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Is psychology purely a western philosophical concept? 

Kripa Sigdel1*, Sujan Shrestha2 

ABSTRACT 

There is a widespread belief and allegation that Psychology is a Western product.  This paper 

examines this allegation looking at its philosophical origin, scientific advancement and 

contemporary development. The Western perspective on Psychology is contrasted against 

Eastern perspective. The paper reviewed several literatures on the history and advancement 

of Psychology. It also reviewed the literatures on indigenous and multicultural psychology. 

The paper concluded that until 20th century Psychology was exclusively Western product. 

The recent emphasis on the role of culture in human psychology has given the space for 

Eastern perspective. We can be hopeful that Psychology will be more inclusive, diverse and 

global in future. 
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Psychology 

hen Herman Ebbinghaus said ‘Psychology has long past but story history’ most of 

it’s origins and historical foundation seems to be laid in western philosophy in 

literatures. The subject matter of Psychology has been here since the beginning of 

the time although its systematic, standardized, and organized study is a recent phenomenon. 

It seems improbable to think that Psychology is purely the product of West since the 

beginning of the time. But whenever we talk of Psychology, it’s origin is traced back to the 

Philosophers like Plato, Aristotle or Socrates. But rarely we find the tenets of Eastern 

Philosophies such as Taoism, Confucianism, Buddhism, Hinduism etc. in the origin of 

Psychology. From the syllabus that we follow to the textbook that we refer we as scholars, 

teachers and students have been primed to think Psychology in terms of Western model.   

 

Transcending the universality of Psychology, culture and context have been recognized as a 

great influencer to human psyche. This approach says that there is nothing universal and 

absolute in terms of human psychology. Everything is relative and contextual. This gave 

birth to cultural psychology, indigenous psychology and cross-cultural Psychology. The 

influence of this approach is to such an extent that it laid the foundation for the fourth force 

of multiculturalism (Pederson, 1999). We can say that this new cultural awakening of 

Psychology has definitely given a space and consideration for local culture and context 
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although we can argue that the knowledge production in cultural and indigenous psychology 

still suffer from Western research paradigm and research methodologies. 

 

The resurgence of Eastern Philosophies into the current model of Psychology can be seen 
lately but with the tinge of Westernization.  The western scientist and scholars have 

understood the significance and relevance of Eastern philosophies. They have begun to 

incorporate the concept in their work and research. At the same time while going under the 

process of adaptation, translation, interpretation and practice they have been morphed into 

different than the original. The concepts which were borrowed from the East have 

undergone westernization, particularly Americanization and have been presented to the 

world including the East in a new platter.   

 

Western Philosophy is known to be credited for the origin of Psychology so this paper will 

look in depth about the role of Eastern Philosophy as well Western Philosophy in the 

understanding of Psychology today.  Some have also concluded that the field of psychology 

is no more than a cultural product of the Western world (Rozin,2003) and others encourage 

integration of the bodies of knowledge and acknowledge of mutual concern of the Western 

psychology and Eastern philosophies in understanding the thinking, feeling, experiencing 

and acting (Page & Berkow, 1991) 

Origin of Psychology 

  

Western Philosophy on Psychology 

Aristotle who is contested as a father of Psychology is believed to have had a first book 

published on Psychology, De Anima – translated as On the Soul published in 350 B,.C 

(Aristotle, 2018). His predecessors Socrates and Plato had also contributed to the field of 

Psychology with their philosophical ideas.  Socrates started the philosophical enquiry about 

human behaviours- the legacy of which is still continued in the form of Socratic questioning 

used widely in Therapeutic and Counselling setting. ("Philosophical Roots of Psychology", 

2020) His student. Plato continued the tradition of his teacher, Socrates, even more 

espousing the ideas of Socrates and adding new elements to it. Plato emphasized the role of 

Psyche or soul which is central to drive our actions, drives, emotions and thinking (Katona, 

2002). Plato believed that the soul was distinct from our body and the knowledge would be 

stored in soul even after our body was dead. His student, Aristotle had a different idea about 

soul who popularized the experience as epistemology of knowledge. He refuted the idea of 

Plato that soul and body are separable, He was of the idea that soul and body were united 

(Katona, 2002). His contribution to the method of study i.e., the empirical approach to study 

has been largely adopted by the current scientific community as the essential value of 

science, His idea about soul-body problem which later became mind-body problem was an 

important philosophical departure from his predecessors and formed the basis for modern 

Psychologists to study on mind-body dualism. 

 

It is to be noted that the word ‘Psychology’ is in fact derived from the Greek words ‘Psyche’ 

and ‘Logos’.  The focus on ‘soul’ as the subject matter of study by Greek Philosophers had 

contributed the coinage of the term. ‘Psyche’ is roughly translated as ‘soul, breathe, spirit’ 

and ‘Logos’ is translated as ‘Study of or research’.  Psychology as we know today is quite 

different from the meaning Greek Philosophers had attached to it. Generally, when we study 

the history of Psychology, this is as far as its origin is traced back with nothing or very few 

words for Eastern Philosophy. 
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Eastern Philosophy on Psychology 

East is always considered or viewed as ‘mystical’ by the westerners. When Psychology is 

almost exclusively associated with Western Philosophy it begs the question, weren’t the 

people in the East curious about their mind and behaviors?  We will look into four major 
Eastern philosophies i.e., Confucianism, Taoism, Buddhism and Hinduism and derive the 

meaning they have associated with Psychology. 

 

Confucianism is the philosophy of great Chinese Philosopher Confucius. Confucianism has 

heavily emphasized on morality and virtues. Human behavior were evaluated on the 

attainment of five virtues for moral life – humanity, duty to others, sensitivity to other’s 

feeling, wisdom and truthfulness (Mcknight, 2011).  The major contribution of 

Confucianism is on contemporary moral psychology (Kim, 2016).  Lao Tzu like Confucius 

at the same time around developed the philosophy of Taoism, It is the Chinese philosophy 

that focuses on the harmony with nature and society (Hurley & Callahan, 2008). The 

important aspect of this philosophy is that life should be lived in balance or to achieve 

harmony in life two opposing forces – yin and yang - should be in balance.  Hinduism 

believes in purity of one’s soul (aatman) which is determined by one’s own actions in 

current life that is called karma. Karma is the accumulated good and bad deeds of one’s 

present which determines the state of afterlife and reincarnation after death (Chakkarath, 

2005).  Hinduism treats soul as something that is divine and it gets pure or polluted by an 

individual’s actions or deeds in life.  Buddhism basically views life is suffering brought by 

our endless desires and wishes (Mcknight, 2011).  It advocates the following of virtues 

which includes love, compassion, joy, equanimity to achieve, Nirvana, the state at which life 

is no more suffering.  

 

Besides these philosophies there are other traditions and philosophies that have influenced 

the psyche of the people of the Eastern Part of the world.  These philosophies have rich 

cache of psyche to govern one’s life that one must wonder why were these philosophies not 

included in the origin of Psychology? The psychology when it was being made scientific 

had the available reference material of Western philosophies as the world took notice of 

Eastern Philosophies quiet later on.  The socio-political environment of the world, the 

advancement of Education, colonization and other external factors could have eclipsed these 

philosophies. Then there is this Ethnocentric concept, ‘White men’s burden’ which states 

that the white people have responsibility to educate the rest of the world from their 

backward state. This imposition of knowledge by the Western World might have obscured 

the rich philosophical knowledge and wisdom of the East. At the same time, when the 

science and research was advancing in the west in the field of Psychology, it was quiet non-

existent in the eastern part due to lack of education. This research lag has put the Eastern 

philosophy into a major disadvantage to push its ideas infront of the world.  This could be 

attributed by the poor culture of research doing, preservation of knowledge and 

documentation in the Eastern part of the world. 

 

Modern Psychology 

In 1879, at University of Leipzig, Wilhelm Wundt, a German Psychologist established the 

first laboratory of Psychology. This had a epochal effect in the field of Psychology. This 

marked the beginning of scientific era in Psychology. Due to his contribution for making 

Psychology science, Wilhelm Wundt was conferred with the tile of father of modern 

Psychology (Schultz & Schultz, 2015). Psychological concepts were operationalized and 

made measurable with the standardized questionnaires, structured observation, and other 

available scientific tools. We can tentatively assume that before the advent of the era of 
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Modern Psychology, Psychology was more or less philosophical talk or a good subject 

matter for time pass for the intellectuals and philosophers. But Psychology didn’t just 

become science just like that if the foundations were not led by the Western Philosophers 

such as Rene Descartes who recognized the importance of function of mental processes and 
made a systematic enquiry on the relationship between mind and body (Schultz & Schultz, 

2015). Similarly, the British Empiricists John Locke, George Berkely, David Hume, David 

Hartley, James Mill and John Stuart Mill were crucial to establish Empiricism as the key 

medium for knowledge generation.  Auguste Comte with his theory of Positivism opened 

the gateway or showed the possibility for the subjects like Psychology to become Science 

like natural science subjects by focusing only on observable facts and discarding which 

cannot be observed.  

 

 Since Psychology had a late start in the race of science relative to others, it was desperately 

trying to catch up with them.  Psychology established its relevancy in many applied settings 

especially in the area of clinical setting, educational setting, business and advertising.  We 

can study the modern Psychology into four major forces: Psychodynamic perspective led by 

Sigmund Freud; Behaviorism and Cognitive perspective led by John Watson, B F Skinner, 

Ivan Pavlov, Aaron T. Beck and Albert Ellis; Humanistic perspective led by Carl Rogers 

and Abraham Maslow; and Multicultural perspective popularized by the figures and 

personalities such as John W Berry, Ype Poortinga, Paul Pederson etc.  All these modern 

perspectives of Psychology are predominantly Western with some benefit of doubt to 

multicultural perspective as it has its basis in Indigenous and Cross-Cultural Psychology.  

American Psychological Association (2002) listed the 100 eminent Psychological 

personalities of 20th Century. In that all the psychologists listed were Western with no one 

representing the Eastern part of the world.  This list alone gives an idea how much 

Psychology is Western.   

 

It is one thing to say that Eastern Perspective was not given place while discussing the origin 

of Psychology but it is entirely a different matter and context not to have one Psychologist 

from the Eastern World in the list of eminent Psychologists of 20th century. This is a 

complex question to answer and hence multiple factors are responsible for this. Was it a 

language barrier – as the writings in the lingua franca of the Eastern Psychologists didn’t get 

the attention?  Was it the quality of Eastern Psychologists as their qualification and training 

were not up to the mark? Was it that the proportion of Psychologists in West relative to East 

was much more? Or was there inherent bias in Psychology which favored Western 

Psychologists and their researches?  Such questions are important to ask as we are in the 21st 

century and it will be pity if the list does not name any Eastern Psychologists by the end of 

21st century. That is highly improbable but the quantity of the names from Eastern side is 

still doubtful. 

 

We can conclude that the Psychology till 20th century was purely Western with little place 

and consideration to Eastern perspective or Psychologists. But it’s not necessary that the 

same fate will be repeated in 21st century because we have much hope due to the advent of 

latest force in Psychology – Multicultural Psychology. 

 

A New Leeway to Eastern Psychology: Multicultural Psychology 

As the world came closer due to increased globalization, people from different cultural 

backgrounds had an increased contact with each other. It has become impossible to find a 

village of only one culture now. But this brought a new challenge to understand each other. 

Before it was easy to understand and explain behaviors of people because most of them 
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operated from the similar cultural framework. Now the challenge is that our cultural 

assumption does not get us far in understanding and explaining the behaviors of people 

another cultural background. This was majorly seen in the United States of America and 

Europe as it had huge influx of immigrants from all around the world.  
 

The empirical researches in Psychology are still dominated by the Western World. The 

findings derived from such researches are widely generalized into the people of different 

context and setting.  The participants from Western countries account for more than 90% of 

the participants in psychological studies. The scholars have noticed this biasness in 

Psychology and have begun to question them (Nielsen, Haun, Kärtner & Legare, 2017). 

They have labeled this biasness as Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic 

(WEIRD) (Henrich, Heine, &Norenzayan, 2010). The empirical evidences generated mostly 

from Western sample in Western context and setting with Western theories have made 

Psychology lopsided more towards Western Philosophy.  Western Psychology originally 

assumed universal traits, behaviors and thinking. The researches mostly done in West were 

generalized in other parts of the world as well.  But the Psychologists noticed that the focus 

on universality and generalization did not work in other different cultures. The non- Western 

Psychologists started to become assertive to have their own perspectives and their voices 

heard. They started to formulate their own theories and explanations relative to their culture 

which gave rise to Indigenous Psychology.  

 

In both the instances we can see the role of culture is central to human behaviors (Kitayama 

& Cohen, 2010). Hence culture became one of the important factors and context for 

understanding and explaining behavior. It is not enough now to assume that alone findings 

of a Psychological research are valid across all the cultures.  This gave birth to cross cultural 

psychology which does the psychological study across multiple cultures and see the 

similarities and differences in the behavior due to culture.  

 

Multicultural Psychology considers Western Psychology culture specific and hence 

considers an indigenous Psychology native to Western people and culture.  This has 

diversified the field and made it more open and receptive to different views and 

explanations. The professional agencies such as APA has already acknowledged the 

importance of cultural knowledge because of which it is mandatory now to have cultural 

competence that should be reflected in their educational qualification, training, research and 

Practice (APA, 2002; APA, 2017) to have professional accreditation.  

 

Eastern Psychology is finding more place in the mainstream Psychology due to indigenous 

and cross- cultural psychologies. For example, in our country Nepal, there has been lots of 

researches in mental health and its association with culture. The scoping review by Chase., 

Sapkota, and Kramer (2018) on culture and mental health in Nepal found out the influence 

of culture on mental health in four different levels :(1) cultural determinants of mental 

illness; (2) beliefs and values that shape illness experience, including symptom experience 

and expression and help-seeking; (3) cultural knowledge of mental health and healing 

practices; and (4) culturally informed mental health research and service design. Such 

researches give an idea about local Psychology in relation to Psychology of other cultures. 

 

The development of multicultural psychology is definitely positive in making Psychology 

diverse, inclusive and global. But there are still some issues surrounding researches done in 

multicultural psychology. First, although there is an increase of authorship by Eastern 

Psychologists but still the knowledge production of Psychology related to culture is still 



Is psychology purely a western philosophical concept? 
 

© The International Journal of Indian Psychology, ISSN 2348-5396 (e)| ISSN: 2349-3429 (p) |    635 

dominated by the Western Psychologists. This is truer for the resource strapped country like 

ours. The main challenge of this kind of research that is the chance of ethnocentrism. 

Western researchers come here and do the Psychological researches related to culture which 

essentially is no problem. But with their preconceived notion, if they interpret the local 
culture with their cultural lens then that’s the huge injustice. This is a real possibility. 

Another challenge to this is that who gets benefitted the most by such researches? The 

researchers themselves or the local cultural community also gets benefitted? The other 

challenge is in the epistemology. Even the indigenous researches done by the local 

Psychologists might be culturally invalid if the local researchers follow the Western 

conceptual framework and paradigm of research in the quest to make research more 

scientific (Hwang, 2004). Indigenous Psychologists advocate to make the research unique to 

its cultural context, values, concepts, methodologies etc (Kim, 2000). We can be more 

hopeful for the coming future as more local Psychologists are feeling the need to have their 

own indigenous Psychologies as many of them have realized that Psychological theories 

from West do not work in their local setting. 

 

Old Wine in a New Bottle: A Case Analysis of Mindfulness 

As we have already stated above that the world is getting more shrunken into a global 

village with people from diverse groups and backgrounds. This has given the western world 

exposure to the eastern philosophies and practices such as tai- chi, yoga and meditation.  

Western Psychologists and society have been increasingly adopting to Eastern philosophy 

such as Buddhism and popularizing the practices such as yoga and meditation (Hurley & 

Callahan, 2008). 

 

The west has particularly adopted the meditation derived from Buddhist tradition and 

philosophy. Western Psychology has taken it in its core that it is getting popular day by day.  

Under Buddhist philosophy and tradition, meditation is a mean to understand the real nature 

of self which is impermanent and interdependent to eradicate the human sufferings (Dalai 

Lama, 1986, as cited in Shiah, Hwang, & Yit, 2017). This Buddhist practise of 

contemplative meditation was adopted and adapted by Kabat- Zinn, Western scientist ad 

Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MSBR) . MSBR (in short mindfulness meditation) 

garnered an increased following and now it has been adapted in psychotherapeutic 

interventions such as Mindfulness based Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (Zinn, 1982).  

When it wasn’t adopted and adapted by West this form of meditation was limited to monks, 

nuns and few Buddhist followers. The east by and large had not taken notice. Now when the 

west adopted it and adapted to its purpose with scientific backing it became a huge brand. 

The popularity of the mindfulness and interest in it is increasing day by day. This is can be 

seen by the figure below which shows the exponential growth in the quantity of researches 

in mindfulness from 1980-2018. 
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Figure 1Figure showing the exponential growth of publications in mindfulness over the 

years 

 
Note: From American Mindfulness Research Association (2019). This image is free for 

reuse and reprint for research and teaching purposes but modifications to the image are not 
allowed. 

 

Shiah, Hwang, and Yit (2017) have shown the differences of the original Buddhist tradition 

of meditation and Mindfulness meditation.  The original Buddhist meditation has religious 

significance attached to it but West has stripped the religiosity out of it and made it secular.  

Mainly this has been used as a technique to calm down, relax in order to reduce stress levels 

in the West but original Buddhist meditation is to improve knowledge of oneself to attain 

Nirvana. Mindfulness meditation in the west has been coupled with therapeutic intervention 

in order to treat psychological disorders such as depression and anxiety.  The Western 

adaptation of Buddhist meditation as mindfulness has not only impacted the people in West 

but it is increasingly becoming popular in the East as well.  

 

It is interesting and fascinating to see how the original Eastern concept which was limited to 

particular cult of people gets taken up by the west. They redress it with practical purpose 

with scientific backing and offers it back to the place of its origin with new avatar but 

essentially it is the same. And people in the East accepts it as if it something new and 

Western.  

 

This only shows how we are poor in understanding the Eastern values and concept and 

utilise it in our practical lives effectively. It also shows our poverty of research and scientific 

imagination. It also shows there are so many concepts and practises that need our attention 

and need scientific investigation. Or else we might become the passive consumers of the 

Westernization of our own concepts and practices. 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

The answer to the question which is the main theme of this essay - Is Psychology purely a 

Western Philosophical Concept has been explored here. In the beginning when there was no 

distinct discipline of Psychology, both the worlds – East and West had their own 

philosophies on Psychology. The west was more rational in its approach whereas the East 
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was quiet vague and fatalistic. The disparity between East and West began when the West 

integrated the Science into Psychology. It became exclusively Western till 20 th century. But 

multiculturalism forced Western Psychology to consider other viewpoints and perspectives. 

Culture became the main force of reckoning in Psychology and is still continuing to be. This 
opened the avenues for Eastern Psychologists to protest and criticize the universality of 

Western Psychology and initiate the new fields of Psychology such as Indigenous 

Psychology and Cross-Cultural Psychology. The Eastern Perspective have begun to find 

their ways into mainstream Psychology.  Despite this positive change there is an issue of 

ethnocentrism, maximum knowledge generation in one particular place using the biased 

sample and there is a big question of epistemology of knowledge and methodology.  The 

West is being more open and receptive to Eastern perspectives and practices. The downside 

of it is that they have westernized our concepts and selling us as a new product, and we are 

becoming passive observers and consumers of their rebranding of our own original product.  

To conclude, Psychology is being more diverse, inclusive and global. It is no longer the sole 

entity of west. But it still is hugely influenced by the Western Philosophy. To make 

Psychology fully integrated with other perspective takes a time. The local Psychologists 

should increase their awareness in their own culture and should develop a habit to critically 

analyze the knowledge production of the West.  
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