who used
them. Already in Greek alone, we have used psyche, logos, sophia, and phileos
as well as theory (theoria), practice (praktike), method (methodos), analysis,
synthesis, dynamics (dunamos), and centrally, history (historia = enquiry,
investigation).



Introduction
How this book can help you

As you have chosen this book you may be considering studying — or are already
studying — a course which includes psychology, either alone or in combination
with another subject. There is a wide family of related subjects (which we will
visit in Chapter 2). There is also a family of historical disciplines, covering
different times and places. You may come to this book as a historian looking
into psychology, or a psychologist seeking to learn its history; or you may not
know, as yet, where you will belong.

Surely all that really matters is choosing a course which motivates you,
getting your assignments in, ending it all with a decent grade, and having an
optimum experience of student life in the process? But one thing psycholo-
gists, as well as grandparents for that matter, can tell you is that motivation is
everything: you will struggle either to complete a course, to achieve your
optimum grades, or to use it effectively afterwards and make it all worth-
while, unless you want it, even love it. As in karate, the athlete can will her
muscle fibres to ‘line up’ and move together as one, giving her extra strength,
so in your studies, an intrinsic motivation (one driven from inside) can cause
your existing skills to line up and move together. This book and this series are
intended to motivate your studies.

So: what can the ancients do for you as a budding (let’s assume) psychologist?

1 A safe space

On your chosen course, you will soon find that there are multiple ‘schools’ in
contemporary psychology: your task on the course is to understand, compare
and evaluate their claims against one another, or competing claims within one
particular school. Your department — and your individual lecturers — will have a
bias toward a particular ‘school’ to use a traditional term, or ‘research pro-
gramme’ in more contemporary language. Each will have its own fundamental
‘take’ on what a human being is — for the purposes of psychological research —
and with this, its own preferred methods for studying and describing human
beings as defined.

In the ancient world, you will meet a huge variety of competing ‘schools’
with wildly different views on what we now call psychology. In this first book

DOI: 10.4324/9781003396147-1
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there are entire civilisations with completely different conceptions of several
things:

» what kind of thing a human being is

* what a mind is (that is, disagreements over psyche)

* what if anything can be known about it (disagreements over logos)

* why it matters within a larger view of society, the cosmos, the afterlife, etc.

With all the possibilities of strangeness in the answers, ancient psychology
and philosophy offer a wonderful ‘brain gym’ to learn the skills of accessing
ideas, exploring them, comparing them, and then (finally) coming to your
own view: these are exactly the skills you will be learning towards assignments
and exams.

These debates are safe ground because they are so distinct from contem-
porary psychology, yet they are still relevant to its concerns. It is often said
that “The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there.”! Learn to
skirmish in this foreign land, before you return to your homeland to face
today’s battles.

You will find in many cases that today’s opposed armies are the descen-
dants of those you will meet in these pages; so train yourself in the critical
evaluation of relevant sources. (Along the way, decide whether this kind of
study is for you.)

2 A mental ‘map’ (see Chapter 2 for more details)

It is easy to become disorientated in any subject, unable ‘to see the wood for
the trees’ (to use a favourite English idiom). This is true not only for
beginners but professional academics, who are forced to specialise in tiny
areas of research as their condition of entry, and then find they have little
time to regain a broader view of the workload. This is the experience of your
lecturers and tutors.

As a student you have an advantage of less specialised knowledge, a window
of choice between options: the enormous advantage of a less defined future. If
you are ever going to ‘think outside the box’ it is now, or — for the lucky few —
much further down the line, when you are successful and can reclaim that
freedom.

Such a narrowing of interest is not only a practical matter, of the limited
time available. Every department, every research programme, and every
discipline is subject to fashions and biases, so the further you enter into the
academic system, the less choice you have of opinions — and especially public
expression of those opinions. Your research is not funded if you do not ‘say
the right thing’. Ideological pressure is at least as much a factor as workload
pressure or the practical limitations of time and it suppresses any sense of
detachment, orientation, and openness to debate. The very things that make
academic life effective can also negate its purpose.
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Again, you have the advantage of being permitted to explore your own
views as a student — before you are inside the system and have to watch your
back. The ancient civilisations reflect that freedom, with their fledgling ‘the-
ories’ — often anarchic by modern standards. Almost anything goes. As a
Roman critic was to put it, ‘Nothing is so silly that it has not been said by one
of the philosophers’.?

This is the time to get a set of ‘maps’ in your head, so you will know what
you do not know, which boxes have not yet been ticked and which areas are
unexplored. Starting as far back as we can, at the ‘dawn’ of psychological
thinking, we can work towards the present, noting which paths were not
taken, for visiting later. You need a ‘concept map’ which includes territory
forbidden or neglected, of which departments, lecturers and tutors are trained
to say, ‘Here be dragons!’

3 A map of the world (see 1.5, then the first section of each chapter)

You will also need a map in the literal sense: the geographical distribution of the
conceptual options. Today the world — even the academic world — is moving
back rapidly to a sense of interconnection it has not experienced since ancient
times. Then, the technologies of communication were basic but there were far
fewer people in the world, far less of the thing called psyche (see below), and
even fewer people talking about psyche. The human world was much smaller.

Today, as the human population is unimaginably larger than in the ancient
world, we also have far greater opportunities to connect across global cul-
tures. Early centres of civilisation have grown to become hubs of modern
civilisation, with long roots in the past. Business and trade, law and gov-
ernment, education and entertainment move between these ancient ‘hubs’
with their different outlooks.

Major modern nations such as China and India, and globally important
regions such as Europe, can trace their cultural roots back more than two
millennia to the time before the beginning of the Common Era — before the
year we call 0. This time saw the birth of most world religions, belief systems
and moral codes, as well as philosophies (and psychologies) associated with
these. Atheist as well as religious philosophies can trace their roots back to
this highly creative period.

In this book we will trace the great civilisations down to their roots, always
in search of our particular targets: beginnings of ideas about psyche and
logos. Tt will give us a preface to the Greek ideas we will cover in the next
book, which are generally seen as the origins of Western philosophy (and
psychology), but also place this preface securely on the world map — a ‘map’
of who was where, which languages they used, what they already knew. If you
start in Book Two you will be joining the party late, without introductions: a
little disorientated.

Today, the communications revolution which has climaxed in the Internet
and social media has brought us full circle, back to a global melting pot. In
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this new context modern psychology, being ‘modern’, has to face its identity
as a cultural product of the period of European dominance, which is cur-
rently ending. It is obliged to place itself, and its dearest assumptions, back in
a global context with ancient roots.

Popular psychology has embraced this context, following ‘the market’
without the constraints of academic discipline. Bookshops have sections en-
titled ‘Mind, Body and and Spirit” advocating esoteric practices from multiple
world cultures as forms of self-help. Publishers make much of those rogue
academics — often converts within medicine — who are prepared to endorse
any esoteric ‘method’. The same goes for popular archaeology, Egyptology,
and evolutionary psychology: serving up what people want to hear, for any
reason, and are willing to pay for.

Academic Psychology as a guild generally disapproves of this and sees itself
as a fortress of rationality, rigour, observation, professionalism, peer review
and quality control. These hard-won criteria are not to be taken lightly: the
product of long centuries of extracting ourselves from ignorance. On the
other hand, the publishing market is clearly ahead of the curve in globali-
sation, which is a valid concern, to which popular markets are faster to
respond. Multiple international conferences today are trying to catch up.
These urgently need relevant history.

4 The limits of time travel (see Chapter 1, especially 1.3)

The history of psychology is naturally a battleground for the competing
schools and their preferred conceptions of the subject. Modern histories of
psychology often begin about 150 years ago, when those who study ‘the
human mind’ first began to imitate the natural sciences successfully, with
experiments and new medical knowledge in laboratories. Such a ‘short’ his-
torical timeline is a preferred story for some schools in psychology, which
matches their take on the key questions outlined in (1) above: people are
much like animals, primarily physical entities; the mind is a function of the
body; observation is essential; measurement with mathematical analysis is a
primary aim; theories are tested rigorously in labs; and this overall project
was outlined in Europe during the nineteenth century.

In some departments this approach is taken for granted: it just ‘is’
Psychology.

Many professional psychologists, like many professional philosophers,
have no great interest in the history of their subject. What matters is what
works and not how we got here. The same is true for most physicists, chemists
and so on. It is part of what makes science special that it looks forwards and
not backwards; it refers to facts and not books. If we are scientists, then we
do not need history. If there must be history, it should be restricted to proper
scientists: people like us.

Other schools, aware that theories must be framed in terms of concepts
with their own history, look a little further back and want to include the
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history of philosophy as a past ‘laboratory of concepts’. These, more gener-
ously, look back to early modern ‘philosophy of mind’, tracing its beginnings
to Descartes (1596-1650) and Locke (1632-1704).* One influential book on
neurology, for example, was called Descartes’ Error: the author seeks to
unpick some conceptual errors from that time, which still influence and limit
his subject, in light of recent research.* Such histories deploy what can be
called a ‘medium’ historical timeline. For many, this is as far back as ‘History
of Psychology’ is considered respectable.

There are, however, important schools and particular thinkers, who appear
in every psychology curriculum, and look much further back. In fact, almost
every area and school of psychology uses concepts with older roots than the
medium timelines allow. Descartes himself had deep roots in much earlier
philosophy.’

The desire for psychology to be ‘scientific’ is a double-edged policy. If
concepts or methods can be assumed and can remain unexamined, this no
doubt helps to drive a research programme forward. No plant can grow well
if we are forever digging up the roots. Some blinkers are necessary. On the
other hand — as the natural sciences themselves have often discovered® — we
can become stuck in a conceptual rut, struggling to ‘think outside the box’
until someone digs deeper.

Those who grasp the Greek roots of the philosophical concepts in the second
approach are also driven back this far, leading to a longer historical timeline.’
Clinical psychology, especially, tends to appeal to much older models of mind
and method, using Greek myths and metaphors to help in healing minds. Major
thinkers — Freud, Jung, Jaspers, Heidegger might be some names you have met
already — have typically travelled in these corridors of time, back to the be-
ginnings of our Western civilisation, especially its roots in ancient Greece.®

Like everything else produced by people, the ‘History of Psychology’ itself
has a history. Without going down too far down this rabbit hole, we can
simply observe that shorter timelines are quite a recent development,
reflecting the dominance of certain schools. Go back a hundred years: you
find books calling themselves ‘A History of Psychology’, taking the story
back to the roots of Western civilisation and even a little further.” Go back
two hundred years: this approach is first attempted.'® Much of our effort in
Part One will be to work out a suitable method by digging at the roots of
modern history and psychology.

More recently, psychologists who cross over into archaeology have pro-
voked a debate with the proposal that we can now go back much further.'!
The growing sciences of the past — evolutionary psychology and genetics, new
movements in archaeology — offer us possibilities for capturing the devel-
opment of human thought on a vastly expanded timeline. Something
approaching ‘psychology’ is seen to evolve gradually in a continuous process,
not only before the Greeks, or before the invention of writing, but before the
production of food by farming, or further still, reaching ever further back
into the recesses of human prehistory.'?
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Modern psychology was born alongside ‘evolution’ as it appeared in
Darwin’s theory (1859), and emerging sciences of the remote past such as
archaeology.'® Its sense of its own history is suddenly catching up, bridging
the divide between the short, scientific history of modern psychology and the
much longer story of human origins implied by Darwin’s theory: catching up
with the programme for psychology on evolutionary terms, which Darwin
himself began to explore.'

In terms of the timeline we have gradually been stretching in this section,
we have moved from ‘short’ and ‘medium’ to ‘longer’ timelines, and then
suddenly shot back to ‘deep time’ — as demanded by the logic of evolutionary
thinking.'>

This book can be read as part of this current movement to expand time-
lines.'® The bridge between archaeology and psychology is still under con-
struction, as methods on both sides are developing rapidly — hoping to meet
in the middle of the river. This book is situated as an island in the stream,
facilitating a crossing.

This book will focus on the Bronze Age — from five thousand to three
thousand years ago — and to do this it starts with a common origin in the Stone
Age (1.4).

We can summarise these approaches in a brief list, to locate this book’s
range:

* Short back to 1850 Modern History

* Medium  back to 1650 Early Modern History
* Longer back to Ancient Greece Classical Civilisation

* Long back to 5000 years ago Chapters 5-8

* Deeper back to 12,000 years ago Chapter 4

* Deep back over 12,000 years The Ice Ages'’

Having taken the timeline back beyond the ancient Greeks into previous
ancient civilisations in Part Two, we must stretch the timeline back further
still, dipping into the past as far back as 12,000 years, before moving forwards
again through the invention of writing. This reduces the gap between evo-
lutionary psychology — which can come as close to us as 30,000 years ago'® —
and the timeline of our narrative.

The day may come when we can close the gap entirely, but the variety of
views in current evolutionary psychology suggests that we are not quite at this
point." We will touch upon the findings of evolutionary psychology, at the
horizon of this book’s narrative, but remain within the limits of currently
reliable history.

A good argument for this longer timeline is from our previous sections
above. If we seek to take a global perspective, as argued in the previous
section, then this entails tracing global origins. In order to gain a wider
perspective, we must go further back to our common origins, which means a
longer timeline.



Introduction 7

5 The role of philosophy (see Chapter 2 for more details)

Philosophy is content to trace its roots back to ancient Greece. One reason
why old histories of psychology imitated this pattern is that psychology was
seen as a branch of philosophy until they separated in Victorian times. As the
branch grew further from the trunk, it developed its own methods, its own
language, its own university departments, and its own journals. Like any
teenager it was devoted to defining itself apart from its parent: this attitude
endured and became fixed.

As we will discover at length in Chapters 2 and 3, most of the founders of
modern psychology were well aware of their debt to philosophy and placed
the new ‘Experimental Psychology’ alongside valid alternatives: ‘Descriptive
Psychology’, which continued the traditional task of philosophy as a labo-
ratory for concepts and methods; ‘Social Psychology’ as the context for be-
haviour, or ‘Cultural Psychology’, including the study of psychology itself as
a cultural product.

All of these have been pursued diligently, if not in psychology departments
and under that label, then in related subjects. In Chapters 2 and 3, we visit
multiple methods in contemporary psychology which are openly indebted to
pioneering developments in twentieth-century philosophy, as well as the other
sciences developed from these beginnings. As psychology proliferated into
its multiple ‘schools’ each has maintained dialogue with other sciences if
not with other schools. We will attempt to draw this extended family back
together (2.7).

Philosophy, the common parent of all, has also evolved. Philosophy of
science has informed methods in experimental psychology,?® as Cognitive
Psychology is in intense dialogue with the philosophy of mind and Artificial
Intelligence, as well as stretching into historical enquiry with evolutionary
psychology and Cognitive Archaeology.?! All of these are also in conversa-
tion with philosophy of language and linguistics, the study of spoken lan-
guages; and most recently with neuroscience, the study of our brains and
nervous systems. Continental philosophy is increasingly allowed back into
some of these discussions in the English-speaking world and never left the
psychology discussion outside it.>?

Philosophy, as practised today in university departments, has split into
schools: the most fundamental split is between Analytical Philosophy, which
dominates this subject in the English-speaking world, and Continental
Philosophy, which has its roots in Germany and France.?®> We will be obliged
to step between these as they are talking to different sciences, all of which we
will be using in this investigation. A good rule of thumb is that the first talks
to the natural sciences and the other to the historical or human sciences.

Finally, other new sciences have emerged from the nest of philosophy such
as anthropology (Greek: study of human beings, usually in social groups
without writing), sociology and the various kinds of linguistics. Historical
studies have advanced and specialised, studying different regions and periods,
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in dialogue with philosophy, which given its parenting role, still tends to talk
to everyone.

This book is intended to give you a fresh synthesis of these new sciences
with psychology and philosophy today. The separation is vital to their
development; their integration or synthesis is also vital. They can help explain
each other.

6 Language and concepts in psychology

The idea of a ‘map’ is not exhausted by geography and history. Language is an
essential feature of science. The vocabulary of psychology, even its name — as
we saw in the Preface — is indebted to the Greek language of classical Athens:

* Psychology

* Theory

* Method

* Analysis — and thus ‘psycho-analysis’

* Synthesis — and thus ‘psycho-synthesis’

There are many more Greek terms we will meet in psychology and in this
book:

* Logic, ethics, politics, economics — ‘ics’ ending from Greek ikos, ‘about’,
coupled with logos, ethos (character) polis (city-state) oikos (household)
respectively

* Biology = study of life, from bios (life) and logos (study, discussion)

* Physiology = study of bodily function, from phusis (nature)

* Neurology = study of brain and nervous system, from neuros (string)

* Pathology = study of illness, from pathos (suffering)

* Theology = study of God, from theos (god or God)

* Therapy = healing art, from therapos = healing, as in ‘psychotherapy’

Where it is not in Greek, psychology is indebted to the Latin of classical
Rome:

* Science from scientia = knowledge

» Concept from conceptum, a metaphor for an idea conceived in the mind

» Cognition from con-gnosco (originally Greek) = capacity for knowledge

* Intelligence from intelligere = to understand

* Personality from persona = mask, role, public presentation

* Ego = ‘I am’ in Latin, converted to a noun meaning ‘the sense of oneself’

This language debt will be explored in this series. It is good for a student of the
subject to start with an awareness of these languages. Rather than adopting
such ancient languages blindly, on trust, you can come to psychology with a
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grasp of the original meanings — often lost to today’s students. This will get
you off to a flying start, ‘owning the lingo’, even anticipating the meanings of
fresh terms.

The Greeks, as we will find, were not the only essential sources. They
inherited many of their ideas from older civilisations, clothing them in a new
language. All the senses of psyche®* — the human mind, soul, heart, con-
sciousness, feelings, personality, behaviour — had been considered, and beliefs
about these debated and developed, for at least two thousand years before
this also happened in Greek.

What is true of psyche is also true of logos: 