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First of all, let me point out that Kurt Danziger will not be attending this session. Today is his 

85th birthday. Although he is in good health for a person of 85, few people reach that age 

without it having some kind of the effect on their health. When the news of this award was 

conveyed to him, he said that his ability to attend would depend on his health. In spite of his 

non-attendance, he is very pleased to receive the award and has given me a short paper to 

read out. Before doing that, I would like to give a brief summary of his career. The remaining 

time in the session will then be used for questions and comments from the floor. Let me also 

draw your attention to the certificate that will be presented to Kurt. 

 

Kurt Danziger was born in Germany exactly 85 years ago today. When he was six years old, 

a momentous event occurred: the Nazis came to power. As it became increasingly obvious 

what they were about, Danziger's parents did what many other Germans did around this time: 

they emigrated; in this particular case, to Cape Town, South Africa. There he later took a 

degree with distinction in chemistry but rather than pursue a career in chemistry he switched 

to psychology. He shared a general feeling at the end of the Second World War that science 

had been successful in helping us to understand the natural world and that it should now help 

us to understand the social world (Danziger, 2009). 

 

At the University of Cape Town, Danziger came under the influence of Hullian neo-

behaviourism. He was due to do a Ph.D. in Iowa but a chance meeting with a social 

anthropologist from Oxford led him to go there instead. His doctoral research involved 

standard 1940s experimentation using laboratory rats (e.g. Danziger, 1953), though he 

became increasingly disillusioned with this type of work. An important influence was the 

ethologist, Niko Tinbergen who was teaching in Oxford at the time. Danziger came to realise 

that the neo-behaviourist search for universal laws of behaviour would prove fruitless. 

 

He now accepted a position at the University of Melbourne, Australia. At that point, his 

research was influenced by the work of Piaget who had visited Oxford during Danziger's time 

there. But whereas Piaget had largely concentrated on the child's understanding of the natural 

world, Danziger attached more significance to the child's developing understanding of the 

social world and studied such topics as children's understanding of kinship terms and of 

economic relations (e.g. Danziger, 1958). 

 

His return to the politically charged atmosphere of South Africa led to a concentration on 

social psychology. He now began to analyse highly divergent expectations for the future 

collected from different social groups in South Africa. Except for a two-year break as a 

visiting professor in Indonesia, this work continued until Danziger's migration to Canada. 

 

In Indonesia, Danziger's mandate was to teach Western-style psychology. He relates an 

encounter with an older professor who was teaching a local form of psychology called, "ilmu 

djiwa", which roughly translates as "science of the soul". It was virtually impossible for them 

to engage in dialogue about these different approaches since they had no concepts or 

categories in common and this brought Danziger to the slightly disconcerting conclusion that 
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the concepts and categories of Western psychology also reflected their cultural-historical 

origins (Danziger, 1997).  

 

In 1960, Danziger returned to South Africa to take up an appointment as Head of the 

Psychology Department at the University of Cape Town. His work in social psychology had 

always shown strong sociological influences. Karl Mannheim, a central figure in the 

development of the sociology of knowledge, had titled his best known work Ideology and 

Utopia (Mannheim, 1936) and in a clear allusion, Danziger's most important work of this 

period was called, "Ideology and Utopia in South Africa" (Danziger, 1963). Its empirical 

basis was provided by future autobiographies and future histories written by members of the 

different "racial" groups of South Africa. It remains one of the few examples of linking an 

empirical approach to the theoretical framework of the sociology of knowledge. 

 

Danziger's time at the University of Cape Town was also one of political activism.  

For some years, he had been one of the few white members of the "Congress Alliance" that 

later merged into the African National Congress, the South African liberation movement. 

Among other things, he became involved in forensic psychology. Many opponents of 

apartheid were being tried for plotting the overthrow of the regime based on the testimony of 

witnesses who had been held in solitary confinement for long periods. In some of these trials, 

Danziger provided expert evidence on the questionable reliability of such testimony. At the 

request of the defence, he was also in court to give such evidence in the famous Rivonia Trial 

at which Nelson Mandela and other top leaders of the ANC were given lengthy prison 

sentences but the judge refused any presentation of this evidence. These activities led to 

ominous public attacks on Danziger by the minister of police and covert attacks by white 

vigilantes. Eventually, he was allowed to leave on condition he never came back.  

 

Danziger arrived in Toronto in 1965 to take up an appointment at York University. It was not 

possible to continue the research that he had done in South Africa but his interests in 

developmental psychology and social psychology combined to produce a widely read 

textbook titled, Socialization (Danziger, 1971) that was translated into several languages. His 

interest in police interrogation methods in South Africa led him into the area of interpersonal 

communication and he also published a book on this subject (Danziger, 1976).  

 

Danziger's move into history of psychology began in 1973. He had never stayed anywhere 

long enough to earn a sabbatical and now had one for the first time in his career. One of his 

plans for the sabbatical was to read the original works of some of the early figures in the 

history of psychology, such as Helmholtz, Fechner and Wundt. He developed a strong 

interest in Wundt, which was fortuitous since there was enormous interest in Wundt around 

that time to coincide with the 100th anniversary of the establishment of Wundt's laboratory in 

Leipzig in 1879. In papers such as "The Positivist Repudiation of Wundt" (Danziger, 1979) 

and "The History of Introspection Reconsidered" (Danziger, 1980), he helped to correct some 

common myths about Wundt's psychology. 

 

Danziger's interest in the social psychology of the psychology experiment led him to examine 

not only Wundt's ideas but also the methods that were used in his laboratory. He found to his 

surprise that these methods were radically different from the methods that were subsequently 

adopted by the discipline. For example, the role of the research participant was frequently 

considered more important than that of the experimenter and this situation was reflected in 

the fact that the research participant was often a person of higher status than the 

experimenter. More often than not, however, the two roles were interchangeable. Another 
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striking difference was that data from single subjects rather than statistical averages were 

used.  

 

Given that psychology had a number of competing models for conducting research, the 

question arises as to why it adopted a particular model as opposed to one of its alternatives. 

Here Danziger came up with that memorable phrase, "marketable methods". The methods of 

mainstream psychology were adopted because they produced knowledge that would be of 

interest to the agencies that had an interest in controlling behaviour and the means to fund 

psychological research. As Danziger has pointed out, the people who are studied by 

psychologists and the people who fund their research are rarely the same (Danziger, 1987). 

These results were published in Danziger's book, Constructing the Subject: Historical 

Origins of Psychological Research (1990). One reviewer described it as "the most important 

book on the history of psychology to come along in years" (Stam, 1992; p. 629).  

 

In spite of this emphasis on the history of psychological methods, or psychological practices 

as Danziger prefers to call them, he had defined his interest in terms of "the history of 

psychological objects" as early as 1981 (Danziger, 1981). Even before the publication of 

Constructing the Subject, he had already started the work for his next book, Naming the 

Mind: How Psychology Found Its Language (Danziger, 1997). Here he examines the history 

of the basic psychological concepts like "motivation", "behaviour", "intelligence", "learning", 

"personality" and "attitude". Perhaps the most surprising thing about them is how historically 

recent they are. None are older than the 19th century and some are products of the 20th 

century.  

 

Danziger's next book, Marking the Mind: A History of Memory (2008) is a continuation of 

this work. Not all the concepts of psychology are of recent origin and “memory" is one of the 

oldest concepts that has been in continuous use. It can be found in the earliest texts of 

Ancient Greece, though it has changed over time. For example, in pre-literate societies, 

stories are rarely told the same way twice, just as music is rarely played the same way twice. 

The issue of accuracy in memory only arose when there was some kind of record with which 

it could be compared. The notion of pathology in memory was an even later development. 

 

Danziger's work on the history of psychological practices and his work on the history of 

psychological objects are not to be seen as separate histories. He repeatedly shows how 

psychological objects are related to psychological practices. For example, the prominence of 

the psychological notion of "intelligence" was connected to the practice of educational 

testing, just as the notion of "motivation" was connected to certain managerial practices.  

Different concepts of "memory" were connected to different mnemonic practices. 

 

Danziger's views on the relationship between psychological objects and practices can be 

found in an article titled, “Psychological objects, practice and history” (Danziger, 1993). It 

forms part of a group of works on historiography. Many of these works were collected 

together for a free web book titled, Problematic Encounter: Talks on Psychology and 

History, which was made available in 2010 (Danziger, 2010). 

 

Any overview of Danziger's career would be incomplete if it did not include a mention of his 

role in establishing the graduate programme in history and theory of psychology at York 

University, a role for which he received the Canadian Psychological Association's Education 

and Training Award in 1994. It continues to be the biggest programme of its kind in the 
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world and the field would be considerably poorer without the contributions of the faculty, the 

students and the former students from this programme. 

 

I said at the outset that Danziger would not be with us today because of his health problems. 

Another aspect of old age is that one's energy levels begin to decline. In spite of this, he 

continues to work. He is currently writing a chapter for a book on the psychology of persons. 

He has also written a short paper for this meeting which I will now read out.  
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